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Chapter One

Tennyson
“He’s an asshole, Tennyson,” Ava said before taking a sip of her martini. My best friend was a tiny red-headed firecracker—a contrast to my height and dark hair—who loved hard and protected those she cared about even harder. She was definitely the one you wanted in your corner in a bar fight, as well as the one to help get you through the emotional crap that life dished out. I loved her like she was my sister and, with the lack of family and friends I’d had throughout my life, I appreciated her loyalty more than she’d ever truly know. But, sometimes, her protectiveness and loyalty could be a bit over the top.
Ava had never been a fan of Patrick, the guy I’d been dating for the last several months, but I never really understood why. As far as I knew, since the day we’d all met in this very bar, he’d been nothing but nice to her.
Nate’s Bar was busy for a Wednesday night, but that was likely due to the band he’d booked for the evening. They’d been playing a lot around town and had gained quite a following, so they’d drawn a sizeable crowd even though it was the first night they’d played here. According to Nate, they were becoming one of the most popular local bands in Nashville. And I could see why. I’d enjoyed their first set and was looking forward to them taking the stage again after the break they were currently on.
I shook my head with a slight smile.
“Patrick’s been good to me, you know,” I said to Ava, to which she rolled her eyes. I laughed and took a sip of my drink, then studied her a moment before I continued. “I don’t know why you don’t like him.”
Ava scoffed as she gathered her hair in one hand and pulled it over one of her shoulders—a move I could see didn’t escape the notice of the fine-looking lead singer of the band. Ava was one of those women who could attract the attention of any man she wanted like she was some kind of magnet, seemingly with only a lingering once-over when she turned her sultry gaze on them.
“Give him time, he’ll show his true colors eventually,” she said as she knocked back the rest of her drink and was about to signal Nate for another when he placed a fresh martini down in front of her. “How’d ya know I wanted another one, Nate?”
“Didn’t. But,” he said as he motioned toward the band members with his head as he smirked, “seems Denton wanted you to have one. So . . .” He pushed the glass toward her and took the empty one. “Enjoy, darlin’. Tennyson, can I get you another?”
“Sure.” I finished my drink and slid the empty glass toward the tending side just as he was putting another scotch neat down in front of me.
“Enjoy.” He smiled and went to take care of some other customers. I liked Nate. He was older than me, but only by a decade at most and, and while not what I’d consider good-looking, was still easy on the eyes. His height and build kept the patrons in line, but when a scuffle did break out, he easily handled it like he was the Asshole Whisperer or something.
A feature that did make him more attractive, though, was the easy smile that reached all the way to his eyes. He never failed to make me feel better if I was having a bad day, which was why I’d become a regular here years ago. Nate’s wasn’t a dive, but it wasn’t high-end, either, and had plenty of places to sit around the bar and at tables. Add to that its live music stage that also showcased the talent—and lack thereof—of the people getting in on the karaoke nights, the pool tables, dart boards, TVs scattered about the bar, and the good drinks and even better food, and it was definitely my home away from home.
I glanced over at the band members who were all talking to fans of the female variety—except for Denton. He seemed to have eyes only for Ava. Ava tipped her glass slightly toward him and mouthed a thank you, to which he smiled and tipped his beer toward her, then turned and said something to his band members and they followed him out the back door.
I looked at Ava, who had a shit-eating grin on her face. I knew that look and had seen it way too many times to count. It meant she knew she was taking Denton home at the end of the night.
Waiting for her to turn her attention to me, I went over the conversation we’d just had. Something about the way she’d spoken about Patrick suddenly struck me as odd. When her hazel eyes met my blue ones, I said, “Why do you sound like you know more about Patrick than you’ve told me?”
A look of uncertainty ghosted Ava’s expression, but it was gone before I could really think much about it. “I don’t know what you mean. Why do you say that?”
“What you just said, about giving him time to show his true colors. Sounds to me like you know more about him than you’re telling me. Had y’all met before we saw him that first night?”
“Nope.” Ava shook her head and took a sip of her drink, letting her eyes scan the room. But the way she did it made me think she was trying to avoid looking me in the eye. She could act like there wasn’t a real reason she felt the way she did about Patrick, but something was up between the two of them and I could feel the tension between them any time they shared the same air.
“Then why’d you say that?” I pushed.
After several moments, Ava let her eyes meet mine again. “Just a hunch, I suppose. Let’s change the subject. I don’t want to talk about your boyfriend. This is our night. And I won’t see you for over a week. Surely we can talk about something other than him.”
“Fine with me,” I said, then we clinked our glasses together and took a sip of our drinks. I wasn’t fond of talking about Patrick with her, anyway. And from the way she was acting, she wasn’t going to share anything to enlighten me about their issues. “And, trust me, I’d much rather go camping with you and your family than spend three days in New York meeting with Martha.”
“Is she still making you do the editing for all the books she thinks are beneath her?”
“Yep. I don’t mind, though. I’ve found some great new authors. Hey, thanks again for looking after Diva for me. You sure you don’t mind?” My Husky, Diva, seemed to share Ava’s feelings about Patrick, which meant he wasn’t a good option to watch her while I was out of town, and I wasn’t going to put her in a kennel.
“It’s not a problem, Tenn. I love Diva as much as you, and she’ll have a blast being in the mountains with us. There’s a shallow river where she can swim, and we’ll be hiking every day. She’ll think she’s died and gone to doggie-heaven.”
“She will, and I’ll love knowing she’s being well cared for.”
Ava chuckled. “You two are quite a pair, you know?”
“Why do you say that?”
“She’s true to her name and struts around demanding to be noticed, and you’re about as clueless to your charm as anyone I’ve ever known.”
I huffed out a laugh. “You’re the one with all the appeal. I’ve never seen anyone attract people so easily. If I had half your allure, I’d be screwing my way around Nashville.”
Ava squinted slightly as she studied me for a moment. “I know I said I didn’t want to talk about him, but what’s that mean for Patrick? I mean, if you’d screw half of Nashville if you could, do you really want to be exclusive with him? Why limit yourself?”
My stomach dropped because I knew her question had merit. I took a sip of my scotch, then shrugged. “Well, I don’t have your appeal, so I wouldn’t get the chance to do that even if I wanted to.” I looked at her for a long moment, wondering how deep I wanted to get into this conversation. I trusted Ava with my fears and feelings, but I also didn’t want to drag the evening down with how crappy I felt about being so close to losing my chance to have kids.
I sighed and shook my head, knowing she would understand. “I’m not getting any younger, Ava. My biological clock is about out of time. I’m hoping this thing Patrick and I have will stick. If it doesn’t . . .”
Ava looked at me with what I could only describe as sadness. She knew how much I’d always wanted children, and each year that passed, the likelihood of me realizing that dream seemed more and more unlikely. She’d even tried to get me to go to a sperm bank and have one that way, but I didn’t want to raise a child without a father. I’d lost my parents when I was barely two and bounced around from one foster home to another until one finally stuck when I was a teen. I didn’t plan on bringing a child into the world that wouldn’t have the family I’d never had but always longed for.
“Do you love him, Tennyson?” she asked in one of the most caring tones I’d ever heard from her.
And that was the one question I didn’t know how to answer. Did I care for him? Sure. But I didn’t know if it rose to the level of love—which spoke volumes. Instead of answering, I just shrugged again and took another long sip of my scotch.
Several silent moments passed until I couldn’t stand the quiet any longer. It wasn’t like I had to be constantly chatting, but her last question and my inability to answer it with positivity bothered me more than I wanted to acknowledge. I downed the rest of my drink and stood.
“I need to use the bathroom,” I said as I kissed Ava on the cheek and made my way through the crowd toward the restrooms. Surprisingly, there wasn’t a line for it, especially considering it was a single-occupancy bathroom—something I’d complained to Nate about on many occasions.
I knocked on the door first, then opened it when no one answered. I’d walked in on women peeing, or doing other things with someone else, too many times to count, and I wasn’t taking chances anymore. It seemed people forgot to lock the door when they’d been drinking too much. I pushed the lock in on the door once I closed it, because I definitely hadn’t had so much to drink that I’d forget, and I turned.
I’d barely taken a step before I noticed the dark form of a person in my periphery that shouldn’t have been there. Stepping backward until I hit the door, I closed my eyes for a moment, hoping that I was wrong and that I had had too much to drink—enough that it was causing me to see something that wasn’t there.
I knew better, though.
How could I not after all I’d seen over the years, and all I’d experienced?
Opening my eyes again, I looked to my left where the sink was. My breath seemed to get stuck in my chest as the room slowly began to darken. The form was an inky shadow of a man’s shape, and it faced me on the other side of the mirror.
Without understanding how, I knew it was the Creeper. Throughout my life I saw many shadow figures, but this one . . . I always knew as the Creeper. He was larger than all the others, both in height and width, was easily over six feet tall, and had a much darker appearance and feel than the others. If they were evil . . . he was surely their master if they had one, and if he wasn’t, I’d hate to run across who was.
God . . . I fucking hated mirrors, and this was why. I saw things in them—things I couldn’t explain, which I shared with almost no one. When I’d tried in the past, those I’d told thought I was crazy. If I hadn’t had physical things happen to me as well as the visual and audial happenings, I would have thought I was going crazy, too.
But I wasn’t. Though sometimes I wished I was, so what I saw and experienced could be explained, and even eliminated with prescribed drugs. My sightings stayed, though, and the occurrences were happening with more frequency and intensity lately.
As if it knew what I was thinking, the Creeper walked closer to his side of the mirror. It felt like my pulse was going to make my eardrums burst as it pounded through my body . . . my heart . . . my head. I still hadn’t taken a breath and my lungs began to burn with the strain. I watched the shadow, unable to move, wondering if this thing was doing something to keep me from being able to—because I was really, really trying to move something, anything, but my body simply wasn’t obeying.
I stared with wide eyes as he placed his hands on the bottom rim of the mirror. His fingers were now on my side.
Oh, fuck . . . he was going to come into the room with me.
I’d been able to keep him at a distance all my life, but in the past months, he was getting closer and closer every time I saw him, as if whatever I’d been able to do to keep him away was weakening.
Or maybe he was simply getting stronger.
I tried to move again, and this time I was able to wiggle my fingers. I struggled more, willing my mind to do its job and regain control. The bathroom lights flickered, making the situation feel even more dire, and the room grew colder as the Creeper began pulling himself through the mirror. The more his body entered the bathroom, the more light-headed I became. By the time I could move the arm that was closest to the door handle, my lungs felt like an inferno was burning in them from lack of oxygen. My hand wrapped around the cold steel and I pushed it down, hearing the lock disengage, just as the Creeper placed his last foot on the tiled floor.
He was now fully in the same room as me.
I attempted to pull my body away from the door so I could yank it open, but I still couldn’t
Fuck!
He was going to reach me this time. What was he going to do once he did? Would he take me somewhere? Was I about to die?
“Tennyson,” Ava said from the other side of the door. Her tone was calm, unlike how I knew mine would sound if I could respond.
Unable to move or answer, I just watched in horror as the Creeper took a step toward me. He would only have to take a few more before his hands were on my body.
Would they be cold?
Would they hurt me even with just a touch?
As dark—as evil—as the energy was that I could now feel pouring off him, I felt sure I would feel both the cold and darkness I knew he embodied.
“Tennyson!” Ava said again, only this time there was concern in her tone and she knocked, too.
The Creeper’s head turned slightly toward the door as if he realized that help for me was just on the other side of it, and I swear I heard him growl—then his head turned back toward me as he took another step.
And another.
Now, he was reaching out, and goosebumps sprung up all over my body.
“Tennyson!”
Ava pounded on the door, then I felt the handle that was still in my hand move down. The next thing I knew, my body was being pushed away from both her and the Creeper as the door flew open and I was sure a split second later that the room filled with a blinding white light.
Landing hard on the floor, I scrambled back to my feet and sucked in a deep breath, then another, happy that my body was finally moving but still filled with the terror that now Ava was in the bathroom with the Creeper. It would be bad enough if he hurt me, but I didn’t want him to hurt someone I cared for, and I would fight him to keep Ava safe.
I would die to keep her alive.
When I looked back toward the door, Ava was heading my way, but glaring at the mirror. When she turned to me, her glare was replaced with a concerned expression. “Tenny, are you okay? What happened?”
I looked around the small room that wasn’t more than eight-by-ten, but I didn’t see any sign of the Creeper. The room’s temperature seemed to be back to normal, and the light in the room was as it was supposed to be. Frost around the edges of the mirror was the only sign that something strange had happened. I stood and walked to it, ran my shaking fingers through the ice crystals, then looked back at Ava.
“It was the Creeper.”
“What?” she asked as she joined me by the sink. “You saw him here?”
Ava was one of the few people I’d told who actually believed me about the Creeper, and also about the other things that I’d experienced and been able to do that weren’t quite normal. I often wondered why she so easily had faith that what I told her was real, and when I finally asked, she told me some of her own history that was a bit strange. It turned out that our shared oddities were things we’d bonded over.
“Yes,” I said as I looked at her. “You didn’t see him when you came in? He was right here. He came out of the mirror.”
Ava shook her head, then looked at it. “I didn’t see anything.”
I studied her for a moment as my stomach tightened. She’d just lied to me, though I didn’t know why. The way she’d been glaring toward the mirror when I first looked at her proved to me she’d seen him, or at least seen something. So why was she telling me she didn’t?
When I looked back at the mirror, all the frost was gone. There wasn’t a trace left of what had happened.
Except for the goosebumps that were still raised all over my body.




Chapter Two

Tennyson
My breathing grew heavier as my eyes closed and I pushed my head back into the pillow to give Patrick more room on my neck to work with. He moved my hair aside as his mouth traveled languidly from ear to shoulder, then back to my jawline and onto my lips like we had all the time in the world.
We didn’t.
We only had minutes before I had to leave. But even if I didn’t have a plane to catch, I was in a bigger hurry than he seemed to be. I wanted him inside me. I wanted him to fuck the memories of the Creeper almost getting to me last night at Nate’s right out of my head.
I’d left the bar after what happened and gone to Patrick’s. Once there, I tried to rid myself of the darkness clinging to me for most of the rest of the night via his skillful body. It hadn’t worked, but I was all for continuing to try, especially if it was Patrick doing the fucking.
His fingers left a line of heat in their wake as they caressed my skin, sending desire ahead of them on the path they were taking toward my center. Heat gathered and my back arched without my control as I thought of the magic his fingers would do once they reached their destination. Our tongues dueled, but the closer he got to my slick folds, the more determined my own thrusts into his mouth became as I tried to urge him on. I needed to feel him inside me, wanted him to stretch me with his fingers, then his cock.
“Patrick,” I half-begged, pulling back for a moment. His eyes opened and he smirked playfully as he slowly searched my face like he was trying to burn my image into his memory, then stopped once our eyes met again.
“Yes, Tennyson?” His face lowered and he bit my flesh at the sensitive place where my neck met my body. His hand had stopped moving south as he bit, then licked away the sting, then repeated the teasing as he lowered until he was at my breast. He began sucking one nipple while his other hand, the one that had turned my core to liquid heat, began pinching the other to the point of being painful—but in the most wonderful way.
“What did you want, Tenny?” he asked as he switched breasts and began sucking to make the pain he’d caused melt away into nothing but pleasure. He adjusted his body so that he was on top of me while keeping his back arched to not lose contact with my breast, and I couldn’t help but spread my legs further. I moved against him to get some of the friction I was becoming needier of.
Patrick was a masterful lover, with a muscular body that was made for sexual delights and sin, and a mind and mouth that were just the right combination of loving and dirty.
“I want you to fuck me,” I said as I pressed my core against his hard length and began rubbing against him. Even though he was still wearing his pajama pants, I didn’t have a stitch of clothing on, and I was sure he could feel how wet I was for him. I put my hands on his ass and squeezed as I pushed him toward me, urging him to press his cock against me harder. The action elicited a groan from him that was close to a growl. “But now I’m enjoying you worshiping my breasts and I can’t decide if I want to wait a little longer for you to be inside of me or not, because what you’re doing feels so good.”
A soft chuckle shook his body as he stopped sucking and looked up at me through dark eyelashes that I wasn’t ashamed to admit I was jealous of.
“I think I’ll keep you waiting a little longer,” he teased as he started dotting kisses around my breasts.
“Why? Are you trying to punish me for leaving you for the next few days?”
“Well,” he said as he lifted his lower body off of me, causing me to let out a pitiful whimper—at which he chuckled again—then met my eyes with a grin that promised he was about to commit delightful sins. He slid slowly down my body, kissing me every so often as he went and looking back up at me in between kisses to pin me with the heated gaze of his green eyes. “If you consider me wanting to worship your hot, wet pussy and fucking you with my tongue and fingers before I make you scream with my cock punishing you, then yes, I do plan on punishing you for leaving me,” he said as he reached my soft mound and pushed my legs wide and high so that I had to bend my knees to stay comfortable.
He had me completely exposed as his fingers lightly brushed from the inside of one thigh—pausing to go up and down my folds several times—before trailing up the inside of the other thigh to my other knee. Then he started back in the other direction.
“Besides,” he said as he stopped looking at me, positioning his head above my center and smiling as he studied what he was, I hoped, about to devour. One thing Patrick had always been able to do to me from the start was to make me somehow feel completely comfortable being naked. Even with things starting to droop from gravity winning the war on my forty-one-year-old body, he never made me feel anything but sexy and gorgeous and desired. He really was as close to a dream come true as any man I’d ever been with, both in and out of the bedroom. “I have to get my fill of you. Three days is a long time for me to go without tasting you.”
My response was stolen away as I sucked in a breath, his tongue now circling my clit. My fingers snaked through his black waves as I kept his head where I wanted it. Two of his fingers pressed into my opening, and my walls immediately clenched around them as he began pumping them at a slow pace. It was only a moment before my hips joined in on his rhythm.
His lips left my body, and I looked down at his hooded gaze. “Tell me what you want from me, Tenny . . . what you need,” he said as he continued to move his fingers in and out of me. The proof of how much he turned me on was evident in the sound his hand was making as it worked me.
I smiled at him as I gripped his hair tighter and moved his head back down. “I need you to make sure that for the next three days I can still feel that you were inside of me.”
 
[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]
“Will you call me as soon as you land in New York?” Patrick asked.
We stood outside his car, my luggage beside me, our foreheads pressed together. He’d insisted on dropping me off at the airport, saying that way he could pick me up, too, and not be without me a moment longer than he had to be. It was times like this, when he was being so caring, that I thought I did love him. But maybe it was more that I loved the way he doted on me when he was feeling particularly attentive.
“I will.”
“Promise?” he asked as he kissed one cheek, then the other, tilting my head up so I could look at him. His eyes seemed to be a deeper green today, more of an emerald shade instead of the light peridot they normally were. I wondered why, and then tried to remember a time they’d looked so different, but I couldn’t think of one.
“I promise,” I said through light laughter. “You act like I’m going to be gone weeks instead of days.”
“One day is too many.”
I studied his face, looking for a crack in the truth of what he was saying, but I didn’t see any. “What’s gotten into you, Patrick?”
Patrick shrugged, then pulled me into a tight hug. I closed my eyes and enjoyed his masculine scent and the feel of his body’s warmth. “Nothing. I’ve just gotten used to you being around.”
“Well, I hope you don’t get tired of me in a few weeks when I move in.”
“Any second thoughts?”
“Nope. You?”
“Not at all, especially,” he said as he kissed the top of my head, “if I get to do more of what I did to you this morning.”
A full smile stretched across my face at the recent memory. “I don’t foresee you getting any argument out of me about that.”
“Have you told Ava?”
I sighed, the smile dropping as I looked up at him. “Not yet.”
“You know, she isn’t going to like it anymore if she learns about it after you move in, than she would if you told her now.”
“I know. I just don’t want to fight with her. What is it between you two, anyway?”
Patrick looked away from me and off into the distance. “I don’t know. I think she just doesn’t think I’m good enough for you.”
“Well,” I said as I pulled his face back toward me and stood on my tiptoes a little to give him a lingering kiss, then pulled away and grabbed the handle of my suitcase, angling it. As I walked away, I turned back toward him but kept moving backward. “I guess it’s a good thing you picked me that night instead of her then, huh? I love her, but now I’m yours, whether she likes it or not.”
“And I’m yours,” he said as he blew me a kiss.
I turned and made my way into the airport, feeling happier than I had in years. Maybe things really were going to work out with Patrick.
Maybe . . . it wasn’t too late for me to have a family, after all.




Chapter Three

Tennyson
My hand landed exactly how I expected it to on Patrick’s cheek, the sound of the sharp skin-to-skin contact almost as satisfying as the contact itself. At least, it was satisfying until the sting in my hand registered with my brain.
“Ow! Damn it, Patrick! What’s your face made of, stone?” I stepped back and shook my hand to try to lessen the pain.
I stopped the movement and studied his eyes, having to raise my head a little in order to do so even though there were a couple of feet between us. Thinking back to when I first met him, I remember telling Ava they didn’t look like a color that was possible in real life, and that they were made even more dramatic due to the dark color of his brows and his hair that he wore in an I’ve needed a haircut for a month kind of way that looked perfect on him. I’d been lost in his eyes so many times as he moved inside me, and I could have sworn I saw something swirling in them that spoke silently of a warmth and caring that he felt for me. I’d even seen it just two days ago when we stood outside the airport and I was about to leave.
But now—and only because I came back into town early to surprise him—I knew I was fooling myself.
I guess the surprise was on me.
Because what I’d just witnessed moments before I assaulted him would not have happened if he truly cared for me. All I saw at that moment when I looked into his eyes as they flicked back and forth between mine was a mixture of shock and sadness.
“Tennyson.” Patrick grabbed my wrists in a likely attempt to keep me from striking him again. “Let me explain.”
He was sorely mistaken if he thought holding my wrists would keep him out of danger. His face wasn’t the only body part I could target if I chose to. I cast my gaze to his dick, still wet . . . eww . . . from being inside that woman, and then back up to his eyes. A warning he seemed to immediately understand based on the furrow that formed between his brows and the slight turn of his hips to angle his precious bits away from a direct hit.
“Don’t do it, Tenny,” he said as both a request and a warning. “That won’t accomplish anything.” The pain in his eyes deepened now as they searched my face. But it was likely more from the thought of what it would feel like if I did knee him, sending his balls into his throat, than from what he’d done to me—to us.
One corner of my mouth hitched up into some type of smirk-sneer that accompanied a huff I let free in hopes of dispersing at least some of the disgust I felt. It was manifesting as an oily ball roiling in my stomach for the last couple of minutes, and I was feeling like I was going to be sick.
“Maybe not, but it would make me feel a lot better.” I glared back with nothing but daggers in my eyes. He wouldn’t see any of the affection for him that had grown in me since he sidled up next to me at the bar at Nate’s and bought me the first of many drinks on the night we met.
At first, I thought I’d just have a little fun for a night—then that night turned into another, then more, up to the point we were in now. A lot had happened since then, things that gave me hope that I swear I could now feel being ripped to shreds in my chest.
All those things that had happened had led me to this moment, standing in his living room with a broken heart—no . . . not really that. What I felt was more the sting of letting go of the last thread of hope I’d held onto for a dream I needed to accept I’d never get.
I was so, so tired of the relationship loop I seemed to be cursed with. Why was it so hard to just meet a nice man who treated the woman he was with right, anyway? Apparently, since I’d yet to find said man in the over four decades I’d lived, it was damn near impossible. Of course, I also seemed to have a knack for picking the wrong guys. Ava had noticed what seemed to be my inability to pick a good man after just a year of knowing me. She then declared that . . . yes . . . in fact, my picker did appear to be
broken. When she brought it up, I’d simply said, I told you so, sighed, downed my shot of tequila, and then ordered another round.
And it wasn’t like I picked just any man as long as he had a pulse and a functioning dick. I had standards, damn it. High ones. A man that I went out with also had to have a job, a place to live that he paid for, a sense of humor, and a nice face and body to look at with no unibrow.
See!
Standards!
Every time, every single time, it started the same—great chemistry, fun times, usually great sex, and then the relationship would just crash and burn as if my love life was a plane manned by a kamikaze pilot. When I shared that metaphor with Ava, she laughed—of course she did—and then began to call me by the nickname Kaze more often than I liked. The only thing that ever seemed to change about the men in my life was the actual man involved. And, you know what?
The truth of that really sucked frog butt.
No . . . I’ve never actually sucked a frog’s butt. But does anyone have to really do that in order to know, with every fiber of their being, that it would not be a pleasant experience? I think not, and I’m not going to prove my stance by puckering up to a frog’s bottom, either.
Patrick’s furrowed brows relaxed; his eyes softened. He released my wrists, stepped back, and sat his naked ass on the couch in his apartment as he raked his fingers through his hair—an apartment that I was supposed to begin sharing with him in less than a month.
My attention drew to movement at Patrick’s bedroom door, which was right off the open living room and kitchen area we were in. A slender, much-younger-than-me—of course—blond was hopping on one foot while trying to get her fuck-me heels back on. In my periphery, I saw Patrick follow my line of sight and I heard him sigh as he scrubbed a hand over his head in what I supposed was a nervous action. I doubted he knew what to do at that moment. Should he stand and walk her to the door? Kiss her goodbye? Even say goodbye? None of those actions would be a smart move for him as long as I was in the room and, luckily for him, he seemed to understand that since all he did was watch her. With a slight smile at Patrick and her hand in the universal call me position next to her head, and not so much as a glance at me, she finished with her shoe and quickly exited the apartment.
Great, he obviously lied about dark-haired, experienced women being the only kind he was attracted to. I’d bet I was the first dark-haired, experienced woman he’d ever been with. I let out a huff and shook my head.
“Unbelievable.” I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Why does this keep happening to me?” The question came out in little more than a whisper. “I should have listened to Ava.” Ava always wondered why my special abilities didn’t spill over into my love life to help steer me toward the right man and, honestly, I’d often wondered the same.
The feelings I got about people and places were sometimes nothing more than a tingling that felt like spiders trying to crawl out of my skin; they came as a warning of some kind of danger. Or I’d feel a mental prodding to go talk to a total stranger and warn them to not go on a trip they were planning or tell them that their partner was at the sleazy motel off the interstate cheating on them at that very moment. Sometimes it was more personal—like a feeling that I shouldn’t go out on a certain night. But they always, always meant something. I’d also seen things in darkness, things that looked like the shape of a person, like the Creeper only not as large as him, or other things I thought for sure couldn’t possibly be real because it would mean monsters weren’t only make-believe.
The Creeper had been around since I was a child, which was why I gave him such a childish name. It fit him perfectly, though, because he always seemed to be creeping around and he also simply gave me the creeps. But his appearances were becoming more frequent and more alarming because of how much closer he could get to me lately.
The other night at Nate’s had been the most alarming so far, and I still hadn’t really been able to shake the dark feeling that he’d left me with. I didn’t know what he was, but the fact that he was male and accompanied by an air of malevolence was undeniable.
One thing was certain, I didn’t want him getting any closer to me. It was bad enough when he lurked in the shadows, watching me like he was that day I slapped Tina Ricci—the only other person I’d ever slapped—for calling me crazy when she couldn’t see him where he stood only twenty feet from us in the shadowed corner of the bathroom. I sure as hell didn’t want to know what would happen if he ever got his hands on me.
A shiver rolled over me as if the simple thought of him could cause a literal wake after it landed in my mind. I crossed my arms over my chest and rubbed my hands over them, trying to scrub the feeling away.
When Patrick’s eyes met mine, I thought of all the plans I had made for our possible future together. Not the long-term kind, yet, just what we’d do in the next year or so. The road trips we’d take, birthdays we’d celebrate, holidays we’d share, the great sex we’d have.
Now, I saw nothing with him at all.
I didn’t have any idea what the next year might hold for me except for a desperate, hurried search for a place to live since I knew my landlord had already rented my condo to someone else.
Yeah . . . sometimes my special abilities let me know I’m being watched or let me see things that others around me couldn’t see, feel and know things I shouldn’t be able to feel or know. But never, not one damn time, had it ever warned me to steer clear of a man, or even to go after one in particular.
And that pissed me off.
What made it worse this time was that the lack of help it could have given me, but didn’t, now left me homeless.
“Why didn’t I listen to Ava?” I asked in a whisper.
Patrick sighed, heavy and long. “Ava never liked me to begin with.”
“Nope. Don’t even try to change the subject, Patrick. You fucking cheated on me.”
“I didn’t want to, Tenny!” Patrick’s tone was one of defeat, as was his expression.
My eyes widened and mouth fell open. I could not believe he thought he could lie his way out of this. “Oh. You didn’t want to?” My eyes narrowed, and I bent slightly toward him with my finger pointing at the door that the way-too-damn-pretty blond had just left the apartment through. “So, she just happened to wander in here, strip, fall naked onto your bed—the bed that was supposed to be mine, too, in less than a month and that I’d just slept in two nights ago—spread her legs, and then you accidentally fell on top of her, naked, and your wee-willy slipped into her pussy over and over. Tell me, did you finally realize, in horror, what was happening when she screamed your name in ecstasy as she came? Is that how it went?”
Patrick sat back and shook his head, and it wasn’t lost on me that he didn’t seem to care at all that he was still naked. He glanced down at his now flaccid dick and motioned toward it with his hands, then looked back at me. “You know it’s not wee.”
My mouth fell open again. I mean, he was right . . . it certainly was not wee, but . . . “Are you serious right now? That’s what you’re jumping on first out of everything I just said, the size of your cock?”
“What do you want, Tenny? I got drunk and screwed up.” His eyes still searched mine like he’d find in them a way out of the situation. As I studied his face, with his masculine features and perfect, plump lips, I wondered what our kids would have looked like if we’d had any. It wasn’t the first time I’d thought about it, though I didn’t wonder about what their hair color would be because I also had dark, almost black, hair. But my eyes were blue. If I’d had my way, I’d have wanted their eyes to be the same color as his. I’d always found them captivating, and it wasn’t only because of their color. They were mysterious and playful, and they always made me happy somehow when I gazed into them.
As I looked at them now, though, they just made me sad.
I sat down in the chair across from him and rested my head on the back of it as I let out a huge sigh. What did I want? Well . . . that was an excellent question.
“I want adventure; I want to meet a man that will sweep me off my feet, have a lot of mind-blowing sex with me, and who wants no woman other than me; I want laughter and love and companionship. I want a warrior to stand at my back with a sword to protect me as I stand at his, ready to fight for him. I want a family of my own which—considering my age and the abrupt end of yet another relationship—is less likely than ever.”
And . . . that last one really hurt.
Tears pricked my eyes at the thought, but I forced them to stop as I got up and walked to the sliding door that led to the deck and looked out into the night. The moon was full and high, and it bathed the tops of all the trees, the landscape, and the cars that were in the parking lot in an ethereal silver.
“I want it all,” I said as I stared out. My gaze fell on my Wrangler for a moment until movement in the field on the back side of the lot caught my eye. I tried to make out what it was as a shiver traveled through me again, but I couldn’t make anything out. Whatever it was, it must have stilled while I strained my eyes against the night’s inky shadows.
Stop it, Tennyson. Every shadow isn’t him. Don’t get carried away.
I shrugged the shiver off just as a flurry of leaves gave up their fight against the wind, finally realizing their season was over and it was time to clear the way for the next.
“I can give you that, Tenny.” Patrick’s tone actually sounded sincere.
I laughed as I turned to look at him, but it wasn’t from finding the situation I was in at all funny. “Yeah. Right. You can’t even keep your dick in your pants, Patrick.”
Patrick leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “I can. I want to, Tenny. That girl means nothing to me. She was a mistake. A terrible one, but it wasn’t completely my fault.”
“Yep. It was, Patrick. And it’s one I can’t forgive, especially when you won’t truly own it. What’s worse, is that if I hadn’t come back from my trip early because I wanted to surprise you since you were so sweet when I left, I would probably have never found out.”
I walked toward the bedroom to retrieve what little of my belongings I had at his place, and he followed me immediately. He grabbed my elbow to turn me toward him, and I pinned him with my glare. “Let go of me.”
Patrick didn’t waver. “I wish I could tell you why I feel it’s not all my fault, but I literally can’t.”
My eyes widened in disbelief, and I yanked my elbow away. “You know what? I don’t really have anything here worth keeping. That girl that just left might need a change of clothes next time she’s over, and I don’t want to stay in your presence for the amount of time it would take to get them. Whatever I have left here is all hers, including you.”
I made my way to the front door, grabbing my purse as I went. I turned toward Patrick right before I walked out and was somewhat taken aback by the hurt that I thought I saw in his eyes—hurt he didn’t deserve to feel because he was the one who hurt me—but even if he truly felt bad and really wanted to make all my dreams come true, he would never change my mind.
Maybe I wasn’t able to make good decisions when I picked my men, but I certainly didn’t waste time when it came to walking away from them. Hell, at this point, I was a fucking pro at it.
“She won’t be coming back, Tennyson.”
I huffed out a laugh and shook my head. “Neither will I.”
I shut the door behind me and made my way down the stairs, then ran toward my Wrangler. I glanced at the night sky, which had seemed clear when I looked out just moments earlier. Now, the crisp autumn wind worried the trees far more than it had when I’d arrived, and the air was heavy with moisture.
A flash of lightning lit the darkness and all the lights that were on in the surrounding area blinked out. My brows pinched together as I thought about the forecast, which had called for a clear, calm night. Obviously, that’d been wrong, though in Nashville during the transition of seasons, it wasn’t all that unusual to have the weather change as fast as a politician’s mind once an election was over and they’d taken office. I supposed the unexpected shift was fitting, however, since it mimicked the equally unexpected change in my relationship status.
“Fitting, indeed,” I said as I reached my Jeep, quickly slid in, slammed the door, then banged my hands against the steering wheel while I screamed in frustration.
I let my head fall back to rest and closed my eyes, glad that it was dark and late enough that there wasn’t anyone around to witness my outburst. For a moment I sat and realized something that, once again, had my brows pinching together . . . my lack of any emotion about Patrick cheating on me other than feeling angry and betrayed.
I opened my eyes but didn’t raise my head off the headrest as I let it sink in that I was far more worried about where I’d be living than the loss of him.
Maybe I was in shock, or . . . maybe, I was just not really that attached to him. Maybe, since I just wanted it all, he had only been conveniently there for a relationship . . . one last shot at trying to reach for that dream of having my own family. I shook my head at myself as I sat up, started my Jeep, and put it in reverse. Turning to look behind me as I pressed the gas, I immediately slammed on the brakes and my heart began hammering in my chest.
About thirty feet away, in the middle of the field I had been looking at from Patrick’s apartment just a short time ago, was the figure of a man standing. Unmoving. I couldn’t see his face, just the dark outline of his body.
The sky lit up again and, though the light it gave off was fleeting, I was sure I could make out a dark suit, dark hair and that he was staring back at me. It was the Creeper.
Seeing him had that slick ball of nerves in my stomach, which had started when I saw Patrick fucking that woman, now doubling in size. I’d never been able to make out anything at all about the Creeper before, and I didn’t know what it meant that I could now.
As soon as the illumination from the lightning receded back into the darkness, though, he reverted back to being no more than he’d ever been when I saw him—a shadow, but one that was darker than it should be.
Then, the Creeper took a step toward me.
And another.
“Shit.”




Chapter Four

Tennyson
The hairs on the back of my neck and arms raised in alarm, and my heart felt like it was climbing into my throat.
“Shit. Shit. Shit.”
I’d wished so many times that I could make out more of the Creeper so I could describe him to Ava. I even thought I should know how to see more of him if I only knew how to tap into that ability, though I couldn’t explain why I felt that way. But now that I had seen more of him, even just in that flash of light, I wished I hadn’t. Because I knew after this—and what had happened at Nate’s a few nights ago—that I truly couldn’t fool myself into believing that he’d been just a figment of my overactive imaginings.
Now . . . he was undeniably real.
The Creeper smiled as he walked toward me with such a smooth gait that if I’d had thoughts he might be human, they’d be eliminated now. I noted his smile wasn’t friendly, and I didn’t even try to comprehend how I knew he was smiling since the approaching storm had taken a break from its light show. I punched the gas and turned the wheel to get out of my parking space. No way in hell was I going to get trapped here since going forward was a no-go because of a car that was parked in front of my space. I slammed the brakes and put my Wrangler in drive, ready to speed away, but he was already next to the window.
He reached for me with what still looked like nothing more than a starless night sky that had condensed into an arm and hand. The windows were up, but the door wasn’t locked—something I remedied with a fast swipe of my fingers. I punched the gas again as his shadow-hand came through the glass of the window, bringing with it what felt like a blast of air straight from the Arctic. Instinctively, I shielded my face from the shattering glass that I knew was coming, only to realize almost immediately that, somehow, none came. I looked back to the window to see his hand and forearm passing through the glass like it was nothing but a sheet of water.
“Fucking hell! How?” I yelled as I tried to move away from him, realizing it was too late as I felt fingers grip my neck.
My breath stopped.
My eyes widened and locked with his on the other side of the window—blue eyes framed by heavy, dark, furrowed brows. Time seemed to stop as we continued to stare and with every moment that passed, I swear I felt a connection grow between us.
And then I felt something else, a stirring deep inside my body.
I could see by the look in his eyes that he didn’t have good intentions toward me, but why? Why did he want to hurt me? How could I possibly be a threat to him when he was obviously a much more capable foe than I?
As he stared into my eyes, I noticed his glare turn into something else, something softer. My guess seemed to be reinforced when his brows relaxed, and his gaze turned questioning as the choking grip of his fingers on my neck loosened. Like water that had been captive behind a dam that had suddenly been released, time rushed forward again and I took a gulping breath, relieving my lungs. They were burning from lack of oxygen, just like they had at Nate’s. With renewed determination to escape, I floored the gas and pulled away, breaking what was left of the Creeper’s grip.
A cold I’d never felt or even imagined punched through my body as my heart hammered completely out of rhythm in my chest. This wasn’t a chill that was caused only by temperature, though—this one hitched a ride on the shoulders of evil like it had burst forth from the earth as it escaped the heat in the bowels of hell. The world around me shuddered as I gasped for breath, feeling like the Creeper had somehow just sucked the last one out of me. My lungs didn’t seem to want to let another one in—as if my body was afraid of what else might enter if I sucked in the life-saving oxygen.
Pain flared in my chest.
Shit.
I was going to have a heart attack.
My foot slipped off the gas and my Jeep slowed as I struggled to keep my eyes open. Blackness closed in around my vision as I continued to try to focus on the road ahead. It was coming to steal away my sight—coming to steal away my escape and maybe my life.
The Creeper was going to catch up to me.
Panicked, I glanced in the rearview mirror to see if he was still pursuing me as I forced in a breath.
Then another.
It was enough oxygen to allow me to push the darkness away for a moment, and my vision became clearer.
To my relief, the Creeper wasn’t chasing me anymore. He was now turned toward two figures. The sky lit up with a long flash of lightning, allowing me to see one of the figures he was facing was Patrick and, I swear, the other looked like Ava.
But it couldn’t be her . . . she was several hundred miles away, camping with her family.
I slammed on the brake to stop my Jeep from continuing its now slow roll, as the worry over Ava and Patrick getting hurt outweighing thoughts of my own safety. Ava—or whomever my mind was making look like her since that was the only thing that made sense at the moment—was several dozen yards ahead of Patrick, but he was gaining on her with a speed that didn’t seem possible. Both were focused intently on the Creeper, with fierce determination in their expressions like they were about to fight him and they wouldn’t be on the losing end when it was over.
I knew they wouldn’t survive if they fought him, though, not after what I’d just felt from his brief touch—from the fact that his hand and arm had just passed through my closed window without damaging himself or the glass. My gut clenched with the realization of what was going to happen to them, and that it was all my fault because the Creeper was there for me. Not them.
My lungs began to burn again as the struggle my body had had to breathe just moments before resumed. I fought against the darkness that was returning to steal my consciousness as I attempted to make sense of what was happening, both to me and behind me.
Everything slowed as Ava stopped and faced the Creeper with her legs slightly apart, her hands in front of her and her mouth moving as though she was speaking to him. The Creeper looked between Ava and Patrick, then turned toward me and stared at me long enough that I thought I felt that connection again and something within me stirred once more. He smiled and a shuddering chill traveled from my head to my toes. I don’t know how I knew he was smiling, because he still looked like nothing more than a shadow, but I did . . . I felt it. Then he turned back to face Ava and Patrick.
The wind must have picked up because Ava’s hair began to whip around her face as she continued to say something to the Creeper while she moved her hands in front of her like she was rolling an invisible ball.
Patrick, now just a few feet behind her, was coming hard at the Creeper as he reached over his head and behind his back with both hands. As he pulled them back in front of him, his hands were no longer empty. In each, he held a short sword. The weapons gleamed with the light of another bolt of lightning that streaked across the sky as he swung them down and then back up as he prepared to strike.
“What the hell?” I whispered to myself as I fought to keep my eyes open.
The Creeper raised his hands up and pulled them wide. Thick, black smoke began to swirl and grow larger between them as Patrick continued to sprint toward him. I didn’t know what that black mass of smoke was or even what it could do, but I knew in my gut that if it hit its target, it was something Ava and Patrick wouldn’t survive.
“I have to help them.”
I fought to remain conscious as I tried to block out the pain in my chest and my lungs, which still felt like they were on fire. I threw my Jeep into reverse and punched the gas. The moment I did, the Creeper threw the black ball of smoke toward Patrick as Patrick leaped in the air, his swords moving toward their target.
“No!” was all I got out.
Then everything faded away to nothingness.




Chapter Five

Tennyson
The first thing I became aware of as I opened my eyes was the sound of voices arguing quietly. “God, why is it so bright in here?” I tried to say it in a normal tone, but it only came out as a strangled whisper. I squinted and shielded my eyes with my hand until they adjusted. Once they did, I realized a number of things.
One, I wasn’t dead. Thankfully.
Two, I was in a hospital room.
Three, I could feel all my limbs. Again . . . thankfully.
Four, the room’s lights were off and the only illumination coming into it was from the sunlight outside, streaming through the slats in the blinds.
So . . . why did it seem so bright?
Five, I’d obviously been unconscious for at least half a day since it had been night last time I was lucid.
Six, the voices I heard quiet-shouting belonged to Patrick and Ava—and, this time, I was sure it was her, mainly because I knew she would have had time to return from her trip at this point—who were standing in the doorway to my room.
Neither seemed to have heard what I’d said. Not that I was surprised, since they were speaking much louder than the feeble sound I’d made when I tried to speak. I could see Patrick’s face and the most prominent thing about his expression were his lowered brows and squinted eyes. While all I could see of Ava’s was a sliver of her profile since her long, flaming-red hair blocked the rest, I would bet that her scowl was putting his to shame. No one would ever convince me she wasn’t the reason the expression if looks could kill was created, even when it predated her existence by a long damn time.
And seven . . . my neck and chest really, really hurt.
I placed my hand on the side of my neck as the memories of why I was in pain flooded my still-foggy brain. I glanced back at Patrick and Ava, remembering now that the last time I’d seen them, it looked like they were about to fight the Creeper. And Patrick was about to get hit with what I assumed was the Creeper’s black ball of death,
or at least his black ball of a shit-ton of pain.
Relief swept through me that they were okay, though I didn’t know how long they would be, considering they looked like they were about to kill each other
“Hey, guys,” I said to get their attention. Apparently, I still didn’t say it loud enough since neither halted their verbal assault on the other. “Hey!” They both jumped and my hand reflexively went to my pained throat.
Ava looked at me with worried eyes, then smacked Patrick’s stomach with the back of her hand. He bent slightly with the impact and put his hand where she’d hit him as his scowl deepened.
“You woke her up, asshole,” she said with a glare. Ava made her way to me with a smile and softening eyes. I watched as she took more steps than I would have had to in order to cross the space between us. Ava was short and petite, both things I’d always wanted to be. But by the time I’d hit sixth grade, I’d already surpassed the height and weight she’d reached as an adult . . . and then I just kept on growing. Luckily, I stopped at a little over five-foot-eight, but I’d never be mistaken for being slight in build with my broad shoulders and thick, strong thighs. My waist was small, though, my stomach mostly flat, and my ass was still pretty spectacular, even at my age. Lots of squats and deadlifts, as well as my daily runs, were lending their support in the war against gravity.
Overall, even with gravity winning some of the battles, I looked kinda great. But I still would love to know what it was like to be manhandled in bed by a man who could flip me around with ease.
Ava sat on the bed near my feet and faced me, absently rubbing her hand up and down my shin for comfort when she settled. “Hey, Tenny. How ya feelin’?”
“How did I wake her up when we were arguing?” Patrick asked. “I wasn’t any louder than you, asshole. Besides, we were whispering,” he continued as he walked over, his long legs eating up the space far quicker than Ava’s had. But then he stopped awkwardly, like he knew I wouldn’t be happy to see him. Smart man. He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms as his brows softened. “Glad you’re okay, Tennyson.”
It didn’t sound like they’d been whispering, but there was no reason to mention it.
“Thanks.”
I hit the button on the bed to raise it and scooted higher so I could lean back a little while still being upright. Placing my hands on my chest, I struggled more than I expected to get comfortable, noticing that every time I moved my chest felt tight and sore. Then I remembered feeling like I was going to have a heart attack.
God, I hope I hadn’t.
I pulled my hospital gown away from my body and looked down to check for bruising, sure that I’d see some with how it felt, but there was nothing. I let out a relieved breath.
“Everything is still there. Tenny,” Ava said with a chuckle. “Promise.” She looked at me funny and leaned forward a bit as if she was studying my eyes, then she glanced at Patrick with a scowl before sitting back again.
What was that about?
“Thank goodness for that, right?” I whispered and smirked, letting the weird way she’d just acted pass since I wanted to know what had happened. My smile fell. “I was just wondering if I was bruised because my chest hurts. What happened?”
Ava and Patrick exchanged glances, but neither answered, and the longer the silence dragged on, the more uncomfortable they each seemed to become. Ava looked at me, at Patrick again, and I swear I saw his lips press thinner before he gave Ava the slightest shake of his head as if to stop her from saying something.
What was that all about? Seriously, what was with those two and the weird looks between them?
Ava gave her attention back to me with uncertainty in her eyes. “You had an accident. You drove your Jeep down that embankment by Patrick’s and went right into the pond. Luckily, the Jeep didn’t submerge. It got caught on something just under the water near the pond’s edge. And,” Ava hooked her thumb toward Patrick but never took her eyes off of me, “he saw you do it and called nine-one-one. But other than knocking your head on the steering wheel, you seem to have come out of it okay, so that’s the good news.”
My eyelids lowered and brows pinched as she finished her story. I glanced at Patrick and noticed he still had his lips pressed thin. He looked at me and he gave a nod, then his eyes went back to Ava like he couldn’t look at me any longer. I wondered if it was because I caught him cheating or if he couldn’t look me in the eye any longer because we both knew they were lying.
My hand went to my neck again with the memory of the Creeper’s hand around it. A shiver racked through my body and I tried to shake off the thought, but I swear I could still feel his fingers there.
“No. That’s not what happened, Ava. I saw the Creeper and tried to get away.” I glanced between the two of them, and they still looked like two high school kids who’d just been caught in bed with their clothes off by one of their parents. “When I looked in my rearview mirror, before I blacked out, I saw you both advancing on him like you were about to fight. Why were you back in town and in the parking lot at Patrick’s, anyway? And my head doesn’t hurt, just my neck and chest, so that part of the story doesn’t jive, either. Not to mention the way I sound. You don’t lose your voice because you hit your head.”
“Tenny . . . I wasn’t there. I was camping in the mountains and only arrived back in town a few hours ago. Patrick called me to let me know you were hurt, and I came right away. And don’t worry about Diva. I dropped her off at your place with plenty of water and food. I’ll stay with her there until you get home,” Ava said, but there was a nervous edge in her voice.
“Thanks for taking care of her, but you’re not going to change the subject that easily, because yes, you were there, Ava,” I said in an accusatory tone.
Ava’s gaze shifted to Patrick. He pushed from the wall, pulled a chair over next to the bed, and sat down.
“Tenny,” Patrick said, “you aren’t remembering right. Ava wasn’t there, and there’s no way you didn’t hit your head on the steering wheel when you wrecked. You must have hit your neck on it, too, since your voice is messed up. It makes sense with the bruise I can see there now. I was worried about you after you stormed out, so I decided to go after you. I’m glad I did. There’s no telling how long you would have been sitting in your Jeep before someone saw you since you were down the embankment. And with you being knocked out cold, you couldn’t have let anyone know you needed help.”
I put my hands over my eyes, partially because the light still hurt them, and also because I was getting frustrated. Why were they lying to me? Or was I really not remembering right? Did I dream it all after I passed out? “What I remember, is the Creeper choking me and something he did stole my breath. I felt like I was about to have a heart attack. That’s why my chest and neck hurts and that’s why I passed out!”
Something felt like it moved deep inside me, just like I’d experienced when I was in the midst of the encounter with the Creeper at Patrick’s. My hand instinctively went to my lower stomach and my brows stitched together as I looked down where it sat on my belly.
I’d better not be pregnant.
I didn’t think I really was and, besides, I wouldn’t be able to feel a baby that would only be weeks along in development anyway, considering the dates of my last cycle. But . . . what else could it be?
“Tenny,” Ava said, bringing my attention back to her and away from whatever was going on in my body. “The doctor said you must have had some kind of panic attack because of being upset about what happened with Patrick. Maybe that’s what made you pass out. Maybe you . . .” She snapped her fingers and her eyes widened with what she must have felt was an amazing thought. “Hyperventilated! That’s it. You hyperventilated. That causes people to lose consciousness.”
I shook my head and got out of bed, feeling the draft on my ass, which meant the gown was wide open. I didn’t care that my backside was bare for all to see, though. It wasn’t like my best friend and my ex-boyfriend had never seen it before, and I was too mad and felt too betrayed to care even if they hadn’t.
Besides, like I said . . . I still had a great ass. I might as well flaunt it while it still looked good.
Ava and Patrick both stood, but it was Patrick that spoke—his voice cautious, concerned. “What are you doing?”
I walked to the window and closed the blind’s slats, then turned and passed them on the way to the closet to get my clothes. “The light was hurting my eyes, and I’m getting dressed because I’m getting the hell out of here.”
Ava was next to me before I could gather my things and get to the bathroom to change, and for a moment it struck me that she shouldn’t be able to move that fast. I didn’t linger on the thought, though. I was getting more upset the longer she denied what I was telling her, the longer she denied being in Patrick’s parking lot.
Patrick, I could understand but, Ava . . . she knew all about the Creeper. More than that, Ava had some kind of connection to the otherness, as she called it. She’d always supported me with my own abilities and even said she would try to help me figure out who the Creeper was. Now, though, she was acting like I was nuts even though she knew I wasn’t, and her treating me that way felt like another betrayal that only made my chest hurt even worse.
Well . . . maybe the jury was still out about my level of sanity, but I didn’t feel like I was imagining the Creeper or other weirdness in my life. No . . . he was real, and so were the other things. I was more sure of that now than I’d ever been.
“The doctors want you to stay another day for observation,” Ava said quietly.
I spun on her with tears beginning to well in my eyes, finally too frustrated to even attempt to hold them back anymore. I couldn’t believe she was part of this charade. She knew how scared I’d always been of the Creeper and all the others that seemed to follow me around, but especially him.
“Why? You said I was fine and that it was just a panic attack. They have no reason to keep me here any longer. Besides,” I said as I flipped my eyes at Patrick to focus my anger on him, “I have to find a place to live.”
I turned, and before either could say or do anything to stop me, I was in the bathroom with the door closed. I shielded my eyes from the glaring overhead light and stepped to the mirror to look at the bruise on my neck. It was an ugly array of blues, purples, and a bit of red and, not to my surprise, was in the shape of a hand.
“How can they deny these bruises are in the perfect shape of fingers?” I asked in an even fainter whisper than I was managing before because, this time, I wasn’t trying to speak loud enough for anyone to hear. I moved my eyes higher until I was looking into them in the reflection. My breath felt like it was clogged in my throat and that sickening, greasy ball started up in my stomach again. I realized why Ava had acted so strangely when she was looking into my eyes—they weren’t the same steel-blue I’d always seen looking back at me.
They were now an icy teal blue that looked impossibly other-worldly.
“What the hell is going on?”




Chapter Six

Tennyson
After dressing quickly and arguing with the nurse about discharging me, I was standing outside the hospital waiting on Ava to pull around to pick me up. Patrick refused to leave me alone while I waited, probably out of guilt. But I didn’t know if it was guilt from cheating on me, or for lying about what had happened the night before.
Probably from both.
The sun was still high in the sky and the brightness of the day was assaulting my new, weird eyes. What I’d give for a nice, cloudy day at that moment. I’d already checked my purse for my sunglasses, but they weren’t there. Hopefully, they were in my Jeep, and I could get some relief from the brightness soon. Speaking of . . .
“Where’s my Jeep, Patrick?” I asked without looking at him.
He cleared his throat quietly. “I had a tow truck pull it out of the pond and it’s back in the parking lot at my apartment.”
I turned to him. “Did it still drive without issues?”
He nodded, but offered nothing more and wouldn’t look at me. Maybe, since I made it clear that I didn’t believe him and Ava, he was trying to say as little as possible. Or it could also be that he added nothing else because Ava pulled up. I got in the car and closed the door, then pulled the visor down to shield my eyes as much as possible. I peeked in its mirror to see if they were still that icy, teal blue, in case it was a trick of the light in the bathroom.
Nope . . . icy-blue eyes peered back at me in the reflection.
Why hadn’t Ava or Patrick commented on them? I shook my head and sighed, knowing that if they hadn’t mentioned it, they were avoiding bringing it up for some reason. And I was sure they wouldn’t tell me why if I asked. So, why bother? It’d be a waste of time. I was about to close the mirror when Patrick opened the back door and also got in.
“Where’s your car?”
His eyes darted to Ava, and I glanced at her fast enough to see her looking back at him briefly through her rearview mirror. Something seemed to pass between them in that split second, then she broke their eye contact.
“Back at the apartment,” Patrick responded.
I looked back at him in the mirror, but he was acting as though he was occupied with his phone. When I glanced back at Ava, she didn’t meet my eyes. Instead, she started driving.
Huffing out a breath, I shook my head again and closed the cover on the visor’s mirror. “I don’t know what’s going on with you two, but there’s no way you like each other enough to ride to the hospital together.” I remembered what Ava had said about not even being at Patrick’s apartment the night before. “Wait.” I adjusted to sit as sideways as I could with the seatbelt on. “Ava, you said you weren’t even there. Why would you go to Patrick’s apartment after the accident?” Sarcasm rode heavily on the last word.
Several long, uncomfortable moments passed before either answered. It was Patrick who finally did. “She didn’t. I rode in the ambulance with you. She offered to drive me back when you were changing, since you had to pick up your Jeep, anyway.”
Well, shit. That made sense, even if nothing else they’d said had. Not that I believed them now, either, but it was a good enough story that there was no way to poke holes in it. At least not yet. I situated myself back in the seat properly. Even if I had believed the story Patrick had just told me, it would have been short-lived. Because I swear I could feel relief rolling off both of them as Ava’s eyes flicked back toward the rearview mirror again to look at Patrick . . . and then she gave a nod. Was it in approval for the story he came up with?
Seriously . . . what the fuck?
All three of us were quiet the rest of the way back, which was only about a ten-minute drive, but it was still excruciating because the silence and the tension were so thick I began to feel as if I couldn’t breathe again. I pressed my hand between my breasts as if to ward off the chest pains I was sure were about to follow, but none came.
Thankfully.
As we turned into the apartment’s lot and drove toward the back where Patrick’s place was located, I looked for scarring on the grass that would show where I would’ve gone down the embankment toward the pond.
I didn’t see any marks.
We passed that area and in about a hundred more yards, we’d almost reached my Jeep. Not seeing signs of my supposed accident didn’t sit right, just like everything else they’d told me.
“Stop,” I said.
Ava braked and looked at me with a puzzled expression. I didn’t say anything else, just got out of the car and walked back to where I could look down at the pond. I shielded my eyes the entire time, but even that did little to help the sting from the day’s light. Stepping into the grass from the pavement, I made a mental note to get my eyes checked—and a pregnancy test just to make sure—ASAP, then scanned the hill going down to the pond and its bank.
Nothing.
Absolutely. Fucking. Nothing.
I turned and made my way back to the car. Neither Ava nor Patrick had gotten out to ask what I was doing, which was suspicious on its own. But when I reached the car and neither said a thing nor could even make eye contact with me, I knew without a doubt that I was right about what had happened the night before. I was likely not going to get them to admit it. Not now, anyway. Maybe never.
And, damn it . . . that really stung.
Why would they want to hide anything from me, especially something this big? The Creeper seemingly almost killing me and the likelihood of them fighting him, and coming out obviously unharmed, was a pretty fucking big deal in my opinion. I had other, even more pressing questions that’d been flitting through my mind since I’d woken up, though. Who was the Creeper? What was he? What did he want with me? How do I stay away from him? They were questions I’d always had, but I was now determined to get the answers because it felt like my life depended on it.
At that moment, I made a promise to myself that I was going to do what I could to figure out everything about the Creeper once I got settled into a new place. Exactly how I was going to go about doing that was beyond me, but I was tired of being scared.
I reached into Ava’s car and grabbed my purse without saying a word. Ava and Patrick were silent as well. Then I went to my Jeep and walked around it slowly, looking for damage.
There was none.
Not even grass on the bumper or mud on the tires.
Fucking liars.
I got to the driver’s door and glanced back at the two of them. Patrick had gotten out of the car and was now leaning against the front driver’s side near Ava. Ava was sitting inside, looking somewhat toward me with her window down. Neither could keep their eyes on me and, once again, I could feel their emotions. Guilt flowed from them both.
Feeling emotions . . . That was a new one to add to my repertoire of weird since the night before, along with the light sensitivity, way better hearing, and feeling like something was moving inside of me.
Like I needed anything else to make me feel crazy.
I’d deal with all that later once I was back at my place and could think about everything alone with a big-ass glass of pinot noir. Between why things had escalated with the Creeper, trying to figure out why Ava and Patrick were lying to me, what was moving inside of me, why my eyes had changed color, and having to find a new place to live in an annoyingly quick fashion, I had a lot to work through and to get answers about.
If Ava and Patrick wouldn’t help by at least being honest with me, they were just in my way. And I didn’t need more obstacles in my life. Maybe what I did need was a complete change of scenery to shift my life in a new direction, and this was the universe’s way of making me do it.
“I need you to move, Ava. I’m going home,”
Ava didn’t offer to come over and I’m glad she didn’t. There was nothing left to say to her at that point. I got in my Jeep, slammed the door—sorry baby—and with great relief saw my sunglasses on the passenger seat. I slid them over my ears and smiled—actually smiled—from the relief I felt at having the dark lenses blocking out some of the light.
I put my Jeep in reverse and started backing up. This time, I didn’t look in the rearview mirror, but it wasn’t because I was worried about seeing the Creeper. I didn’t look because I didn’t want to see Ava and Patrick and the guilt-ridden expressions I was sure they’d both be sporting as they watched me drive away.
Even though seeing them in my rearview mirror looking guilty wouldn’t be as worrisome as seeing the Creeper in it last night, it seemed almost as bad with Ava and Patrick knowing that I knew they were lying and wouldn’t tell me why.
Yeah . . . betrayal sucked frog butt.




Chapter Seven

Tennyson
“I don’t understand why I can’t come with you,” Ava said as she closed another moving box, then placed the packing-tape roller on it and sealed it shut. The sound the tape made as it was being pulled along the boxes was going to give me nightmares for at least a month. I had to grit my teeth every time I heard it. And it wasn’t so much the sound it made that bothered me, it was the reminder that I’d decided to uproot my life completely and would likely also send it into even more upheaval than it’d been in since Patrick and I’d broken up three weeks ago.
“I mean,” Ava continued as she unfolded another box, pushed the bottom sides closed, then taped it before turning it over to begin packing it up, “I can do my job from anywhere, so it’s not like I can’t move with you. It’d be fun. A new adventure.”
Ava was on one end of my galley kitchen packing up glasses, while I was on the other packing up cookware. I was moving, starting a new life in just a couple of days.
“That’s the thing, Ava, I’m already going on an adventure. I don’t need you to be with me to make it happen. I’m doing it without you.”
“But don’t you think it’d be more fun with a friend—your best friend?”
I sighed and shook my head, wedging a skillet into the box I was packing. “Your best friend status has been in question since the accident, Ava.”
Ava stopped what she was doing and raised her eyes to the ceiling. I was sure, even though I couldn’t see her doing it, that she was rolling them. “How long are you going to punish me, Tenny?”
“I don’t know, Ava. How long will it be before you tell me the truth about being in Patrick’s parking lot that night and what happened after I blacked out?”
Ava started packing again but didn’t answer.
“That’s what I thought,” I said in disgust.
“I am telling the truth.”
I huffed out a laugh that held no humor in it. “Bullshit. And the longer you keep up the bullshit, the longer it’ll take to repair the damage you’re doing.”
Several moments passed in awkward silence while we continued packing. I really wished she hadn’t come over. Scratch that . . . I really wished I hadn’t opened the door when I saw it was her who’d knocked. I blame it on my lack of willpower—she’d waved a bottle of my favorite wine in front of the peephole. Reaching for the red plastic cup, I took a sip of said wine, then another when Ava sighed again; only this time, it had more drama behind it.
It was my personal drinking game—Ava sighed, I drank. At this rate, between that and drinking because I could feel how sad she was, I was going to run out of wine before another box was packed. She was stalling, not wanting to face the truth about what I said. The most aggravating part was having to wonder what she had to gain by keeping the truth from me. What was worth damaging our friendship over?
“What are we having for dinner?
Great . . . change the subject. Like that’s going to make you seem less guilty.
“You’re not staying for dinner, Ava. You aren’t even supposed to be here right now. I didn’t invite you over. The only reason I let you in was to punish you with manual labor. And for the alcohol.”
“You let me in because you love me and because I’m your best friend.”
“Manual labor and wine,” I mumbled as I grabbed the tape to seal my box.
Other than the sounds of us packing, Ava sighing, and my cup of wine being put back down and then refilled after quite a few more sips, several more silent minutes went by.
Ava stopped, leaned back against the counter, and crossed her arms. She was staring at me. I could feel it. Just like I could feel the sadness wafting off her since she’d walked through my door, even if the smile she had on her face tried to tell another story.
None of the new abilities, or side effects—I wasn’t sure how to categorize them at this point—that I’d gained after that night had gone away or even lessened. If anything, they’d strengthened. Even the sensation of something moving inside of me still happened several times a day. I’d noticed that when I felt the movement the most, it coincided with the times when my emotions, whether sad or mad, were high. I didn’t get two lines when I took a pregnancy test. I didn’t get two when I took another a week later, or with the one I took last night—because . . . well . . . it was either a baby in there or I had a big-ass tapeworm, and since I wasn’t losing weight that didn’t seem likely either. I’d gone to the clinic and asked for an X-ray, then an ultrasound, but both showed me to be baby-and-tapeworm-free. So . . . whatever was going on in my body was a mystery.
Oh, goody.
“Were you even going to tell me you were moving away, Tenn?” Ava sounded so pained, so hurt.
I stopped what I was doing and glanced over, catching her gaze, then mimicked her stance as I leaned against the counter on the opposite side and crossed my arms, too. “Honestly, I didn’t plan to. I mean, I would have told you eventually, I guess. But probably not for a while. It’s not like I was planning on spending time with you anytime soon, which I told you a dozen times over the last few weeks. How’d you find out, anyway?”
“Martha told me.”
I scoffed. “Of course she did. That woman can’t keep her damn mouth shut. I should’ve just quit my job instead of asking her if I could continue to work remotely. Then I could have left quietly.”
Martha had been my boss for most of my adult life. I worked as an editor for her publishing house, which was a small press that specialized in romance novels. That job was also how I met Ava, because she’d been Martha’s senior editor before moving on to do freelance work. It was a good move for her, and she had more clients than she could really keep up with. She’d asked me to come over to the dark side—her words—on several occasions and be her partner, but I wasn’t sure she had enough clients to keep us both busy, so I hadn’t taken her up on the offer. After what happened a few weeks ago and my lack of desire to interact with her on any level for the foreseeable future, I suppose it was a good thing I hadn’t.
Ava picked up her own red plastic cup and sipped as she looked at me over the rim. She’d always been able to handle her liquor better them me, and I was certainly no lightweight. Hell . . . she handled it better than any man I’d ever met, with the exception of Patrick. Between the two of them, I don’t know who’d come out as the victor in a drinking contest, and part of me really would like to see them do it. She lowered her cup and shook her head slightly. “She didn’t tell me without me asking. Don’t be mad at her.”
“I asked her not to tell you at all, Ava. I didn’t want to do . . .” I motioned back and forth between us, “. . .this.”
“You really didn’t want me to help you and hang out with you before you leave?”
I shook my head slowly. “No . . . I really didn’t.” Ava dropped her head and her gaze with it. “Ava, if you haven’t noticed, I haven’t taken any of your calls in the last few weeks, and I’ve barely answered any of your texts. And when I did it, wasn’t much more than me telling you to leave me alone. I don’t want to talk to you. I’m pissed. I’m hurt. I feel betrayed. It’s one thing to feel that betrayal when it’s Patrick. He’s only been in my life for a few months. But you, Ava . . .” I waited for her eyes to come to mine. When they did, I quietly added, “You’ve really hurt me. Imagine if the script was flipped and you were in my position. How would you feel? Don’t you think you’d be royally pissed off at me?”
Ava nodded and cast her eyes down again. She started to play with something on the floor with her foot and it seemed to become the most interesting thing to her since she studied astrology. Back then, I couldn’t pull her away from researching astrological charts and all the houses and signs and . . . whatever other stuff went along with it for months—unless it involved drinking alcohol, eating, or shopping. And, like me, she loved those three things almost as much as she loved sex.
“So, when are you leaving, exactly?” Ava asked, once again dodging my questions.
“Day after tomorrow.” The sooner, the better, as far as I was concerned. I’d managed to avoid running into Patrick and had ignored all his texts and phone calls completely, but I wouldn’t put it past him to show up here just like Ava had. That was one big ol’ dramatic moment I’d like to skip if at all possible, not that I was worried he’d sweet talk his way back into my bed, or anything.
Scratch that. I was more than a little worried about his smexy-self because sex was amazing with Patrick, and who knew how long it’d be before I was interested in another man since I’d sworn off them for as long as possible. Plus, it’d probably be slim pickins’ where I was going. Becoming more frequently intimate with my BOB than I ever had been before seemed to be what I had to look forward to.
Yay.
The silver lining was that my BOB didn’t have a male’s ego or infidelity issues attached to it.
“That soon? You have more time than that left on your lease. Can’t you stay until then?”
“Nope. Well . . . I could, but I don’t want to. There really isn’t much time left anyway, since I only have another week left on my lease. Besides, I want to get out of here and get the next chapter of my life started. I’m excited about this, Ava, and I don’t have a reason to stay those extra few days. I also already told the executor that’s handling the estate for the house I bought that I’d be there, so he’s expecting me.”
I pushed away from the counter and gave my attention back to packing up my little condo, and Ava did the same. Truth be told, I was more scared than excited about the move. Not only was I about to walk into an entirely different world than what I’d been used to in the city, I was also going to hunker down and try to find out what the Creeper—whom I, thankfully, hadn’t seen since Patrick’s—wanted with me, and why it felt like something was moving inside my body. No matter what else happened after the move, once I got settled those two things were going to be my focus—well . . . right after I discovered who mixed the best cocktail and brewed the best cup of coffee.
Because, you know . . . priorities.




Chapter Eight
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“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I said to myself.
I squinted against the brightness of the sun that had now risen high in the sky. Even with the sunglasses and baseball cap I wore to shield my eyes, they were fatigued, and I cursed the yellow ball that had become my tormentor since the night in Patrick’s parking lot. Because my eyes have always been sensitive, I’d never cared as much for sun’s light compared to that of the moon. But now it was more than that—now sunlight seemed to be almost an assault on my retinas, and every day I couldn’t wait for the sun to go down.
I glanced at the time on my phone. “Well . . . that’s still several hours away,” I said on a sigh.
I’d only seen the area I’d be living in through pictures the executor provided of the property. They’d been limited and had me a bit worried that there was something wrong with the house or its location. Wanting to take in the surroundings, I slowed my Jeep and made the turn onto the street of my new home, in a town I’d also only seen images of online.
Yes . . . I said town. I’d moved from a fairly large city with all its amenities and nightlife, to a town with a population that fell just shy of twenty thousand. The closest city that would even touch what I’d left was a forty-five-minute drive away, and even that was a very, very small city.
But I wanted a change, and this was certainly that.
Both sides of the two-lane road showed nothing other than dense woods for several hundred yards until, on the right, a wood and stone fence began. It went on for a couple of miles before I saw the fence turn beside a driveway. Another identical fence was on the other side of it and continued on as far as I could see.
“Wow. That property must be quite a spread. I hope they’re good neighbors,” I said to myself, well . . . and to Diva. She was sitting up in the passenger seat next to me. She had her ears forward and alert, and I swear it looked like she was smiling. Since I’d passed the sign fifteen minutes ago that showed we’d made it to Transylvania County, the name of the county I’d be living in, she’d acted like she knew we were almost at our destination. If she did actually know what was going on, I’d say she was excited about it. I wish I felt as enthused.
It wasn’t that I didn’t feel the thrill of being on the precipice of all the new experiences I was going to have; it was just that I’d also stepped in to a big unknown with this move and that excitement was mixed with a healthy dose of caution and WTF am I doing? After all, starting an adventure as big as this one had as good a chance of being a horrible decision as it did of being fabulous—and then there are all the grey areas in between those two extremes.
Who knew what I was getting myself into?
Not me.
I sighed heavily, still feeling like I was in a bit of a tailspin since the night at Patrick’s, which was what led me to this point, of course. I’d been scrambling to find a place to live after the breakup when I found a brochure for a property being auctioned in my mailbox. The house was in a different state where I didn’t know a soul, but the price was right. It was also exactly what I thought I needed after Patrick and Ava lying to me and finding myself
at the end of yet another relationship. I decided if the universe was trying to get me to radically change my life, so be it. I was ready for a fresh start.
I glanced at the number on the mailbox of the fenced property as I passed to see how close I might be to my place and stomped down on my brake. Diva flew forward several inches before snapping to a stop. “Sorry, girl.” She whined and gave me a funny look. Luckily, I had her secured with a seatbelt attachment and she didn’t end up on the floorboard.
“That can’t be right.” I looked at the brochure in my hand that I’d kept from the auction. “Thirty-three fifty-seven,” I said, then reversed my Jeep to look at the numbers on the mailbox again. “Huh . . . those are the right numbers. Maybe it’s a mistake in the brochure.”
No . . . that couldn’t be right, either, because the title paperwork had the same address on it. I remained in the road for several more moments, trying to figure out what to do.
“Well, I guess we’ll just go see what’s going on with this. Maybe someone will be home who can help me figure it out. I wish someone would help me figure out my love life and what the Creeper wants with me,” I said to Diva and scratched behind her ear. “I doubt anyone here can help me make any sense of those two things, though.”
Diva whined again.
“Don’t worry, girl. I’m swearing off men for a good, long while.” Diva cocked her head. “Besides . . . even if I thought I found a great guy, I wouldn’t trust myself. Let’s face it, my picker really is broken.”
Diva responded in the typical talky way a Husky does, and it always made me smile. I gave her another scratch behind her ear. “By the way, you could have at least tried to talk me out of this ridiculous idea, you know?”
I turned into the driveway, which was just a brown path of dirt with a streak of green grass running up the middle and sides. The color of it struck me as odd, considering it was well into autumn, but I tossed the thought aside with an explanation to myself that I didn’t know what the grass was like at this time of year in this state. I wondered, instead, why whoever owned the place hadn’t had the driveway paved. Surely, if they had the money to own a piece of property as large as I suspected this one was, they could also shell out the bucks and slap some asphalt down. A dense line of trees flanked both sides of the driveway—trees that appeared abnormally tall. The Jeep’s top was down and I looked up.
“Odd,” I said in a whisper. The branches on the trees closest to the driveway on each side seemed to reach across from one side to the other. But in an unnatural way. After driving a couple hundred yards and going around a bend, I could see the tree line next to the driveway ending and an open field ahead.
“Wow . . . nice.”
I slowed the Jeep as the view and expanse of the property opened up ahead of me. It was a sprawling, level to gently rolling piece of land that sat at the base of part of the Pisgah National Forest. About another six hundred yards straight ahead sat a large, three-story chalet. To the left, an equestrian barn, designed to match the home and looked to house likely at least twenty horses, sat on a slightly elevated slope. There were at least four fenced pastures, a lunging pen, a covered riding arena, and another, older barn that appeared to be freshly painted in red.
To the right of the drive were more fenced pastures—but they were larger enclosures than the left side—a livestock barn, and several more homes that were much smaller than the main house. Those were also designed to complement the chalet.
Then I stopped abruptly, and dust swirled. One of the smaller homes looked exactly like the one in the photo on the auction brochure. “What the hell is going on?” I looked at the picture, then back at the smaller house, and shook my head. It was definitely the same. But what did I buy, a house in some kind of fancy compound? A noise behind me on the driveway caught my attention. I looked into the rearview mirror to see a large, black truck with dark tinted windows pulling up.
“Great.” I glanced at Diva, then back into the mirror as the truck came to a stop and the driver’s side door opened. I smiled slightly and chuckled. “We’re either about to get help or get murdered. Considering that we’re out in the middle of nowhere in a place where I don’t know anybody, and with my luck, the odds are we could be facing certain death.” I opened the door to get out and unbuckled Diva. “Come on. You can stretch your legs. If things go sideways . . . save yourself.” I gave Diva a kiss on the head. “But at least act like you’re going to try to save me for a few seconds, okay?”
Diva Husky-talked her answer, and I was sure she was saying, Yeah . . . you’re on your own, human.
I stepped out, not feeling a bit of the stiffness I should after hours behind the wheel. But since the Creeper touched me, I didn’t seem to tire as easily or as often as I did anymore.
Weirder and weirder.
A crisp breeze caressed my face, making me realize I should have been cold driving with the top down considering the temperature, but I’d also been even more hot-natured than usual since the incident. Jeans and an oversized hoodie had been plenty to keep me comfortable during the trip.
Probably freaking hot flashes, I thought. Perimenopause . . . Lucky me.
Diva jumped out and made her way directly to the truck and the person behind us. I took a deep breath, enjoying the earthy scents of fall in the country. Autumn was my favorite time of year, and this area was replete with all the colors that were part of why I loved it so.
I looked back at the truck, hoping I would find a friendly face. All I could see, though, was the back half of Diva and her tail, which was wagging excitedly. The truck’s door shielded the rest of her, and the person who’d stepped out.
“Sorry about her,” I shouted. “She’s . . . well . . . I was going to say friendly, but you can already see that, I suppose.”
A masculine hand attached to a forearm that was muscular and vascular and covered in tattoos patted Diva’s back.
Holy shit . . . talk about forearm porn.
“It’s good to see you, too, Diva.” I heard the man say, although he’d spoken quietly, and I don’t think he’d intended for me to hear him. If it wasn’t for the encounter with the Creeper, I wouldn’t have been able to. I shivered, but I knew it wasn’t because of the temperature.
How’d he know her name? Did I say it when I yelled sorry? I shrugged. I must have.
“How’ve you been?” the man asked. His voice was deep, soothing, and I felt something stir deep inside me that was either the greasy burger and fries I ate an hour ago, or the tapeworm the doctors had yet to discover that I’d decided to name Fred. “Yes, it’s been way too long,” he continued. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here to see you last month. Go see the others. They’ve been waiting for you.”
My brows pinched together. What on earth did he mean by that?
Diva ran past me toward the barn like she knew exactly where she was going, and I hoped I could get her to come back when it was time to leave. With Huskies, that wasn’t always an easy thing to accomplish. I turned back toward the truck. When I saw who’d come around the other side of the door, the question about what the man meant when he was talking to Diva fell away, along with my desire to stay away from men.
Well . . . at least this man because . . . damn.
I snapped my mouth shut, which had started to drop open, and tried to smile—tried, being the operative word because I was close to stunned. The man, looking to be in his late thirties, walked toward me with a smile that reached his eyes that were the color of shallow Caribbean waters. He extended his hand, and I decided he absolutely looked friendly and like someone I’d love to get friendly with . . . especially between the sheets.
I mean, if I wasn’t swearing off men, of course. And, I had to admit, I was questioning the validity of my reasons for doing so at that moment.
But how could he be real? He couldn’t possibly be real. No one looked that damn good; all six-feet-three-inches of muscle encased in nicely fitted jeans (but still loose—skinny jeans on a man was a huge turnoff to me) and an untucked plain white T-shirt that fit his torso (guess the cold didn’t bother him, either—deep breath because even my thoughts were running out of air with this run-on sentence) dark hair, and . . . hmm . . . I wonder what his ass—
“You must be Ms. Peet, my new boss. I’m Dax. Dax Owens.”
I swallowed, realizing my mouth was actually freaking watering!
Nope. There was no way he was real.
I could just picture God—if there was one because I still wasn’t convinced—up in Heaven, looking down at me, laughing hysterically as He watched my reaction to this man after saying I’d sworn off them for as long as possible just moments before.
It appeared my resolve was being tested, and I had a bad feeling about rising to the challenge and coming out victorious. Though, failing this particular test with this particular man might be better than acing it.
I shook his hand, trying to ignore the warmth that seemed to flow from his touch straight into my bloodstream, and was finally able to smile. He was about eight inches taller than I was at my five-foot-eight height, so my estimate of his had been slightly off and he was closer to six-four.
“Tennyson. Never Ms. Peet, please. And I think there’s been some kind of mistake. I’m nobody’s boss and this property is much larger and much, well . . .” I made a wide gesture with my arm toward the property, “just much more everything than what I bought. I never could have afforded this.”
Dax smiled slightly, and I couldn’t help but notice that his lips still looked full, even stretched. “Ma’am, all I know is that I was told my new boss and the new owner of,” Dax made a large gesture toward the property, mimicking me with an even broader smile, “all this, was a lady named Tennyson Peet and she’d be arriving here today from Nashville, Tennessee. Is that you?”
“Well, yes, it is, but—”
“No buts then, boss. This is yours.”
“No. I bought a twelve hundred square foot house on fifteen acres. This is definitely over fifteen acres. Is one of those smaller places what I bought with some of this land with it?” I pointed to the three smaller homes. “Though . . . they look quite a bit larger than twelve hundred square feet in person.”
Dax chuckled. “Ma’am, you bought a twelve thousand square foot home, fifteen-thousand-acre property, with equestrian and cattle facilities, as you can see, and those,” Dax pointed to the three smaller homes, “the one closest to the main house is the one I live in, and the other two are for the ranch hands.” Dax paused. “And those ranch hands . . . well, you’re their boss, too.”
I raised my arms as I turned toward the house, then let them fall and slap my thighs. The facts, or what I thought were facts, swirled in my mind and warred with what Dax was telling me. I began to feel sick at the realization that I had no idea what I’d gotten myself into. What was I thinking buying a property in a town I’d never been to without seeing it with my own two eyes first?
“I’m so confused. I need a drink.” I turned to Dax. “Please tell me that the bar in the house that was in the description really exists and really is stocked.”
Dax’s smile fell and now he was the one who seemed confused. “The late owner, he wasn’t much of a drinker. There isn’t a drop of alcohol in that house.”
“Great. The first time in months I’d actually let myself
get drunk and I’m out of luck.”
A slight smile returned to Dax’s face, and something about his expression made me worry about the lightbulb that seemed to have just lit his brain up. “That description, do you remember what it said, exactly?”
“Umm . . . something like . . . property includes a fully stocked bar. But I can show you what it says exactly because it’s right here in the brochure.”
His smile grew and he began to laugh.
Shit . . .
“What’s so funny?” I asked, not sure what the big joke was but also becoming more than a little worried about finding out.
Several moments passed before Dax finally stopped laughing. “Ma’am, there is a bar in the house, but it’s not got anything stocked in it that’s more potent than water and sodas. Now, while the house doesn’t come with a stocked bar inside it, the property was sold to you to include a fully stocked bar that’s in town. You also own that bar.”
“Wait . . . What?”




Chapter Nine

Dax
I couldn’t help the smile that continued to stay put on my face, but at least I’d gained some control of my laughter. Tennyson’s expression remained stunned as she tried to comprehend all I’d just told her. I couldn’t deny that my smile was also partly due to how fucking beautiful she was, though. Even in a hoodie and jeans with her hair hiding under a cap and sunglasses on, I could tell the woman was a looker. My body seemed to notice, too, based on the reaction going on between my legs.
Tennyson took off her sunglasses and rubbed her eyes, then looked at me and I swear my heart felt like it stuttered as I looked back into what I was sure were the most stunning eyes I’d ever seen. The color, an icy, bluish-green, couldn’t possibly be real. Though I wasn’t sure why I would think they couldn’t exist with all I knew of the world.
“Dax.” Tennyson shook her head slowly. “I don’t like this joke anymore. I feel like I’ve crossed into a different dimension or something.”
I chuckled. She was closer to the truth of her situation than she realized. “Listen, why don’t you go on to the main house and I’ll meet you in there in a few minutes.”
“Do . . .” She looked at the house, then back at me. “Do I just knock? Is anyone home to answer?”
My smile widened. “It’s unlocked, Tennyson. No one’s inside right now and, like I said, it’s your home.”
She shook her head as she turned back toward her Jeep, and I couldn’t help but admire the view as she walked away. When she reached it, she looked back over her shoulder and almost busted me looking at her ass. Thank God she didn’t. Not that I was shy about showing interest in a woman I found appealing, but the situation and working relationship we were in was going to be multifaceted and much more important than my attraction to her. Besides, she didn’t have any idea yet how complicated her life had now become.
“Just . . . walk on into the place I could never actually afford unless I won millions in the lottery and make myself at home, huh?” Tennyson flashed a wary smile and I was sure my heart stuttered that time.
I turned and walked back to my truck as my hand went to my chest and rubbed my sternum. A deep scowl formed between my brows. This reaction to a beautiful woman wasn’t normal. At least not for me.
“Yes, Tennyson.” I climbed up on my truck’s sidestep and stood to my full height, bracing a forearm on the roof of the truck as I relaxed my facial expression again and let a friendly smile replace my scowl. “Just like that.”
As I sat in the truck and closed the door, I watched Tennyson climb into her Jeep and pull away, and I felt a yearning to be near her again immediately.
Worry took over my thoughts as I considered what my body’s reaction might mean. Maybe I just needed to get laid. It had been a while. But I wasn’t a fool. I’d crossed paths with plenty of beautiful women who’d be more than willing to help keep my bed warm for a few hours. I just hadn’t felt the desire to get that close to anyone in the last year. And for good reason. If I was right about what this reaction to Tennyson meant, it was going to be much more intense than simply wanting to screw her—this reaction meant something else entirely, and I was entirely screwed if I was right.
And . . . deep down . . . I knew I was.
“Yep,” I said aloud to myself as I put my truck in drive and started toward my house. “I’m fucked.”
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“Did I just see the newest member of our world arrive?” Joe asked as I walked into my place. I was the only one who lived in the house, but Joe was my second here at the ranch and in all other things, as well as my best friend. So, he was here a lot.
I walked over to where he was standing at my kitchen table, looking over a map of the ranch. At thirty-two, Joe was six years my junior, only slightly shorter than me, and we had similar, muscular builds. People often said we looked alike in our facial features, too, and had mistaken us for true brothers in the past even though he had blond hair and brown eyes. He was my brother in all the ways that truly mattered to me, though, and he’d proven to me years ago that he cared about me as though we were blood-related.
And in that moment that he did, he also proved wrong the saying that blood was thicker than water. Because if that were true, the circumstances that day would have turned out far different. My hand went to the scar on my face with the memory and traced its length, where it traveled across my jawline on one side of my face. Joe looked at me and I dropped my hand. The momentary shift in his expression showed me he’d noticed what I was doing, but he just smiled slightly and didn’t let the moment linger. He knew I didn’t like to dwell on the memory any more than he did. What happened that day changed the course of both of our lives, and gave me the best friend I’d ever had, and likely ever would.
“Yes, you did. And you know she’s way more than just the newest member of our world. Be respectful.” I leaned on the table to get a closer look at the map. We’d been poring over it for months, trying to figure out the best ways to set up our defenses. We still had time before we had to get them all in place . . . but not much.
At least we had Tennyson here, now, and that was a game-changer.
“Wow . . . you’re already being awfully protective. What’s she like? Please tell me she’s easy on the eyes.”
I popped him upside the head playfully and walked to my liquor cabinet. “Watch it, asshole. Stay away from her. Besides, you already have someone, and that someone happens to be my sister.” He probably thought my popping him had to do with the comment about her looks since he was dating my sister, and it was in part. But it was more because what he’d said about me already being protective of Tennyson was true, and I didn’t really understand it. Yes, my role in our world meant that I would automatically be very protective, but I’d never felt it as strongly as I had the moment I laid eyes on Tennyson. As soon as I stepped out of my truck and saw her, a low growl rumbled in my chest. When she placed her hand in mine to shake it, I felt some kind of energy—a warm sensation—that seemed to pass between us from our touch. It all left me a little uncomfortable, and a lot confused.
“Ha!” Joe said, making me jump and turn to him with a scowl before I resumed what I was doing and opened the cabinet to see what was available for liquor options. “She’s hot, isn’t she? More than that, you’ve already set your sights on her. And quit busting my balls. I’m taken. Not dead. I can look as long as that’s all I do.”
“No.” I grabbed my best bottle of brandy and closed the cabinet door as I turned back around, then stomped my way back to Joe. I moved the hand holding the bottle toward him and pointed at him with it. “Not with Tennyson. With her, keep your eyes to yourself and make sure all the guys get the same message. As far as looking at any other woman, you shouldn’t be, since you have Kelsey. It’s fucking disrespectful to her and me.”
Joe leaned back and raised his hands in surrender. “Easy, boss. I was just teasing. You know I only have eyes for Kelsey. Shit . . . no woman has garnered more than a glance from me since I met her years ago. You know that.”
I lowered my arm and took a deep breath as I scrubbed my other hand through my hair. “Shit. Sorry, Joe. I know that. This whole thing has just got me stressed as fuck. No way should Tennyson have been brought here like this. When she finds out what we did . . .”
Joe clapped the back of my shoulder. “No worries, man. And as far as what Tennyson will think when she finds out, we just have to hope she’ll understand once she knows the stakes and forgives us. What have you told her so far?”
“Not much. Just that the ranch and the bar are hers and that she’s our boss, even though she thought she’d only bought one of these bunk houses and a handful of acres.”
“Just like we wanted her to think.”
“Yeah . . .”
“How’d she take it?”
I raised my brows and the bottle of brandy at the same time.
“That bad, huh? So bad you felt the need to break out your best bottle, I see.”
“Yeah. She can’t wrap her mind around it, Joe. And who can blame her? Problem is, in the next few hours and days, what little I’ve just told her is only a fraction of all she has to take in, and accept, in an insanely short amount of time.”
“Think she can handle it?”
“I hope so. I don’t suppose she would’ve been chosen for this path if she couldn’t.” I clapped Joe on the shoulder like he’d done to me—which had always been our thing after an argument to let the other know we were okay—and turned to leave. I needed to get to the main house before Tennyson decided she was too freaked out to stay and bolted. As I opened the door, I turned and raised the bottle. “If nothing else, liquid courage never hurts.”




Chapter Ten

Tennyson
I slowly walked past the entry of the home that, according to Dax, I somehow now owned, and into what truly lived up to the name great room. And—hand over heart—I swear I heard the house sigh.
The next breath I took seemed to be the fullest I’d ever taken, and a sense of belonging settled over me, making my insides peaceful and warm like everything under my skin had been wrapped in a soft, fleece blanket. I didn’t know how this place could possibly legally be my house but, oddly, I suddenly felt like it was supposed to be. Fred stirred inside me. Apparently, he liked it here, too. I made a mental note to find the closest gastrointestinal specialist as soon as possible to get checked . . . again.
Diva had already moved past me and made herself at home on one of three oversized leather sofas that formed a C in front of a fireplace and helped to anchor the space. Several other seating areas were scattered around as well. It was a good thing, too, because the room was massive and it would have appeared almost empty if there hadn’t been. I glanced to the left at a smaller area that was equally impressive and housed the kitchen. A billiards area to the right was more than large enough to hold its two full-size pool tables, four electronic dart boards, several pinball machines, more leather seating, and a scattering of high-top bar tables with stools. Everything I could see—the floors, wood beams, kitchen cabinets, and trim—was all stained dark, while the rest of the decor was in earthy tones that made my sensitive eyes happy. Floor-to-very-high-ceiling windows framed a captivating view of the mountains, and just outside the windows, there looked to be an expansive deck dotted with groupings of outdoor furniture and portable fire pits.
I made my way across the great room to see the view better. “Good lord, how’s this possible?” I murmured as I took it all in.
The rear of the property gently sloped about a hundred yards to either a wide creek or a small river. I wasn’t sure what to call it, exactly. The property was mostly cleared all the way to the water’s edge except for several small clusters of trees and stretched close to the width of two football fields. On the opposite side of the creek was another open area that rose gently from the bank and then, after what appeared to be about a quarter of a mile, rose sharply into part of the mountainous forest.
“That’s all yours, too,” Dax said, suddenly right beside me.
I jumped slightly as my hand flew to my chest. “Don’t do that! How is someone as big as you are so stealthy, anyway?” I was asking seriously, because my hearing had improved to that of being freakishly good and he’d somehow snuck up on me without a sound.
Dax’s lips pulled up into a slightly crooked smile. I noticed he had a long, faint scar running from his ear, across his jawline, then disappeared under his chin. “Sorry, ma’am. I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“No ma’ams, either. Just Tennyson, Tenny, or Tenn. And what’s mine, too?”
“Okay, Tennyson,” he said. He stared into my eyes a little longer than I thought he would, but I didn’t break the eye contact. Something in me—Fred—shifted again, and I decided I should probably steer clear of greasy burgers for a while because I was really hoping it was just a bad case of indigestion.
Was indigestion a symptom of perimenopause?
When his eyes flipped back to the view, I let out a breath I’d been holding and followed his gaze.
“All that.” He motioned to the expanse behind the house. “You own it. Queen’s Right Ranch extends past that mountain ridge and on to the next several ridges over. You can only see a bit of them, though, since the first one blocks most of the others. The property extends to the right and left for several miles in each direction, too, not to mention what’s between the house and the road.”
“Wait . . . it’s a national forest, though. How can someone other than the government own it?”
“Because the part of Pisgah that Queen’s Right encompasses was not part of what the government was able to get its hands on.”
“How’d the original owners manage that?”
Dax shrugged. “Don’t know, Tennyson . . . that was well before my time. All I know is that you own it now.”
I shook my head. No way was this actually happening, but for a little longer I would go along with the ridiculousness of it all because . . . well . . . really, just because I was happy to stay in Dax’s company a bit longer. I mean, the view of the property was great, but I’d much rather just view him for another hour or a few decades. “So, I own that creek-river-thing right there?” I said as I pointed to it.
Dax chuckled again. “Yes. At least the parts of it that fall within your property lines. And that creek-river-thing is called Little Joss Creek. It doesn’t look like much now, but come spring, once the rains really set in, it gets moving at a pretty decent clip.”
“Wow . . .”
“Yeah . . .” he replied, and then we both fell quiet for several moments.
“Here,” Dax said, breaking the silence and holding up a bottle of brandy. “Thought I’d save you.” He turned and made his way to the kitchen and I followed. It was at that moment that I realized I would write in my diary that I got to behold his ass for the first time. Maybe God was real, after all. Because, good lord, his backside was a lovely thing to behold and must have been created by a divine creature.
He grabbed a couple of glasses out of the cupboard while I imagined grabbing his ass. He turned and placed them on the counter as I acted like I was looking at the cabinets instead of his fine male form, then poured some brandy and handed one to me. “Sorry there aren’t snifters for a proper brandy experience, but like I said, the former owner wasn’t much of a drinker.”
“Yeah, you mentioned that. So why did they own a bar if they didn’t really drink?”
“Well, just like when you bought all this, it was part of the package.”
“O . . . kay . . .” I said as I took too big of a sip of my drink. I got it down, luckily, but it went down fighting. “Yep,” I said with a scrunched expression. “That’s the good stuff, all right.” I coughed slightly and had to clear my throat.
Dax smiled enough for it to reach his eyes again. “Sure is.” He downed what he’d poured himself without the slightest flinch.
I smiled, too, feeling the alcohol warming my body. “Show off.” I was used to drinking straight alcohol, but I tended to sip it instead of doing what I’d just done by gulping it. And that shit burned. Apparently, Dax didn’t have a problem with it, according to his lack of flinching when he downed his.
“Well, in addition to running this place, I also run that bar. Not all the time, though. Macy does quite a bit of the work there and three others help in the different areas, but I’m there a bit. Point is, I’d better be able to keep up with those who come in to belly up to the bar. If I can’t handle my liquor, I lose a little respect.”
I raised my brows.
“I know,” he said. “I’d say it’s a guy thing, but the women in this town can drink most of the men under the table and still walk fairly upright.”
“Let me ask you a question,” I said.
“Sure, but only if you’re ready for the answer.”
And even though I didn’t know him, I knew he was the type to not beat around the bush. I made a mental note to never ask him anything if I wasn’t ready to hear the truth. “Of course,” I took another, smaller sip before I continued. “You said the last owner bought all this and the bar as part of the package. How long has it been sold that way?”
Dax shifted his weight from one foot to the other and poured himself more brandy before answering, making me feel like he was a little uncomfortable with what I’d asked.
Or, more so, how to answer it.
“It’s been sold like that for as far back as the history of this property and the bar goes.”
“And how far back does that history go, exactly?”
Dax shifted his weight again, took a long sip of his drink, poured more into his glass and into mine, then took another long sip before answering. “More than a thousand years.”
“Okay . . . now you’re just having fun with me.”
“Well, I am enjoying myself with you.” His eyes changed to what I thought was an amber color for the briefest moment, then seemed to go back to blue. My skin tingled as if electricity filled the air between us, and I rubbed my arms to make the strange sensation go away. The corners of Dax’s mouth turned up slightly.
I wonder if he felt it, too?
“But,” he continued, “I’m being straight.”
“Dax! How’s it possible that there was a bar and this house here that many years ago?”
“I didn’t say what’s here and being gifted now is the same as it was back then. But they are the same properties.”
“Gifted? What does that mean? And, honestly, regardless of what’s really going on here and if what you say is true, I’m not particularly comfortable being given anything. Especially from people I don’t know. Even if it is this amazing. I need to know how all of this is possible, Dax. Are you going to be honest and tell me?”
Dax did more shifting and cast his gaze back to the mountains behind the house. I did the same, feeling like he needed a minute for some reason. I listened as he brought his drink to his lips and took a long pull from it, wondering as he did what his lips would feel like as they pulled on certain parts of me. Heat rushed to my core, and I closed my eyes with the pleasant sensation. I heard Dax chuckle quietly and glanced over at him. He was smiling broadly, like he knew something he had no way of knowing, namely that I was turned on. I smiled awkwardly and looked back at the view outside.
Finally, he said, “I think you should meet Sebastian before the hows of it all are explained, mainly because he’ll be able to answer some of your questions better than I can. He has more first-hand knowledge because he’s lived here a lot longer than me.” Dax put his glass down and started walking toward the front door.
“Wait! Who’s Sebastian? Where are you going?” I also put my glass down and followed Dax. And . . . damn . . . his ass was truly distracting. I looked up. “So not funny,” I whispered to the heavens in case the Big Guy really was up there.
“Sebastian’s our town’s attorney. And I’m taking you to meet him.”
My brows pinched together slightly. “Wait, the town only has one attorney? I know it’s not Nashville, but it’s not that small.”
“It’s all we need.” He opened the door and waited for me to pass through the doorway before following and shutting it behind him after Diva also came through. “We’ll stop at the bar, too, so you can meet Macy and see what else you purchased.”
“Dax, I promise this is all some kind of mistake. Really. I don’t own any of this. Even if it was sold to me, it was obviously an error and they’ll soon realize it. Which sucks frog butt, because that means I have to start from scratch again to find a place to live.”
Dax laughed as he walked to the passenger side of his truck and opened the door for me. Diva jumped in before I reached him. “Sucks frog butt?”
“Oh,” I said, ignoring his question about my phrase. “Diva should probably stay here. I don’t want to leave her in your truck, even when it’s not hot.”
“She won’t have to stay in the truck. She’ll be able to go inside anywhere you want her to.”
“Why? Are the town’s businesses and restaurants all dog-friendly?”
A smile played at the corners of his mouth again, and he nodded. “You could say that.”
I got into the truck and he closed the door, then he made his way to the other side. I looked at the inside of the truck. It appeared to be brand new and completely loaded with all the bells and whistles.
Shit . . . how much does he get paid to afford this nice of a truck, and how am I supposed to keep him from having it repossessed if he doesn’t own it outright?
Dax got in, started the engine, and pulled away from the house. “And I promise you, Tennyson, you won’t be looking for another home. The sale is final.”
“For your sake, Dax,” I said as I looked at the house getting smaller in the side mirror, “I hope you’re wrong. Because I don’t see how I can afford to pay you whatever it is you’re being paid. I spent my life savings on this place and only have enough left for a handful of minor emergencies. And I don’t make nearly enough with my job to keep up this kind of property, not to mention salaries for you and ranch hands and paying for food and vet care for the animals.” My heart rate picked up speed with every word that came out of my mouth. If I wasn’t careful, I was going to go into a full-on panic attack any second.
Dax chuckled. “Don’t forget feeding the ranch hands three squares a day.”
I just looked at him and stared. “Seriously?”
Dax nodded, a slight smile still pulling up the corners of his mouth.
“Shit . . . how am I supposed to afford or even do all that?”
Dax’s smile grew. “Don’t worry about any of it.”
“Kind of hard not to.”
He glanced at me and held my gaze for several moments like there was more to say, but then shifted his attention forward and didn’t elaborate. Coming to the end of the driveway, he turned onto the road without stopping to see if it was clear.
I braced for a potential impact. Thankfully, none came. I shot him a death stare.
Seeming to sense I was uncomfortable, Dax looked over at me. His smile was a more playful one. “Don’t worry, Tennyson. I’ll keep you safe.” He looked forward again. “I promise you that, too.”
Warmth and calm settled over me and, even though I wasn’t sure what the hell was going on, I let myself relax a little into the comfort I felt from his words.
Because, for some reason, way down deep in my soul, I knew he meant it.




Chapter Eleven

Tennyson
It turned out that my supposed new home was less than a fifteen-minute drive from downtown Brevard, North Carolina, the town I’d chosen to start my new life. It was much closer than I’d thought it would be, which was a welcome revelation. I watched people enjoying casual strolls down sidewalks that ran in front of storefronts that housed an array of retail shops, restaurants, and bars. It seemed there was a large number of all the aforementioned for a town of this size, but I figured it shouldn’t be a surprise since Brevard was a well-visited town because of its location to one of the entrances to Pisgah and all its hiking and waterfalls.
Was one of these bars the one I supposedly owned? I realized I didn’t know its name.
“What’s the bar’s name, Dax?”
“Mother’s.”
I turned and stared at him. He returned my gaze after several beats of silence, and maybe feeling my eyes on him, when he stopped at a red light.
“Mother’s? What kind of name is that?”
He chuckled and gave the road in front of him his attention again. The light we’d stopped at turned green and he started forward. “An easy one, I suppose.”
“Sounds like a biker bar. Please tell me it’s not full of rowdy bikers who trash the place on a regular basis because someone looks at someone else’s old lady wrong.”
“That’d be a delightful change,” he said so quietly I was surprised I could hear him even as close as we were.
“What’s that supposed to mean? Oh, mother trucker . . . it’s worse. It’s worse than that, isn’t it?”
“Mother trucker?” he asked with a chuckle. “I haven’t heard that one in a long time. Anyway, we’re hoping it will get better now that you’re here.”
“What can I possibly do to keep a bunch of bikers in line?”
Dax laughed a little harder. “They’re not bikers.” He made a right turn, taking us out of the main downtown area. “And you’d be surprised what you’ll be able to do once you take over everything.”
The way he said everything made the hairs on my arms stand at attention, though I couldn’t imagine why it did. I turned back to the businesses we passed, noting that a couple of the signs on the street we’d turned onto indicated law offices.
“I thought you said Sebastian was the only attorney in town. We just passed two law offices.”
“I said he’s our town’s attorney.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Dax pulled into the driveway of a craftsman-style bungalow that was now home to a business. A sign in the yard read Law Office of Sebastian Whitley.
“You’ll see.” Dax put the truck in park and got out. Diva jumped out with him before he shut his door. I did the same and followed him up the steps. He opened the front door and after I entered the office, he stepped in as well.
The waiting room had several chairs and a couch, as well as an unoccupied receptionist’s desk. I stopped, but Dax didn’t. He walked past me through that room and made his way deeper into the business, with Diva right on his heels. It struck me as strange because, while she liked most people, she rarely left my side.
They both stopped and turned back to me. “Well,” Dax said. “Are you coming, Tennyson?”
I started after them and Dax continued on for what seemed like too far of a distance for what appeared to be the size of this place on the outside. Finally, he halted at a set of double pocket doors and knocked lightly.
After a few moments, the doors slid apart and, once again, I was stunned by what I saw.
Another ridiculously good-looking man stared right back at me. He was refined in appearance, with brown hair, and looked to be lean and solid under a well-fitted and what I’d bet was a very expensive, custom-made suit. His eyes were dark, but there was a playfulness I saw in them that put my mind at ease even though my body went on high alert, my muscles tensed as if in fight-or-flight mode. Apparently, my subconscious wasn’t so easily fooled by this man, even though he’d done nothing aggressive. I even caught myself reaching for a weapon that I never carried or had even owned.
What the hell was wrong with me?
While I didn’t know the answer to that question, I’d learned a long time ago to trust my instincts and I wasn’t going to ignore them today. I was alone in a new town with two strange men. One hadn’t set off any warnings in me—well . . . aside from the one about me wanting to abandon my vow to stay away from all men the moment I laid eyes on him. Even so, I needed to be careful since this one seemed to be triggering my survival instincts. I took a step back from both men.
Seeming to pick up on my unease, the man smiled. “Ms. Peet, so nice to finally meet you.” He dipped his head slightly. His eyes raised to mine again and he reached out his hand. “I’m Sebastian Whitley.”
I shook his hand, though hesitantly. I schooled my expression because if I didn’t, not only would my anxiety show, but also the confusion I felt about why I was so uncomfortable being anywhere near this man. When our hands touched, I was surprised by how warm his was. For some reason, I’d expected it to be cold . . . icy.
His eyes didn’t linger on mine, and he dropped his hand as I felt Diva leaning into the front of my legs like she was trying to push me away from him. I glanced down to see her head lowered with her eyes keenly locked on Sebastian. She wasn’t growling, but her hackles were raised, so she was definitely getting a strange vibe from him, too.
Sebastian glanced down at Diva and smiled. “It’s always hard to get re-acclimated to who’s a threat and who isn’t after a long absence, Diva. Give it time. You’ll be used to being back here before you know it.” He glanced at Dax and nodded. “Dax, always a pleasure.” Sebastian stepped aside and gestured for us to enter his office.
As I walked in, I still couldn’t get over the sense that the inside of this place shouldn’t be as large as it was based on the building’s outside dimensions, and it left me confounded and full of questions. But that’s not what I asked about.
“What do you mean by what you said to Diva? And how the hell did you know her name?” I could let it go when Dax knew it because I figured I’d said it without realizing, but not this time with Sebastian. I knew I hadn’t said her name since coming inside this building, and neither had Dax.
Sebastian made his way around his desk, which was heavy and solid and likely antique by the looks of the craftsmanship. He glanced at me, then focused on Dax. “She doesn’t know?”
I looked at Dax and saw his lips were pressed into a thin line. “I haven’t had much of a chance to tell her,” Dax responded. “And, honestly, I’m surprised that her Guard didn’t open her eyes to at least some of what’s happening.”
“Umm . . .” I said, “I’m right here, you know. I’d appreciate you not talking about me like I’m not. What is it I should supposedly know, and who’s the Guard?”
“You’re right, Tennyson. We’re being rude,” Dax said apologetically, then motioned to one of the two chairs facing the desk. “Please, sit, and we’ll explain.”
I sat, and a moment later the two men lowered themselves into seats as well. Dax and Sebastian looked back and forth between each other, apparently waiting to see who was going to take the lead.
Sebastian finally spoke. “You, Tennyson, come from an ancient line of protectors. Guardians, to be precise. But Guardians differ from the Guard. Guards are like our soldiers. The Guardian is basically the protector of the Nye. Not only that, but you are also the last one of your ancestry.” Sebastian paused for a moment and glanced at Dax. Dax nodded and Sebastian looked back at me before continuing. “Not only that, Tennyson, you’re also the last Guardian of the Nye.”




Chapter Twelve

Tennyson
My brows pinched and I cocked my head slightly as I tried to figure out what on earth Sebastian was talking about. After several moments, I gave up.
“I’m sorry . . . what the hell are you talking about? Guardian of what?” I looked at Dax for some slip in his expression that might mean this was some kind of joke, but all I got was a very serious-looking gaze, which annoyingly made him even more handsome.
“I mean,” I continued after being unsettled enough by Dax’s stoic appearance that I gave my attention back to Sebastian. “Unless I’m the guardian of those who make bad life choices, especially in men and real estate purchases, I don’t think I’d be the best candidate to guard anything. And what does any of that have to do with Diva having a hard time re-acclimating to being back here? Which, by the way, we’ve never been here.”
Sebastian opened his mouth to respond, but I cut him off. “And . . . how the hell did I get a freaking ranch and a bar with what I paid?”
Sebastian waited, apparently trying to decide if I had finished so he could respond.
“Answers!” I said in exasperation.
Sebastian rested his elbows on the arms of his high-back chair, which looked more like a throne than an office chair, and rested his hands on his thighs. He looked at me for another long moment before answering.
“I want to prepare you that this is going to be a lot of information.”
I nodded slowly and downed what was left of my drink. “Shoot.”
“You are the Guardian of the Nye, which encompasses all supernatural and fantastical realms. The area we live in here in North Carolina is also in the Nye, and it’s called Transnye. In addition, with you being the last Guardian, you will be the Sovran.”
“The Sovran? What’s that?”
“Yes, more questions,” Sebastian continued. “Maybe Dax, as our chosen leader, should explain further.” Sebastian motioned to him, who didn’t seem thrilled to be the one to take the lead again in what must be the biggest prank ever contrived.
I wondered who might be behind it, but no one came to mind. I’d barely spoken to Ava since the incident at Patrick’s, except for when she showed up uninvited with wine a couple of days ago. I had little contact with my foster dad and had few friends that I’d kept up with in the past several years. Really, my existence was pretty lonely.
That thought would bother me more if it wasn’t that way by design. I liked not having a lot of people to try to act normal in front of, especially in the last decade since my encounters with the Creeper and other shadowy things had increased along with my heightened instincts or knowings or whatever they were.
Dax cleared his throat and repositioned himself to face me better. “The Sovran is the leader that’s been written about in our ancient texts. It’s actually why this place was created a thousand years ago.”
“Okay . . . I’ll play along.” There was more than a little sarcasm in my tone. “What does this Sovran do, exactly?”
“The Sovran is said to come at a time in our lives when a great war is looming. They will be important in this war and could mean our side winning.”
“You said, could mean your side winning. What if this Sovran person can’t live up to that? What would that mean?”
Dax glanced at Sebastian, then back to me, but it was Sebastian who answered with a grave expression. “The death of all that’s good in this world, and in all its realms.”
“You're both nuts.” I looked back and forth between the two of them and got no response. “Seriously, I don’t know what kind of scam or . . . game you two are trying to pull off here, but I’m over it. I just want to go home. Oh! Wait!” I raised my hands in fake surprise. “That’s right, I don’t have a home because there’s no damn way that place I just left is mine, so I’m still homeless until I can get this mess straightened out.” I stood and started pacing the way-too-big-for-the-footprint-of-this-house office. “I sure hope this town has a pet-friendly hotel.”
Sebastian rose and made his way to the bar in the office. He set three glasses out, then poured something from a decanter into them.
“I assure you, Tennyson,” he said as he handed Dax a glass, then gave one to me. “You do own Queen’s Right Ranch. You are not homeless.”
I tossed the drink back and grimaced as it burned on its descent, then handed the glass back to Sebastian. “Another, please.”
Sebastian bowed slightly. “Of course.”
He poured another and handed me the glass as I was passing him because I’d started pacing again. I didn’t down this drink, though. Instead, I took a sip and realized it was scotch, and from what I could tell, it was a very fine one. I took another sip and glanced at Diva, who was lying down next to a fire in the fireplace, looking far more relaxed than she had when she was first in Sebastian’s presence.
“I still don’t buy any of this. I need some explanations about how that ranch was only the two hundred and fifty thousand dollars that I paid for it.”
I stopped pacing and faced the two men, just then realizing that Dax was no longer sitting. He was now at the bar next to Sebastian, pouring himself another drink. I watched as he added more to Sebastian’s glass, too.
“Honestly, Tennyson,” Dax said as he placed the decanter back on the bar and turned toward me, his expression serious, “you haven’t spent a dime on Queen’s Right or Mother’s. We’ve put the money you paid for them into an account for you.” He took his wallet out of his back pocket, pulled out something, and handed it to me. “You have complete and sole access to it.”
“What?” I saw that what he handed me was a debit card with my name on it and I was now even more confused than I was before.
Dax raised his hand to stop me from saying anything else. “Just listen, now. You want an explanation, and I’m about to give it to you. As a Guardian, you have a natural right to that property and the bar. It’s yours by blood heritage. The last Guardian that lived there was in his role for a very long time and should have been there longer, but when he passed the next in line, you, were to be prompted by the Nye to take your place as its rightful owner and protector. We put a stop to that and you weren’t because we believed that the previous Guardian didn’t die of natural causes and that you, should your identity be revealed, would also die unnaturally and prematurely. What we did to stop that process, though, backfired on us because we didn’t know how to make it prompt you to come here once we interrupted the natural manner in which it would have happened. But I’m getting off track. I’ll come back to that later.
“To protect all the prospective Guardians, only a select few in the Nye are aware of their identity and none of those who could become a Guardian know of our existence until it’s necessary because of the weight of that knowledge. Over hundreds of years, there’ve only been a couple of Guardians each generation that are needed, but many could have been one if something catastrophic happened that caused more to be required. If a prospective Guardian doesn’t have to know about all of this and can live a normal life, why wouldn’t we want that for them?”
I shook my head. “What do you mean, catastrophic?”
“If there were many Guardians in a generation who were killed, for instance. To us in the Nye, that would be catastrophic because there must be a Guardian. The Nye and all those in it suffer if there isn’t one.”
I raised my glass toward Sebastian to fill it and he quickly obliged, then I took a long sip. “So, how about the last ten years?” I looked them both up and down. “Y’all don’t look like you’re suffering.”
Dax chuckled. “Well, trust me, we are. We all are. It’s dangerous for us to not have a Guardian. Trouble’s been brewing since not long after the last one died, and it’s getting worse the longer we go without one.”
“Then you’re saying the only reason you didn’t bring me in sooner is that you wanted to keep me safe?”
Dax nodded.
I huffed a laugh. “Well, that seems pretty silly if so many are relying on having a Guardian for their well-being.”
“You might think so, and maybe it was. But because of you being the last one, and therefore the Sovran, we felt we could get by for a while if it meant you’d be safe. You’re that important, Tennyson. We’ve been trying to figure out what really happened to the last Guardian for the last ten years, but have been unable to. You’ve been brought into the fold now because we can’t wait for you any longer. And the bar and the ranch, they both need you to do their job, just as you need them. The Nye needs you, too, but the house and the bar will work to keep you safe. As you protect them, they will do their best to protect you. As you grow in power, so will they, and—”
“Wait. Wait. Wait.” I sat back down, only this time on the couch next to Diva and the fireplace. “You’re talking like the house and the bar are alive. That’s impossible.”
Dax sat at the other end of the couch and faced me slightly. “No, in fact, it’s very possible when it comes to the Nye, and they are alive in their own way.”
“Yeah . . . the Nye . . . what the hell is that, again?” I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose.
Sebastian took a chair across from us. “As Dax said, the Nye is what the supernatural and fantastical realms are called as a whole. This area where we live is called Transnye because the people of the Nye use this as a central point for moving around the Nye. Transnye is a neutral realm for the supernatural and fantastical. At least, it has been for most of its existence. As of late, it’s becoming a bit more volatile and will worsen in that respect in the near future, I’m afraid.”
“The supernatural. Like ghosts, or angels and demons, that kind of stuff?”
Sebastian smiled, and I swear his canine teeth were longer than before and way more pointed. “Well, yes, of course. But there’s far more than just those creatures that come in and out of Transnye, and even more live in the Nye.”
I took a long, slow sip of my drink, looking at both men alternately over the rim of the glass, then placed it on the table next to me so I wouldn’t just down it again. I needed to stay as sober as possible to think straight and, more than at any time before in my life, I definitely needed to be clear-headed. “Okay, Sebastian, I’ll bite. What other things come through Transnye and live in the Nye?”
Sebastian leaned back with a grin and crossed one leg over the other. Somehow, he looked even more smug than he had before. “I’m so very pleased that you’re curious, Tennyson. But you need to stay more open-minded than you’ve ever been before as I tell you about this, and all the rest of what you need to learn. More than that,” he said as he suddenly stood, which startled Diva—she sprang up from her position and lowered her head before adding a growl. Sebastian just smiled at her and then gave his attention back to me. “Seeing is believing. I think we should continue this discussion at Mother’s. After all,” he said as he stepped toward me, “I’m sure you and Diva are hungry after your long drive, and you need to see the rest of what you now own.”
Sebastian offered his hand, which I took without even thinking. As I did so and then stood, I wondered if I could have stopped myself from doing it even if I tried. As I looked into his dark eyes that made me feel like they’d ensnared me, I seriously doubted it.




Chapter Thirteen

Tennyson
The ride to Mother’s was quiet. It wasn’t that I didn’t have things to say or, more accurately, have a shit-ton of questions, it was just that I didn’t know where to start because I was struggling with what to even believe.
My life had never been normal. I had never been particularly normal. But this was too weird even for me and my kind of crazy.
It was ridiculous enough to think that what I’d been told so far about the Nye was true, but to also believe that I was some sort of Guardian of it all was just . . . too much. I’d struggled my whole life to even take care of myself. And, as sad as the truth of it was, at forty-one, I felt accomplished if I had something to eat in my fridge other than the ingredients for mustard and cheese sandwiches, and that my lights were on because I actually remembered to pay the bill. Diva, poor thing, was only still thriving because she reminded me to feed her and give her water.
Okay, that last part wasn’t true, but it really wouldn’t surprise anyone who knew me if it were. Even Ava had to always make sure I’d done things I needed to because she’d learned long ago that I often forgot stuff. I sometimes called her my personal assistant, and it felt like she was one more often than I wanted to admit.
My heart clenched. I’d missed her. And despite still being mad, I’d really, really like to talk to her about everything that was happening, or even simply about what she did that day or what movie we were going to see next.
My brows pushed into a scowl, surprised she hadn’t at least texted to check if I’d made it to Brevard okay. I reached into my purse to pull out my phone and frowned when I saw the screen. Nothing. No missed calls or messages. I ignored the feeling of being let down by her lack of concern and typed a quick text simply saying I’d made it here, not realizing as I did that Dax had stopped his truck and cut off the engine. After I hit send, I looked up and my mouth fell open. I really hoped that wouldn’t become a more frequent expression of mine, at least not while in the company of hot men—especially those with the first name that starts with the letter D and ends with an X, and who also had the ass of a god—as I was sure that it wasn’t a particularly attractive expression.
Yes . . . I know . . . I think a lot about sex and hot men. But in my defense, why shouldn’t I? I happen to have a healthy love for both, especially when combined.
I glanced at the sign on the building—Mother’s. I closed my eyes and shook my head. Of course this is Mother’s. So, to top everything off, the bar I supposedly own was an absolute dump, and that meant it was going to also be a money-pit.
“You have got to be kidding me right now.” I opened my eyes and glanced at Dax, who was smirking, then back at the building in front of me. Sebastian pulled up in his car, a top-of-the-line Mercedes that I’d basically only glanced at when he got in it back at his office. I was too caught up in my thoughts when we left to pay attention. I just knew from that quick look that it was a car I’d love to own but likely could never afford. Hell, I’d love to just drive it for a week or two. Business in this small town must be pretty damn good for him to afford it.
Dax had already gotten out of the truck and met Sebastian in front of his car before I’d even opened my door. Diva, who was beginning to make me feel like she preferred Dax’s company to mine, had apparently gotten out with him because she was waiting by the run-down bar’s entrance in what seemed to be a very impatient way as she raised her head and Husky-talked in Dax’s direction.
I stepped out in time to hear Sebastian say in a hushed tone, “Do you think she can handle all this? I’m not so sure.”
“Handle what? Y’alls’ level of crazy? The game I still think you’re playing? The possibility that I might actually be the owner of this money-pit? Or that I might have truly gone off the deep end before I make it to forty-two and I won’t have to worry about having a place to live because I’m going to be a permanent resident at the insane asylum? And . . . by the way . . . a little on the older side? I’m not that fucking old, asshole, and I think having more experience in life makes someone more capable of handling things, not less capable.” I walked toward Sebastian, looking him up and down with a scowl as I did. “Who the hell do you think you are, anyway? You pompous ass.”
Sebastian raised his brows, then a grin slowly spread across his face. “Never mind. I think she’ll do just fine, after all.”
Sebastian clapped Dax on the back and made his way to the door, letting Diva inside before he also entered. The sound of classic rock spilled out to greet us, then faded as the door closed.
Dax just smiled—or maybe he hadn’t ever stopped since he got out of the truck. All I knew was that I liked the sight of it way too much for my own good, or his, for that matter. Men rarely came out of a relationship with me much better off than I did, and that was saying something. Not that I thought Dax would even be into me, but a gal could dream, right? I mean, who wouldn’t want a man like that to wake up to, and go to bed with, every day and night?
Dax motioned toward the entrance. “Let’s just get inside before you pass any more of your own judgments on Mother’s. I think you’re going to need another drink and, maybe, if you keep a very open mind, we can keep you from that permanent residence in the asylum.”
I didn’t even respond, just started toward the door, feeling like I was never, ever going to be able to return to anything that resembled the life I knew up until a couple of hours ago. Once Dax opened the door, I took one step inside and stopped abruptly as I scanned the interior of Mother’s.
It was then that I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that I’d completely lost my mind.




Chapter Fourteen

Tennyson
I stood in the entrance of Mother’s, once again with my mouth open as I looked around.
I really needed a different reaction to everything.
I slowly surveyed the inside of the bar a second time. This could not be right.
Trying to prove that to myself, I walked back out the door—which, mind you, Dax was still holding open like he knew I would be stepping back out—looked around the facade of the bar again, then walked back in and went inside. This time, I went several steps in past the door. And, just like when I entered the home at the ranch, and as crazy as it seemed, I felt like I belonged here, too. And damn it . . . I swear I heard the freaking bar sigh like when I entered the ranch house, too.
The bar, like the home Sebastian used for his office space, was far too large on the inside for the building’s outside footprint. On the right side were half a dozen pool tables, a row of what looked to be about a dozen dart boards and another dozen or so pinball machines—basically a larger version of the area off of the great room at the ranch. To the left was a long bar that was better stocked than any I’d ever seen but had many bottles with writing I couldn’t read and strange colors of alcohol in them—some even glowed—and ran about thirty feet long by ten feet deep.
The space between the game area and bar had tables and chairs, and in the back, I could see more tables and booths. Two doors were on either side of the back wall. One had a sign hanging over it that said Mother’s Cigar Room, and the other said Mother’s Café.
In the middle of the back wall was a very wide, curving wood staircase that went to the second level—a second level that didn’t appear to even exist based on what the outside looked like.
They decorated the entire bar space with rich stained wood and with deep reds, blues, greens, and blacks. The lighting was somewhat dim, too, which, like at the ranch house, made my eyes very happy. Even with all the dark colors and low lighting, though, the bar didn’t feel gloomy. In fact, it lent itself to making it comforting and cozy. And unlike the outside of Mother’s looking like a run-down bar, the inside was pristine and absolutely beautiful.
“Seriously, guys,” I said without looking at either Dax or Sebastian, who had stopped several feet inside the bar after letting Diva in. “What the fuck is going on?”
Sebastian grinned, then walked away without answering as he made his way to the bar where he began chatting with a pretty woman with long, dark hair in her mid-to-late twenties. Dax had moved beside me and took my elbow. “Let’s grab a drink and sit. We’ll tell you the rest. Besides, you need to meet Macy.”
I glanced at the people mingling, playing pool or darts, and roaming around as I walked with him. They all seemed normal to me, but something was making my insides . . . hum . . . for lack of a better explanation, and I wondered if it was something about them. At least, I figured it could be, but maybe it was this place in general. Something obviously wasn’t quite right about it. Nothing could look so small and run-down on the outside but be so completely opposite on the inside.
I took the stool that Dax had pulled out for me at the corner of the bar and he took the one on the other side. Sebastian sat next to Dax as the woman behind the bar was now busy pouring amber liquor into snifters. She walked to where we were sitting and placed one in front of each of us, keeping one for herself.
She raised her glass to me with a broad smile that reached her blue eyes. It struck me that hers and Dax’s were similar in color and shape, as well as how their smiles reached them.
“Tennyson, I’m Macy,” she said. “I’m so glad you’re finally here. We’ve been waiting what seems like forever for you to arrive.” Macy downed her drink and continued to grin like it was nothing more than water. I decided at that moment she was my hero for managing to do so without even a wince. “I’ll be back over in a while. I have to take care of all these heathens’ drinks before they get rowdy.” She winked at me and then nodded to Dax. “Let me know if y’all need anything,” she said, then made her way to the other end of the bar to her customers.
I took another sip of my drink, a larger one this time as I was trying to see how much I could down while still smiling like Macy. I grimaced.
Apparently not even close to how much she can.
I glanced around the bar a bit longer before looking at Dax, who was staring at me. “What are you looking at me like that for?”
He smirked. “Just waiting for you to start talking again. I was worried you might not be able to say anything else the rest of the night since you haven’t spoken in about ten minutes.”
“That’s an exaggeration. It’s only been a few moments.”
Sebastian chuckled, and Dax turned his head toward him with a strange expression. “Why are you looking at me that way now, Dax? All I did was laugh because she thinks it’s only been a few moments since we sat down.”
“Give me a break, Sebastian,” I said. “Or at least a little time while I try to turn my world right side up again.” I took another sip that was bigger than I was really comfortable with, not wanting to look like I couldn’t handle the drink at least as well as Macy could. Why I cared if I looked like I could or not was beyond me. I took another big sip, which finished my pour, and caught Macy’s attention to let her know I wanted another.
She brought the bottle down and poured mine, then topped off Dax’s and Sebastian’s. When she started to walk away with it, Dax put his hand up to stop her. “Might as well leave it, sis.” She smiled, put the bottle down in front of him, then returned to her duties.
I cocked my head at him. “Sis? Like literally your sister?”
Dax nodded. “Younger by twelve years, and the youngest of my siblings. I’m the oldest.”
“How many siblings do you have?”
Sebastian chuckled again. “He comes from a large family. One might even call it a . . . what’s the word . . . litter. I think that’s right, isn’t it, Dax?” There was more venom in Sebastian’s tone than I would have expected, and I swear I heard Dax growl.
I glanced at him and instinctively leaned back in my chair at the sight of his face. More so, his eyes—the crystal blue I was growing accustomed to seemed to now have more amber in them and had Sebastian pinned with an intensity that had the hairs on my body standing up. His eyes seemed to have a slight glow to them, too, but that seemed ridiculous. Sebastian just smiled and raised his hands as if in mock surrender.
“Just kidding, old friend. Just kidding.” Sebastian offered the friendliest smile that I thought he was capable of, which still looked more like a shit-eating one that Dax didn’t really seem to buy. But Dax relaxed and I did, too.
I leaned back on the bar again with my forearms, and Dax gave his attention back to me. His eyes were once again as blue as before. The shift in them happened so fast that I wondered if I’d imagined it.
“Sebastian’s correct in that I come from a large family. I have eight siblings, though I had eleven. My brother, who was also my twin, died a year ago, and the two others that died were my sisters. They lost their lives the year before my twin. The other eight consist of an even split of brothers and sisters. I’m the oldest of those who are left. My sisters that died were older than me, and, like I said before, Macy is the baby—a big one, at that.”
“I heard that, Dax,” Macy called over her shoulder from the other end of the bar.
“How could she have heard that?” I asked quietly, more to myself than anyone else. Though I didn’t know why I wondered. I probably could have heard Dax from that distance, even with the chatter of the bar’s patrons and the music. Dax and Sebastian, if they heard me, and I was sure they did, didn’t answer my question.
Dax smiled at Macy. “You can’t deny the second meaning of that statement. Do I need to remind you of what just happened the other day at the ranch with the mouse? And you’ll never not be the baby of the family. No matter how old you get. Besides . . . you know you love being doted on by all of us.”
Macy turned and laughed. “That mouse was the size of a backhoe and it tried to assault me! Don’t listen to a word he says about me being a big baby, Tennyson. He knows I can take him.” She raised her hand, which had another drink in it, and Dax did the same. They both downed them, and she grinned as she turned.
Dax poured himself another. “She’s not lyin’. If she’s mad enough, I stay well clear of that woman. I don’t care if I do have a hundred pounds on her. She’s scary when she’s pissed.”
Sebastian chuckled and clinked his glass with Dax’s. “Indeed, she is.”
My brows pushed up. “Does everyone here always drink so much?”
Dax watched the amber liquid as he swirled it, seeming to get lost in his thoughts for a moment, then answered. “Yes. But not quite as much as we have been recently. The last couple of years have been more difficult for everyone. Especially those of us trying to keep the peace.”
To that, Sebastian nodded and clinked his glass on Dax’s again. Something passed between the two of them as they watched each other over the rims of their snifters and took a long pull from their drinks. And just like that, all the animosity that they appeared to have had toward one another a few minutes ago seemed to vanish—as though their drinks doused the fires prompting them to fight. Now they seemed to be just two old, very good friends enjoying an adult beverage.
I smiled, and something in my chest warmed. Though, honestly, it could just be the alcohol. Shrugging it off, I took another big sip, still intent on building up my resistance to the grimace that immediately followed.
“Okay, guys,” I said as I struggled to regain a normal expression after that last drink. “Let me have it. All of it, before I get so drunk I won’t remember what you tell me, and you have to do it all over again tomorrow.”
Dax nodded and topped off my glass, then did the same to theirs. “Okay, Tennyson, but like we said, you have to keep an open mind and, more than that, you have to trust me that everything I’m about to tell you is true and it’s not all rosy. Can you do that?”
Instinctively, I took another big sip. “Yep, the good and the bad. I’m ready for it all.” I didn’t know it when those words passed my lips, but I was sooo not ready for it all.
In fact . . . I was about to find out that I pretty much wasn’t ready for any of it.




Chapter Fifteen

Tennyson
Dax settled back in his seat and placed an ankle on his knee. “We mentioned that as you grow stronger, your home—Queen’s Right Ranch—and Mother’s will also grow in power. Right now, both are barely hanging on to the magic they have left that helps to keep us all safe. The only way they can regain their protective power is by someone from your lineage living and dwelling within them.”
“What do you mean by growing stronger?”
“As the Guardian, you’ll begin to . . . inherit, so to speak, abilities and powers from the supernatural and fantastical creatures you’re charged with protecting—gifts, you might say.”
“What kind of gifts are we talking about here? Because if a third eye pops up in the center of my forehead from a cyclops, I’m going to be pissed.”
That comment brought a smirk to Sebastian’s face. “Well, lucky for you,” he said, “cyclops are fictional. So, you’re safe there.” Sebastian gave his attention back to his drink and something he was looking at on his phone. Apparently, for now at least, his contribution to this part of the conversation was done.
I looked at Dax, who held my gaze as I studied his face. He had that rugged, man’s-man look that I’d always loved; he looked like a man who could keep his woman safe, and very satisfied. I’m all for the I am woman hear me roar stuff, but what woman who liked sex wasn’t turned on by the idea that the man they were with not only would, but could, protect her? I shoved the thought aside. Now was not the time for that kind of fantasy when I was just told an hour ago that the fantastical world was more real than even I’d realized.
“Seriously, though, what should I expect?”
“We never know for sure. It’s always been different gifts for each Guardian. I guess the Nye decides what’s needed for that Guardian to protect it during a particular time period. And with you being the future Sovran, the war is assured at some point in your future. The gifts will likely reflect the direness of that reality. I’m not going to lie to you, Tennyson, what you’ll be facing in your position as Guardian, even if you weren’t to become the Sovran, is dangerous. Even deadly. Being the Sovran adds to that danger, obviously. Our future relies on you being able to defend and protect us from our own who are on the side of Darkness. If you don’t do so as the Guardian, we’ll be exposed to humans and would most likely be wiped out, because those of Darkness want to expose our world so that there will be a war—first between those who are part of the Nye, and if those of Darkness win, there will be a war with humans. We, meaning those on the side of Light, stand in their way. Always have. Always will. They want to remove us as an obstacle.
“If Darkness succeeds, those of us who survive the war the humans wage would wish they had died because the survivors would be experimented on. I’m sure you can imagine those experiments would mean no more than a life of torture. If you don’t protect and defend us as the Sovran . . . well . . . our future will be bleak at best.”
Dax paused and his gaze shifted to something behind me, his eyes becoming distant. After several moments, they met mine again. “We knew you weren’t quite ready to be in Transnye by finding your own way to us, Tennyson, and we had no choice but to get you here through our maneuvering. For that . . . I’m so very sorry. But it’s what had to be done.”
“What do you mean by getting me here through your maneuvering?”
“We’ve had our people around you for a long time to keep an eye on you, to protect you. As we indicated before, we didn’t know if the one who would be the Sovran was the prior Guardian, or you, but we did know it had to be one of you. Once we failed to protect the last Guardian though, we, of course, knew you were the one, and we stepped up our protection. I already mentioned we’ve protected every Guardian of your lineage for the past three hundred years because less and less of you were born in every generation. But you have been the most protected for obvious reasons—those who want to see a war start with humans would seek you out to eliminate you.
“Really, it’s the easiest way for Darkness to take the first steps toward initiating the war without looking like the direct cause of it. As long as they were careful about how they killed you, so it looked like natural causes or an accident. It might seem like everyone knowing Darkness started the war purposely wouldn’t matter, but it does. There are many of the Nye who are trying to remain neutral. If Darkness is exposed for doing something to incite war, those who are neutral will likely choose the side of Light and fight for and with us. Darkness can’t risk a shift in numbers that substantial.”
It didn’t escape my notice that Dax didn’t answer my question, and I released a frustrated sigh. I had a feeling he didn’t want to tell me because it was bad, so I let it go for a moment.
“Who’s been protecting me?” I asked, though I had my suspicions. The memory of Patrick and Ava the night I saw the Creeper was still fresh. Regarding Ava, I could almost believe she was sent to watch out for me because she’d always been protective. But Patrick . . . he didn’t seem the type. And if he really was sent for that purpose, why would he screw up his job by cheating on me and making me leave him?
Sebastian stayed quiet and took another sip of his drink, seeming to not want to even be involved with at least this part of the conversation.
“Your foster dad, Davis, was one,” Dax said. “And your boss, Martha.”
My eyes widened at that information. Davis had always been concerned about me, and I missed him, but not Martha. She was just a slave driver who wanted me to get my edits done and on her desk yesterday, even when I still had more time to work on them. She wasn’t a terrible boss, just ridiculously micro-managing and demanding. So . . . okay . . . she sucked frog butt as a boss, but at least it was a job.
“Then,” Dax continued, “there’s Ava.”
“I’m not surprised by her being involved,” I said.
Dax didn’t respond and instead just continued. “Patrick, and Diva.”
“Wait,” I said as I turned sideways to the bar. “Patrick and Diva? Then Patrick royally screwed up in his duties when he fucked that girl. That made me break things off with him. He can’t keep me safe if he isn’t even in my life. And Diva is my dog, and a Husky on top of that! I don’t know how much you know about Huskies, but being tops in the guard dog department isn’t exactly what they’re known for. Speaking of,” I said as I glanced around. “Where is she? Did she sneak past us and go back outside?” Panic started to tighten my chest.
Dax raised his hand to stop me. “She’s fine. She’s in one of the back rooms and comfortable. Likely having a great time.” He must have known I wasn’t convinced since I continued to get up. This time he stopped me physically by stepping in front of me and placing his hands on my arms. A rush of heat flowed into me straight from his hands.
I sucked in a breath, almost in a gasp, then let it out and breathed in another deep and slow. I caught his masculine scent for the first time. It was woodsy and spicy, like a cozy night sitting by a crackling fire with a warm mug of cider. I felt a flush rise in me but clamped down on it to keep my mind on what was most important at the moment, which was what he was about to say. Not on the effect he had on my body. My eyes met his, and I thought I saw a flash or that amber-gold color before the blue settled back again, but it was too fast for me to swear it’d been real. What was real was an intensity in them I hadn’t seen yet.
His eyes softened, and he smiled slightly. “Tennyson, I promise she’s fine. Nothing will happen to her here, and I think you need to hear the rest of what I have to say before we get distracted by other things. I asked you to trust me in everything, and it includes this. You can trust me.”
More than his words, something in his eyes and the way he made me feel safe had me taking my seat again. “Okay, I’ll trust you.” I topped off all our glasses. I wasn’t sure how much I’d drank and was honestly surprised I wasn’t feeling the effects of it more. To this point, I only felt a bit of a buzz, which seemed odd, but I let it go and added it to the ever-growing Tennyson’s A Weirdo Because list that had been lengthening considerably in just this one day.
“Continue,” I said as I sat back to listen.
Dax sipped his drink and placed his forearms on the bar, then looked at me. “Patrick did as he was supposed to. Him causing a split from you was necessary for you to have to find a place to live.”
“Oh . . .” I said quietly as I stared off into the distance. So maybe Patrick didn’t really want to hurt me after all, and he did say that night that it wasn’t his fault but couldn’t tell me why. It didn’t matter, though, because the result was the same—I was left hurt and betrayed. “I guess that was one of your maneuvers.”
Sebastian raised his glass to me. “That one was my idea, Tennyson. I do hope you’ll forgive me, but we had to move you more quickly towards us here in Transnye, like Dax said, and I knew that was the best way to do so—have you care for Patrick, give notice where you live with the plan to move in with him, then have him pull the rug out from under you and force you to look for something else for your living arrangements as well as needing a fresh start after a breakup.”
Aaaaand . . . there went my damn mouth again, dropping open like it was in a freaking Olympic competition and hyper-focused on winning gold. I felt my pulse ratcheting up to where it was so strong I could hear it and, even though I didn’t think it was truly possible, the room seemed to take on a red hue. Apparently, I’d hit my breaking point, and I was going to officially lose my cool.
“Absolutely. Fucking. Unbelievable!” I said so loudly that everyone in the bar turned their attention toward us, and I could not care less. I was pissed. “You fuckers screwed around with my life, not to mention my feelings!”
I downed my drink, this time with much less of a grimace—mental note, anger helped me to handle the burn of hard liquor—and slapped money on the counter. Then I began to move to the back of the bar to find Diva so I could leave.
“Tennyson,” Dax said as he grabbed my arm to try to stop me again. This time, I jerked my arm away and kept going.
“Fuck off. I’m getting Diva and leaving. Macy,” I said as I was walking past her, “please call me a cab.”
I didn’t wait for a response as I continued to the door to the cigar lounge. I opened it and the spicy and sweet scents of cigars being smoked enveloped me. The lounge was a lushly furnished room full of over-stuffed leather couches and chairs and dueling fireplaces. A glass wall at the back protected the selection of cigars held in the humidor room behind it, with another smaller bar for serving drinks in front of it. Several clusters of people sat throughout the space.
“Shit,” I said under my breath. “This place just keeps going and going.”
I glanced around the room and didn’t see Diva anywhere. I started walking through the space to find her thinking she must be curled up in a quiet corner taking a nap when my eyes landed on a familiar face. At the far-right side, sitting in a group with several others who had their backs to me, was Patrick.
“Son of a bitch,” I said loud enough that he heard me. His eyes met mine and widened. “What the hell are you doing here, Patrick?”




Chapter Sixteen

Tennyson
Patrick stood as Dax came through the door behind me. How I knew it was him without looking, I couldn’t explain if I tried, but I never doubted it. I started toward Patrick when the others he was with stood and turned toward me as well. I stopped so fast that I stumbled slightly.
“What the fuck?” Standing next to Patrick was my foster dad—who I just realized didn’t look a day older than when I met him as a preteen. My boss, Martha, also hadn’t aged in the over fifteen years that I’d known her, now that I was paying attention, was also there. Ava stood next to her and, same thing . . . hadn’t aged in the fifteen years since we met at my job when I started with Martha.
Nate, my sweet bartender back in Nashville, stood with a grin that I felt like smacking off his face, even though I loved the guy as if he were my big brother. And there was also another gorgeous woman with black hair cut in a pixie. She had porcelain skin and eyes so blue that I knew it was their color, even though I was a good twenty feet away in a low-lit room. Said eyes were enhanced with black liner done in the style of cat-eyes. A knowing in me clicked into place as my eyes widened and my mouth gaped.
Again.
“It can’t be. Diva?” I asked.
She gave me a slight smile and nod. “My name is actually Kelsey. But you can still call me Diva, if you want. You can ask anyone, the name fits me better than Kelsey, anyway. You named me well.” She chuckled nervously.
“Does it ever,” Sebastian said from behind me.
“Shut up, Sebastian,” Dax, Macy, and Kelsey said at the same time.
I walked to the nearest seat, still a good distance from those I’d had in my life for years, and sat down. “I’m so confused. You’re not a dog. Then . . . you’re a . . . what?”
Dax kneeled in front of me and put his hand on my knee; again, the heat from his touch flowed through me. It made me feel so at home with him that I wanted badly to throw my arms around his neck and just let him hold me.
“How are you doing that?” I asked.
His expression turned to one of confusion. “Doing what?”
I looked down at his hand and then back into his eyes. “Your touch soothes me in a profound way. I feel the heat from it moving through my whole body. It calms me, in addition to other things.”
He smiled slightly. “I don’t know. It’s never happened before. I feel it, too, though.”
He let his eyes drop to his hand, which was still on my knee, and after several moments, his smile fell away. He shook his head slightly and removed it. I felt the immediate desire to touch him so I could feel the heat and calm from him again. When his eyes met mine, though, they’d turned harsher, like a wall had been thrown up between him and I, so I didn’t give in to the urge.
“Tennyson,” he said in a more stoic tone than ever before, “Kelsey, like Macy and I, is a shifter. She’s also our sister.”
“Shit,” was all I said as I sat back in the chair. I’d turned into a real potty-mouth since I’d turned forty—pearl-clutchers be damned. I’d been dropping four-letter-words, especially F-bombs—my absolute favorite—like they were going to earn me points with the anti-aging gods. Oh well, it seemed like my joints and memory and bladder had been going to shit anyway since my mid-thirties, so my meager ladylike ways might as well, too. I turned to Sebastian. “What are you? Because I know you aren’t human if they aren’t. You’re way stranger.”
Sebastian smiled in his smug way. “I consider myself to be more special than strange.”
Macy let out a huff. “Of course you do,” she said under her breath.
Sebastian ignored the comment, though I knew he heard her, too. “I’m a vampire, dear.”
I chuckled. “And that is the first answer today that doesn’t surprise me,” I said without a hint of sarcasm because I knew he was telling the truth and I was just going all-in with the crazy at this point. I looked at Patrick. “And you? What the hell are you, Patrick?”
“I’m what’s called a tempter. It’s akin to a demon. I can make people do things, whether they want to or not.”
“Oh.” I shook my head. So much made sense now. I wasn’t sure why I’d even gone out on that first date with Patrick, not that he wasn’t fabulous to look at, but it was like I had no choice in whether I said yes or no. I just went because he wanted me to. And I jumped into bed with him just as easily. I had no regrets that I had because . . . have I mentioned he was fabulous in the sack? But now I wondered if I slept with him of my own free will or if he did his tempting thing.
“Yes,” he said, like he knew what I was wondering. “You slept with me all on your own. I didn’t tempt you to do so. Not one time, Tenny. It was always your choice. I promise.”
And, as ridiculous as it seemed that I would, I completely believed he was telling me the truth. I nodded once to him. “I believe you. Thank you for letting me know that.”
Patrick smiled slightly, and it reminded me of the first time I saw him, when he seemed to have an innocence that I didn’t understand now. How can someone who can manipulate people at will have any innocence in them at all? I let the thought drift away as questions about everything else I was learning crowded my mind. “Davis,” I said with a glance at my foster father, “what are you, exactly?”
“Elf,” was his one-word answer.
“Light elf, more accurately,” Sebastian dead-panned from behind me.
Davis flipped him off but smiled slightly at the same time, so it was unclear if the clarification really bothered him or not.
“Nate, how about you?”
His smile broadened. “I’d love for you to guess. I’ll give you a hint, though. I’m one of the species already mentioned here.”
I studied him for a moment, thinking about all I knew of him and how he felt to me in relation to the others. He was always warm and kind, so I didn’t think he was a vampire like Sebastian. He was more built than Davis, so maybe elf was out. “I’ll guess Shifter.” I considered his features for a few seconds. “But unlike the others I’ve met so far, you’re not related to Dax. Am I right?”
Nate nodded and tipped his glass slightly toward me. “Good guess on both accounts. I’m not related, but I still consider them my family, and I’m part of Dax’s pack.”
“A very important part,” Dax said, to which Nate tipped his glass to him and downed his drink.
Good lord . . . I was surrounded by a bunch of freaking alcoholics.
“Martha?”.
“Elf, as well, darling.”
“Light, or . . . Dark elf, if that’s the right term. I assume there’s an opposite of the Light elves?”
“Light,” Martha replied. “Though there are more classifications than just those. There are the red elves, the—”
“Not now, Martha,” Dax said to cut her off. He smiled at her, as if to soften the fact that he’d interrupted. Martha nodded and clasped her hands slowly in front of her in a way that made me feel it was a show of submission. I wondered how much sway Dax had over everyone in the Nye and Transnye. Sebastian did say he was the Nye’s chosen leader, so I suspected it was quite a lot.
“There’ll be plenty of time for specifics about everyone's species in the days to come. I’d like for Tennyson, Sebastian, and I to go back to the bar and continue our conversation,” he said to Martha. Then he turned to me. “If that’s okay with you, Tennyson? I know you’re upset about our intervening in your life, but I promise you it was necessary and that you need to know the rest.”
“There’s more?”
Dax nodded, and when he stood, I saw that a sadness had filled his eyes. It made my heart ache for him. “So much more, Tennyson.” He took several steps toward the door to the bar.
“Let me ask you this before we go back in there,” I said as I also stood. Dax stopped and turned toward me. “If all of you aren’t human and I’m supposed to be some great Guardian and the future Sovran, am I human?”
Sebastian and Dax exchanged glances, and Dax looked back at me. He shook his head, and my blood ran cold.
“Then what the fuck am I?”
Dax walked back over to me and put his hands on my shoulders. “We won’t know the answer to that for a while yet, Tennyson. None in your lineage has been the same thing. Unfortunately, I can’t offer any clarity about that right now. I’m sorry.”
I shoved his hands off and started walking toward the doors to the bar, my eyes getting blurry from tears beginning to well up. I blinked them back, refusing to let my emotions take over and look like a poor little emotional woman having a midlife-mental-breakdown. Under my breath, I said, “Well, isn’t this just a fucking great time to be me.” 




Chapter Seventeen

Tennyson
I left the cigar lounge without saying another word to any of my protectors. I didn’t know what to say to any of them at that moment, anyway. Slowly making my way back to the bar, I glanced around at some of the patrons. I could still feel the hum, like before, and realized I’d mostly been ignoring it. What was causing it? Was I picking up on their magic or power or whatever it was that made them what they were? Was it my body sensing the danger they could pose to me? Do they pose a danger to me? As I considered the possibilities, I also wondered what each of them were. Which fantastical, supernatural thing were they, and how many species were there? It was clear to me now that, even though they appeared to be, none of them were human.
And now I knew I wasn’t, either.
Dax and Sebastian made their way slowly back in as well and sat in their seats. Ava joined us and took the seat next to Sebastian. It was then that I realized I hadn’t asked her the same question as the others.
“Ava.” She looked at me with the mischief that was always in her eyes, but there was a disquiet there now, too. “What are you?”
“She,” Sebastian said, “is one of mine.” A tone of pride rode his words.
“One of yours?” I asked, confused by the statement. “Oh . . . you’re a vampire, too, then.” A scowl formed between my eyes. “You both have been out in the sunlight, though. So, the mythology about vampires is untrue and the sun doesn’t hurt or kill you. Is that right?”
“Yes, I’m a vampire.” Ava gave Sebastian the stink-eye. “I can answer for myself, Sebastian.” She looked at me. “But I’m also a mage.” Sebastian rolled his eyes at that, and I wondered why. Did he not like that she was a mage? That question was waved off in my mind as Ava continued. “Sebastian and those who are his children, for lack of a better word, are called daywalkers. There aren’t as many of us compared to what you’d consider regular vampires, and they don’t like us, like . . . at all.”
“The other ones can’t ever go out into the sunlight?”
Ava shook her head.
“Why can you be in the sun, but not them? What makes y’all different?”
Ava’s eyes diverted to Sebastian as a signal for him to answer.
“Well,” Sebastian started, “that’s a bit of a secret that I need to keep.” That was all he said, then he took a long sip of his drink and began to scroll something on his phone. He was obviously not going to divulge even a smidgen of information about it, and it just added to the ways he irritated me. I didn’t know if we were going to have a hate-hate or a love-hate relationship, but I could already tell it wouldn’t be a love-love one.
I looked back at Ava, and she rolled her eyes. “So,” I said to her, “why don’t the other vampires like Sebastian and his children?”
“Ladies,” Dax interjected, “we really do need to get back to the hotter topics of the night. I think Tennyson needs as many of the facts as we can think of concerning her role in the Nye as the Guardian and future Sovran before the night is over. Like I said to Martha, the specifics about everyone's species can come later. So can the gossip and details about all the infighting within each sect or coven or pack or whatever.” He stopped and looked pointedly at both of us. One thing I could already tell about Dax was that he easily took control of a situation. Ava and I nodded for him to continue.
“Back to how you, the Ranch, and the Bar are all connected,” Dax began. “Once you take on the mantle of being the Guardian of the Nye, which was already triggered the moment you arrived in Transnye, you will begin to acquire more powers. Some of that power will come naturally, some through training and study, and some through ceremony or a species simply giving it to you. Like I mentioned before, since you’ll become the future Sovran, the powers and abilities normally gifted to a Guardian will be much more intense than with any of the others before you. You’ll gain something that each of the higher species in the fantastical and supernatural realms has.
“In addition to being able to use those gifts to protect those of the Nye who live in the human realm, you’ll also be able to take those powers and abilities into the fantastical and supernatural realms. Not every place you’ll be able to move between will be like this world that you’re used to. Most will look different in some ways, similar in others. But no matter how different they may be, you’ll be able to function in all of them as the Guardian and ultimately as the Sovran. It’s in this way that you can fight against those who would do the Nye and its inhabitants harm, no matter where they are. It’s also the most significant way your powers and abilities will differ from everyone else’s in the Nye, because when we go into certain realms, some or all our powers and abilities could become useless. It doesn’t always happen, but it is a possibility. Yours, however, will not lessen in any way. Ever. And, in some instances, could even be enhanced. The human realm and Transnye are the only places where everyone’s powers and abilities always remain intact.”
“So . . . how is being a Guardian that different from being the Sovran?”
Dax took a long drink, put his glass down, and started spinning it on the bar with his fingers. A coldness from the sudden dread I felt settled in my gut and my stomach turned queasy. But why? The way Dax spoke about becoming the Sovran earlier made me think it was a good thing for the Nye. Maybe I was wrong.
Or . . . maybe . . . it was good for the Nye, but not for me.
After several moments of Dax not answering, Sebastian sighed and put down his phone as he looked at me. “I guess the mean ol’ vampire is going to have to spill the beans.”
Dax sat back as if he was giving the floor to Sebastian. The fact that neither Dax nor Ava would look at me made the churning in my stomach begin to feel more like a thick, greasy glob.
This wasn’t going to be good.
“Here’s the issue, Tennyson.” Sebastian took a quick sip of his drink, then placed it back on the bar top. “It’s said the Sovran will be the most powerful creature the Nye has ever known. That could be a fantastic thing for us and you, or a bad thing for us all. It completely depends on which side the Sovran swings toward—Light, or Dark. Obviously, we’re hoping it will be to our side, while our enemies would like for the Sovran to be on theirs.”
“Well, if I truly am to be the Sovran, that’s easy. I’ll choose the side that wants to protect those who don’t want to do harm to anyone in the Nye.”
“Ahh,” Sebastian smirked. “If it were only that easy, my dear.”
“It’s not?” I looked at Dax and Ava, who were both still not making eye contact with me. My gut twisted tighter, making me wonder if the contents of my stomach were going to revisit the outside world. “Fuck . . . of course it’s not. Why isn’t it that easy?”
Sebastian’s smirk dropped, and that made me want to run out the door and drive back to Nashville with my figurative tail between my legs and forget that any of this happened.
Well . . . hell . . . considering I just found out I’m not human, I might actually have a tail that hasn’t made its appearance yet . . . great.
As much as I wanted to bail on them, though, something told me it wouldn’t matter even if I did. They’d mentioned earlier that they had to speed up me coming to them on my own, which meant that I was destined to be here no matter what.
“What is
gifted to the Sovran,” Sebastian continued, “will have both Light and Dark aspects to it. The Sovran will have to battle the Dark aspects to stay on the path of Light. That might sound easy, but the powers of Darkness are immense and will allow the Sovran to do things they might desire very much to do. If the Sovran—if you—choose to use those powers, the pull to the side of Darkness will increase. The closer you get to Darkness, the more difficult it will be for you to resist it. The same is not true for the side of Light. That might seem unfair, but it’s a test for you. A test you must pass if you are to keep our world, and the human one, safe.”
I downed my drink and poured another, emptying the bottle. Without me saying a word, I saw Macy walking toward us with a full one in her hand. She set it down in front of me and Dax, looked at me with a weak smile, then winked and walked away. I took another long sip and leaned back.
“Well . . . triple shit.” I looked at the three of them. They were all either taking a drink or staring into their glass. “So, how will the gifts I receive affect me, anyway?”
“Unfortunately, that’s not completely clear because there’s never been a Sovran. Like we said before, we expect the process to be far more intense for you than the Guardians who preceded you. For them, they’d feel sick, tired, confused at times, but none of the effects were long-lasting if those occurred. In other instances, the opposite reactions were noted, and they’d feel quite well, energized, and more mentally sharp than they’d ever been. Most reactions and adjustments were minor. Since your gifts will be on a whole new level, I think you can expect to struggle much more than they did. And additionally, as those powers and abilities strengthen within you, you could be affected again. We just don’t know for sure, though.”
I huffed a humorless laugh. “Well, that’s not particularly helpful.”
Dax took a big sip of his drink and nodded with a solemn expression. “We know Tennyson. I’m sorry we can’t help you more.”
“I can just leave. Not take on any powers at all. Then there’s no way I can be the Sovran, right?” I asked hopefully, even though I was foolish to hold on to any upbeat thoughts, considering how they were all acting.
Dax shook his head. “Sorry. No. You passing into Transnye triggered it. And you’re already the Guardian now, at the very least. You couldn’t escape that position at this point if you wanted to. You’ll feel compelled to be here and to protect the Nye. It’s in your blood, Tennyson. Your birthright. You won’t be able to resist its pull, and because you’re the last Guardian, you cannot escape that you’ll become the Sovran, either. I’m sorry. Your choice in either of those things happening is not yours to make. The choice that is still yours to make, however, is whether you’ll be the Light Sovran or the Dark Sovran.”
“Well, that’s just fucking great. Is that it, or is there more?” My stomach was so knotted at this point I didn’t know if it would ever feel the same again. How the hell was I supposed to handle all of this? I was just one woman—a strong as fuck woman, but still only one.
I never asked to be some kind of savior, nor did I want to be.
“That’s all the really heavy stuff you should know tonight. I think anything else can wait ‘til tomorrow and the days after,” Dax said, and I could see the fatigue settling into his expression and demeanor.
“Good.” I downed the rest of my drink, realizing I didn’t grimace at all that time. “Then I want to go home. If this place might kill me or turn me into some terrible dark thing, I might as well enjoy that fine ranch house I supposedly now own. At least until one of those things happens. Macy,” I called as I stood, “I assume since I also supposedly own this place, I don’t owe you anything?”
“Not a thing, boss,” she said.
I took a one hundred-dollar bill out of my wallet and put it on the bar for a tip. “Silver lining,” I started walking to the door, “at least I can get drunk for free now. Yippee!”




Chapter Eighteen

Tennyson
I knew before I even opened my eyes that I was going to regret all I’d drank the night before because of the pounding in my head. Of course, it could also be that the migraine had finally hit that I was sure would be caused by all the copious amounts of reality-altering information I’d received. I rolled over to test how the rest of my body felt and found that nothing else hurt aside from my normal aches from living just over four decades. The longer I lay there awake, the more the memories of the conversations since I’d arrived in Brevard—or Transnye—and the revelations that came with them bombarded my mind.
“Shit. What the hell am I going to do?” I said as I sat up too fast, at least according to my head. I closed my eyes to the pain and sat still for several moments before I stood, pulled on my sweatpants and tank top, then opened the door to my bedroom—my very nice and generously sized bedroom with an ensuite and a king-sized, plush, super comfy bed, and French doors that opened to the back deck, I might add—and was greeted by the aroma of food.
I didn’t know what all was being cooked, but a distinct scent made itself known more than the others, so I knew bacon was involved, which meant that I was all about getting to the kitchen and filling my belly. I wondered who was cooking as I started down the long hall while running my fingers through my hair to try to tame my bedhead at least a little. Ava and Diva . . . or Kelsey—that was going to take some getting used to—had both stayed over in two of the many upstairs bedrooms to keep me from feeling so alone in the huge chalet, so I figured it was one of them.
The sound of voices, male and female, filtered toward me as I drew closer to the kitchen. I recognized Dax’s and Ava’s, but there was another female voice that tickled my mind with slight familiarity but that I couldn’t quite place. I turned the corner to the kitchen to see Dax at the stove with his head turned toward Ava, and Ava turning around from getting something in the fridge. Both had a smile on their face. Sitting at the island’s bar and laughing through something she was saying, sat Diva-Kelsey. Seeming to be true to what she said the night before about living up to the name I’d given her, Diva-Kelsey was dressed in a red, silky pantsuit with black, strappy stilettos, and her pixie cut was gelled and sleeked into a messy but somehow also perfectly fixed style I wished I could pull off. She oozed confidence and a badass attitude. Hers was the voice I didn’t recognize, of course. It made sense because she’d spoken very little the night before and I was more accustomed to the sounds of her howls and Husky-talk.
Good lord, this was so bizarre.
Whatever . . . that relationship was going to be weird for at least a little while. “Hey,” I said as I walked to the coffeepot, which thankfully was full, and poured myself a cup, then added a generous amount of cream and sugar.
Everyone had fallen silent, and I wondered if they were all watching me.
I turned, looking at each one as I did. “What?” I said with more than a little annoyance hitching a ride with the question. I walked around the island and sat on a stool a couple down from Kelsey. “Stop being so damn weird, you guys.” I took a sip of my coffee. “Ooh . . . this is excellent. Whoever made this coffee, please do so every day from now on.”
“Thanks,” Dax said as he turned and flashed a heart-stopping smile, then gave his attention back to what he was cooking. “I’ll be happy to.”
And, just like that, I felt warmth spread through me with the thought that Dax would be in my home every day, even if it was only to make me coffee. I let my gaze linger on the width of his shoulders and the muscles that moved under his slightly fitted T-shirt as he busied himself with what he was cooking. I’d love to know what it felt like to have my hands on those muscles while he busied himself with me.
Yep . . . I was failing miserably at my vow to stay away from men, since I didn’t have any intention of keeping Dax from pursuing me if he decided to. I mean, I might be horrible at picking men, but I wasn’t an idiot. And I’d be a fool to say no to him.
I’ll just say no to anyone else with a penis.
Yeah . . . that’s a better plan.
Ava cleared her throat, and I glanced over to see her raised brow as she looked from me to Dax and gave him the once-over, then back at me with a smirk.
Shit. Busted.
Oh well. I suppose there was no reason to hide that I thought my ranch hand was hot as fuck, right?
Ava was dressed in her usual casual attire that consisted of a variety of jeans or leggings and T-shirts or hoodies. She wore them with a pair of her Chucks that she‘d collected in a variety of colors and patterns, and sometimes with boots. The only time she’d worn something I’d considered more dressed up was when she was “going out”, which was doing anything that put her in a flirting mood. My style was definitely closer to that of Ava than what Diva-Kelsey was currently wearing. Ava cast her eyes towards Dax again, then back to me and she winked before getting back to what she was doing to help prepare breakfast.
Everyone remained silent for a long stretch. The only sounds came from Dax cooking bacon and eggs and Ava undoing lids from jars of jam, setting them on the counter, then getting out glasses, plates, and silverware. I wondered if anyone was going to address the elephant in the room. After several more moments of quiet, I couldn’t stand it anymore.
“So!” I said loud enough to make each of them jump, which was my desired reaction. All three had turned toward me, so they couldn’t avoid me now. “Are we just going to act like everything is normal? Because it isn’t, you know. My dog,” I said as I hooked my thumb at Kelsey, “is actually a shifter and is the sister of my hot ranch boss who’s also a shifter, by the way, in case some of you aren’t keeping up. My best friend is a freaking daywalker-vampire and a mage, whatever that combination means, and I’m the Guardian of the Nye and either the future’s Light or Dark Sovran. And,” I made large motions with my hands, “all this is mine as well as a freaking big ass bar . . . thing . . . because it’s obviously way more than just a bar. So, nothing is normal, people! At least not for me!” My head picked that moment to pound harder. “Ow . . . who has something for this headache?” I put my arms on the counter and rested my head on them.
I heard Kelsey’s stool scrape against the floor. “I’ll get you some.”
“Thanks,” I said as I looked up.
Ava was looking at me with a sweet, but kind of sad, smile. “Sorry, Tenny. It’s not that we think it’s normal for you, but it is for us. You’re the only thing that’s different here. We didn’t mean to act like this isn’t a big deal and not a lot of change for you.”
Dax turned from the stove with a platter of bacon and a bowl of scrambled eggs. It was enough food to serve generous helpings to at least a dozen people, but I didn’t mention that. “Yeah. Sorry,” he said with that smile of his that reached his eyes.
My heart did a little flip, and I scolded it immediately as being a betrayer. It didn’t care, though, as it did another when he put the bowl down and reached for my hand and gave it a squeeze. That warmth I felt every time he touched me yesterday didn’t falter as the heat tumbled through me, but this time it was different. It was like I could feel his power moving off of him like waves. The effect made the warmth settle low in my belly, and I felt my face flush. I saw what I thought was desire light up his eyes as they flashed amber. But then he let go of my hand and his smile dropped. He picked up the bowl again and walked to the large table that was next to the kitchen and sat it and the platter with bacon on it. Ava followed with the plates and silverware, and both walked back to the kitchen to get more things.
“We can just sit at the island. There are more than enough seats for the four of us,” I said.
Dax didn’t look at me when he responded, but his smile had returned. It was like some switch inside him kept flipping on and off, at least when it came to me. I frowned with the thought as I wondered why.
“Well,” he said, “there will be a lot more than the four of us in a few minutes.”
As if on cue, the front door opened and I heard the sounds of voices and boots on the wood floor as Kelsey returned and put some pills in my hand.
“Thanks.” I popped them in my mouth and swallowed them with some coffee. I looked toward the front of the house to see who was making all the noise, and in walked what must be the ranch hands. There were eight, and all were men that had what appeared to be muscular physiques under their clothes that spoke of the work they did without them saying a word. “Wow . . .” I said under my breath. “Here come the cowboys.”
Diva-Kelsey snickered and started toward the table. “Yeah, just keep your hands off the tallest one. He’s mine.”
I looked for the one she was talking about as they passed me and made their way to the table. Each nodded to me and either said “Ma’am” or “Boss” as they passed me as a greeting. The last one was the tallest, and easily the best looking of the bunch, with blond hair and brown eyes and a face that looked like the gods themselves chiseled it. But Kelsey didn’t need to worry about me because, though he was a looker, Dax was equally handsome but with the far more rugged looks that appealed to me. Not only that, the guy she was talking about barely looked at me. He said a quick greeting and pinned Kelsey with his eyes, then set a direct course for her like he was a homing missile and she his target. I felt bad for anything or anyone that got in the way of that man getting to her.
As Kelsey and her guy embraced, I couldn’t help but feel a little jealous of her. She looked so happy to be in his arms, and something about the energy the two gave off made it obvious they were meant to be together. I wondered how that would feel, to be held by a man I truly felt I was meant for, and for him to feel the same way about me—to know I’d found my person, the one I could completely trust not only with my heart, but my soul, too. I shook my head as I walked to the table to get my mind off the thoughts. Regardless of the attraction I had to Dax, or to anyone else in the foreseeable future, for that matter, I didn’t need the distraction of a man, especially right now. After all, I apparently had an entire world, and all its realms and species, to keep safe from Darkness.
No pressure.
I chuckled humorlessly to myself. I’d spent most of the night before as I lay in bed trying to force myself to believe that Dax and the rest of them were playing some kind of joke on me, but it never worked. I understood with something deep down inside me that everything they’d said was true. The world was in way more trouble than they already thought if I was to be its hero, because I knew how terrible I was for the job. There was definitely a joke being played. But they weren’t the jokesters.
The joke being played was by the universe, and it was on them.




Chapter Nineteen

Tennyson
Everyone except Dax and I were seating themselves around the table, with the only places left being at either head and one on each end next to the heads. I was about to sit in one of the latter when Dax pulled out a chair for me at the head of the table.
“This is your seat, Tennyson,” he said with a smile.
I sat and he helped me scoot the chair in, then took the empty one to my left. Kelsey settled in next to Dax and beside her was her guy. Ava was across from Dax on my right and the rest of the men, another seven, took in the remaining seats. Even with everyone seated and the two empty spots, there could still be more added. I didn’t know how often it would be completely full, or even if there would be times we’d need to add seats or another table, but I liked the idea of having meals with a lot of friends around me. And if I was going to be a part of the Nye and Transnye, I hoped I could call them all friends one day.
As everyone finished filling their plates and began to eat, the conversation also increased, with most of it being about the day’s duties around the ranch and what still needed to be done to prepare for winter.
“Mmm . . .” I said around a mouthful of eggs. “Dax, everything is wonderful. I hope everyone won’t be too disappointed when I start making all the meals.”
Dax smiled and nodded. “Thank you. But you won’t be doing the cooking, Tennyson. Not unless you want to, and even then, you might have a fight on your hands.” He picked up his full glass of juice and half of it had disappeared by the time he placed it back on the table.
“I thought you said I was responsible for making sure they got three meals a day?”
“Well, technically, yes, but I didn’t mean you would be making them yourself. You just have to make sure they’re being taken care of. Luckily for you,” he said as he took a bite of bacon, chewing and swallowing before continuing, “there’s a very capable person who’s been taking care of those things for the last several years. And with him is where you’d find your fight if you chose to cook too often. He takes his job very seriously. You’ll meet him later.”
“Oh, okay.” I just let the topic go and continued to eat as I realized how relieved I was that I wouldn’t have to learn to cook well enough to satisfy a bunch of hard-working men.
After several minutes of everyone at the table talking about various topics, Dax took over the conversation.
“Gentleman, I think you should introduce yourselves to our new Guardian. I know you’ve heard about her already, and you’ve been expecting her, but she wasn’t expecting any of this and knew nothing of it, or us and our world, until yesterday. Joe, let’s begin with you. And since she’ll be wondering, add what species you are.”
Joe must have been the name of Kelsey’s guy, because he nodded and placed his fork down. “Ma’am, like Dax said, I’m Joe. I’m his second, so when he’s not around and you need something, you can, of course, ask any of us and we’ll all be happy to help you with whatever you need. But I’m the one to find if anything is really important, and Dax is gone. I live in the house right next to him, and the guys staying in that one with me are the three here to my left.” Joe motioned to the next three men, and they nodded.
It was then that I noticed that everyone had stopped eating except me. Feeling a little embarrassed, I put my fork down, too.
Joe slapped the back of the guy next to him. “I’ll let them introduce themselves to you, except for this one. He doesn’t talk, but he hears just fine. Don’t let him fool you, though. He knows more of what’s going on here, and in the Nye in general, than just about anyone.” Joe ruffled his hair, and the guy smiled and knocked his hand away playfully. “His name is Charlie, and he’s my little brother. He sticks pretty close to me most of the time. And we’re shifters like Dax and Kelsey. We’re also part of Dax’s pack.”
Charlie nodded, smiled, and gave me a little wave. I liked him immediately and smiled back. His coloring and features were very similar to Joe’s. “Nice to meet you both.” I gave my attention to Charlie. “I assume you know sign language?”
He smiled and nodded.
“Excellent. I’ve always wanted to learn. Will you practice with me if I take a course, and maybe even help to teach me, too? That way, you and I can communicate easily once I learn enough.”
Charlie’s face lit up, and he nodded.
“Wonderful. I’ll look into an online course.”
Joe nodded and mouthed the words thank you, smiling as he put his arm on the back of Kelsey’s chair. Kelsey nestled into the crook of it and lay her head on his shoulder. She looked so content it made my heart swell a little. She might not be what I thought she was, but there was no denying I still had a soft spot for her.
Someone cleared their throat, and I looked over to see a gruff-looking man with red hair and a neatly trimmed beard that would make most men jealous. When he smiled at me, it looked almost unnatural, like he rarely did so. The fact that he still had a bit of a scowl when he smiled didn’t help the effect either, but I didn’t think there was any meanness behind it. I made a mental note to try to get him to smile so much that when he did, it never looked unnatural on him again.
“Ma’am, I’m Treat. I’m a shifter and part of Dax’s pack, as well. Any shifters who live in Transnye are, though, in case you were wondering.”
“I was, actually. Thank you. What an unusual name,” I said in a jovial tone. I was already trying to soften him up.
“Yes, ma’am. It’s not my real name, but it’s what everyone calls me because I’m the closest thing to a doctor that we have here in this part of the Nye. So, I’m the one who treats folks when they need someone to help them feel better.”
“Oh, really?” I asked with honest surprise. “I would’ve thought there would be many doctors around here. It’s such a nice area.”
“There are, ma’am, but those are for the humans. I’ve studied medicine for a long time, though, so I promise I know more than I look like I do. If anything happens, I can do plenty until someone even better trained than I am can get here from another realm, and that kind of travel happens fast, anyway.”
“Oh, I’m sure you do a fine job. I didn’t even think about how y’all probably can’t be seen by a human doctor. My mind still isn’t thinking the way it should about all this, I guess. We’re very lucky to have you, Treat. By the way, please call me Tennyson, Tenn, or Tenny.” I glanced around the table. “That goes for all of you. There’s no need for formalities with me.”
I was sure I saw Treat’s cheeks turn a bit rosy and his brows relax slightly with his smile this time, which made me smile more, too. I looked at the next man, who was the last one staying in the house with Joe. He looked to be a younger version of Treat, but with a clean-shaven face and green eyes while Treat’s were hazel.
“I’m Sam, boss . . . I mean, Tennyson. It’s nice to meet you. But just so you know, it’ll be hard for us to call you by your name—old southern habits, you know. We’ll all try, though.” I smiled and nodded, then he continued. “I take care of the horses. Let me know when you want to ride, and I’ll get one ready for you. I’m Treat’s nephew, so that makes me a shifter, too.” With that, Sam looked at his plate, then up at me as if he was dying to dig back into his breakfast.
A chuckle escaped me. “Please, eat.” I looked at them all. “All of you, eat. You can still introduce yourselves between bites. Cold eggs aren’t very good, right?” All the broad shoulders relaxed and forks were once again picked up.
The next man in line was on the opposite side of the table and had dark hair that was long enough for him to have back in a low ponytail. When he looked at me dead-on, a slight shiver traveled up my spine. I smiled through it and tried to slough it off as just being nervous about all the new I was encountering.
“I’m Gavin. I take care of the cattle. I’m a daywalker. You won’t see me much, but if you need me, I’ll know and I’ll find you.”
What the hell did I’ll know and I’ll find you, mean?
“Nice to meet you, Gavin.” The jury was actually still out on how nice it was, but whatever. I was eager to get to the next man, who I looked at to keep things moving. “And you are?”
“Levi, ma’ . . . Tennyson,” he said as he put his fork down and nodded once. “I’m a Light elf and I’m the newest, and the youngest, here and . . . well,” he chuckled, “I do whatever these guys want me to do, which is usually all the things they don’t want to do.”
There were nods and chuckles all around the table from everyone, even me. It was Dax who spoke, though. “Just paying your dues, young man. We all had to.” Dax smiled warmly at him and put another forkful of food in his mouth. He washed it down with some juice and motioned with his head to the next man. “Dean, you’re up.”
Dean looked at me and smiled. Out of all the smiles I’d gotten that morning, and there were obviously a lot, his was movie star caliber, and so were his looks—even with the jagged scar I could see running across his cheek. “I’m Dean. I run between helping Sam with the horses and Gavin with the cows. I’m a Light elf like Levi and the closest thing the animals have to a doctor. I know all about what ails them and almost everything about how to fix them, too.”
“Good to meet you, Dean.” I looked to the next and, thankfully, the last man. I was ready to have the introductions end. “Last, but not least. You are?”
The man I waited on to respond had his head bent forward slightly as he was taking a bite of food. He put his fork down but didn’t look at me.
“Tennyson?” Dax said, his tone questioning.
I gave Dax a disapproving look, wanting him to let the man speak.
“I’m Merck,” the man said in a muffled voice as he put his fork down and wiped his mouth with his napkin, then smoothed his dark hair back with both hands. “I take care of . . . all things.”
“I’m sorry, but I couldn’t hear your name very well. Did you say it’s Merck?” He turned to look at me. When his eyes met mine, my breath caught and cold hit in my gut like it was a boulder.
Something in his eyes unsettled me to my soul.
“And I’m your future, Tennyson . . . your destiny.”
“Tennyson?” I heard Dax again and felt his hand on my arm, only this time I didn’t feel any of the radiating warmth from the contact. I felt nothing at all except for his hand, though I thought it was more of a knowing that he was touching me rather than actually feeling it. I couldn’t figure it out, and couldn’t stop looking at Merck, who, unlike the others, offered me no smile. His blue eyes were hard, but beautiful. They seemed . . . familiar and good lord, he was other-worldly handsome.
A shiver ran up my spine again, but if I compared it to the one I felt from Gavin, my reaction to Merck made that one seem like no more than a gnat walking up my back. It shot through me with so much force that I felt like it stole my breath as it shook my body.
My hands flew to my throat as I tried to remove the unseen ones I thought were closing tightly around it like the night at Patrick’s. I kept trying to tear my gaze away from Merck. I knew if I could, whatever was happening would stop. But as I looked at him, all I saw was blackness that held my eyes in place with a power that seemed to ooze from him in wispy tendrils. A different kind of darkness began to also close in on my vision.
That darkness was the kind that would only take my consciousness, though, unlike what was coming at me from Merck—the one from him, I was sure, wanted to take my soul. I didn’t fight the feeling of passing out, hoping if I let that darkness take me away, the spell Merck had me locked in might be broken. As my consciousness faded, my field of vision slipped away with it, and I felt the grip around my throat loosen. I heard Dax yelling my name, a spike of panic in his tone.
Then everything fell away into nothingness.




Chapter Twenty

Tennyson
I woke to find myself alone, lying on the ground and looking up at the stars and a full, brilliant moon. I breathed out fully and saw a translucent cloud of white riding along my breath. If the temperature was cold enough to see my breath, I should feel the chill against my bare skin, even if it never bothered me much. Instead, my skin felt comfortably warm.
I sat up and looked around, but all I saw was the grassy hill I was on that was slightly higher than the area surrounding it. Everywhere I looked from my vantage point was a vast wilderness with snow-capped, rocky mountains in the distance. The silvery sheen from the moonlight reflected on the light frost that blanketed everything, giving the landscape a ghostly appearance.
“Beautiful,” I murmured.
“Yes, it is, isn’t it,” a deep male voice said as a statement instead of a question.
I sprang to my feet—my knees protesting the sudden movement and making me miss the youthful ones that used to do what I wanted without sounding like they were a bowl of Rice Krispies after milk had been poured on them. Turning to look behind me from where the velvety voice had come from, it took only a moment to find him. He was further away than the sound had indicated. He stood on the other side of the hill about fifty feet away and, while I thought I should be able to see him better in the moonlight, I couldn’t make out much more than his shape and that he was dressed in all black.
“Who are you?” I instinctively took a couple of steps back. He smiled at me. I knew he had because even from that distance I could see the whites of his teeth catching the moonlight.
“You have nothing to fear from me, Tennyson. Not anymore,” the man said.
I chuckled humorlessly. “Call me crazy, but I don’t know you and I’m not going to trust you just because you’re flashing your pearlies at me, especially when you followed that statement with not anymore.”
He chuckled, too, and it surprised me that the sound held what seemed like genuine humor in it. “I’m Merrick. And you’re Tennyson.”
“I am. But how do you know that?” I took another step back, but as I did, I was sure he actually drew closer to me. The muscles all over my body twitched like they were ready to bolt as soon as my mind gave them the okay. As far as I could tell, there was nowhere to go if I did, though.
Merrick laughed. “Oh, Tennyson, everyone in the Nye knows who you are now. As soon as you entered the house at the ranch, it introduced you to every one of us. But I’ve known who you were for far longer than most in the Nye.”
“How?” I didn’t really care about the how of it
at that moment, but I needed to stall as much as I could until I woke up or got myself away from wherever I was, and from him. But how the hell was I supposed to do that? I didn’t even know where here was. I looked around again quickly to see if there was a way to get as far from Merrick as possible. I didn’t know who he was, but I was smart enough to understand he was not my friend. I glanced to where he was and stepped back several more steps as he was way closer to me than he had been before. Yep . . . that was a big nope from me.
“Stop doing that, Merrick.”
His smile broadened, and I got rocked with another shiver.
“Stop doing what, Tennyson?” he asked with a playful, but evil tone.
“Stop with the creepy shit and getting closer to me. And don’t act innocent. You know what you’re doing.” I held up my hands and then laughed at myself. Merrick was tall and looked almost as broad as Dax. There was little chance of me being able to fight him physically and win. For some reason, though, he complied and was somehow back where he started from when I first saw him. Only he must have moved so fast that it happened when I blinked, because I didn’t see him do so. I didn’t hear his footfalls as he moved, either.
Damn . . . this guy was freaking me out.
“Please forgive me, Tennyson. I didn’t mean to alarm you. I just wanted to introduce myself now that you’re finally in Transnye. I’d hoped to meet you before, though I had different reasons then than I do now, but you somehow were always able to keep me at a distance. A few weeks ago, I almost met you, though. Unfortunately, you got away. Again.”
My breath caught and it felt like my heart stopped beating altogether for several moments. Oh, shit . . . I really needed to get away from him.
“You’re the Creeper.”
Merrick chuckled. “Yes, I’ve heard you call me that a time or two. I was never a fan of it, though, so I’m glad you have my proper name now.”
“That doesn’t mean we’re friends now that we’re on a first name basis, in case you were confused.”
“Oh, I know we aren’t. At least . . . not yet. But, Tennyson, I’m aware of things that you have no way of knowing and, whether you want us to be friends or not, we will be. In fact, one day, we’ll be much more than friends.”
“Nope. That’s the biggest nope I’ve ever noped, Merrick. And I’ve had lots of big nopes in my past. It’s fucking full of them, in fact. And the nopes that I should have noped but didn’t, I’ve learned from, so . . .” Deciding he’d been sufficiently noped, I chose to just shake my head instead.
“Believe what you like, Tennyson, but you’ll come to find out I’m not lying to you. You and I will be very important to each other soon.”
“Important how?” Now I was genuinely intrigued. “What do you want from me?” It was one of the things I’d promised to do after my last meeting with the Creeper—with Merrick—to find out what he wanted with me. Maybe I was going to get that answer far sooner than I ever thought possible.
“We’re both very powerful. Well . . . I am already, but you will be in due time. And when you are, we will be unstoppable together. As far as being specific about what I want from you, I think, since this is the first time we’ve ever truly met and certainly have ever spoken, it would be a bit premature of me to divulge that information.”
Of course that was his answer. He couldn’t make it easy.
Nothing lately is ever fucking easy.
“You think I’m going to help you?”
“I know you will.”
“Damn. You’re already making me consider one-upping my last nope to an even bigger one. That’s pretty impressive.” I paused and acted like I was truly considering it. “Okay, I’ve thought about it. And it’s definitely still the most impressive, resounding nope from me ever.”
Merrick simply continued to smile. Apparently, he wasn’t going to be deterred. “Your friend, Sebastian,” Merrick said, “he told you that you’d be pulled toward Darkness. True?”
An unease settled over me, my body’s way of foretelling that I wasn’t going to like where he was heading with this conversation. “Yes. How do you know what he said to me?”
Had someone been spying on us last night at Mother’s? Was Sebastian playing both sides for his own benefit? I didn’t exactly trust Sebastian, but I really hoped he wouldn’t betray everyone I’d met so far. From what I could tell, they didn’t deserve it and certainly didn’t need anyone trying to thwart what they were trying to accomplish in their fight against Darkness.
“As far as how I know what Sebastian told you last night, I’m aware of far more than most think, but the how of it doesn’t matter right now, Tennyson. Sebastian also told you that the more you use the Dark powers you’ll be gifted, the more you’ll feel compelled to side with Darkness. Also true?”
“Yes, but that’s if I actually use the Dark powers. I just won’t use them.”
“Yes, you will.”
“You don’t know me. I won’t use them.”
He was on me so fast I didn’t have time to even think about moving away as his hands pinned my arms to my sides. His face was inches from mine and for the first time I could see him clearly. And fuck me, he was gorgeous. His eyes were just like Merck’s, and so was his hair, his face.
Shit!
Merck and Merrick were the same person. I had to get back and warn everyone. He was right in their midst, in their very circle of friends living, working, eating with them every day. They had no idea how much danger they were in. I tried to step back, but my feet wouldn’t obey, like my body wanted to stay near him, even though my mind was telling me to flee.
“I know you, Tennyson, better than anyone,” Merrick said in an even lower voice that seemed to vibrate through my body and sent heat straight between my legs. His eyes held mine captive. It seemed he was in control of not only this situation, but of me, too.
His breath smelled sweet, like chocolate and cherries, and I felt myself moving slightly closer to him. I wanted to see if he tasted as good as he smelled, and the thought of his lips on mine and my tongue exploring his mouth sent more heat to my core.
Merrick smiled, and I knew he knew what his closeness was doing to me.
“I know you better than you even know yourself.” His tone was laced with seduction. “For instance, I know you want me to kiss you right now. I also know how to make your body feel things you’ve never imagined possible, sensations that will make your entire being, not just your body, sing in delight. I promise it will be more than you’ve ever dreamed of if you let me show you, Tennyson.”
“How do you know what I’ve dreamed of?” I asked in a breathy voice that I knew I should hate myself for, but I couldn’t seem to make myself care. He was right. I wanted him to kiss me. But I also wanted him to do so much more than that.
Merrick moved closer still. His lips were so very near mine. I almost moaned with the need to feel him. His hands that had locked my arms against my sides loosened and one slid low to my back and the other rose to caress my side. It skimmed the outside of my breast, then settled slightly behind my neck. I shivered, but I still wasn’t cold.
“Because,” he said, and I couldn’t help but close my eyes just from the sound of his voice, “I’ve been in your dreams with you. Watching. Learning.”
I felt my resolve disintegrate.
“Show me, Merrick.” The ache between my legs was making me needier. I wanted his hands on me more. I pushed closer to him, pressing my breasts to his chest. “Show me what you can do.”
Merrick closed the distance and his lips met mine softly, but the kiss quickly changed into one that spoke of a wanting so intense that my insides exploded with desire. I gave myself to him completely as he pulled my body closer to his. He lowered me to the ground and lay on top of me as his hard cock pressed against my center, making his own desire undeniable. I loved knowing he wanted me just as badly as I wanted him. My hands moved down his back until I could squeeze his ass. When I did, he pushed his hips against me harder and moaned. I felt wetness slip from me, making me slick for when he’d finally bury himself deep inside my body.
I thought I heard my name being called, but the sound of it was so quiet, so far away, I was sure it was my imagination.
Merrick’s hand was moving under my tank top, feeling like fire against my skin in the most wonderful way as it slipped higher.
“Tennyson.”
I heard my name called again. I opened my eyes and stopped kissing Merrick.
It was Dax’s voice.
Merrick’s mouth slipped toward my ear. “Stay with me, Tennyson.” His words were a breathy, whispered plea. “Ignore him.”
His words made my eyes close as a sensual shiver ran through me again, heat flooding my body once more as his tongue slipped into my ear. His mouth moved down to my neck, and he bit roughly as though he was claiming me. This time, a moan escaped me. I spread my legs and pressed my hips against him as I pushed his into me with my hands that were still enjoying the muscular roundness of his ass. He began to move against my center rhythmically, and I met each movement with my own. He’d become so hard for me—so ready to bury himself in my body.
And, good lord . . . did I ever want him inside me, too.
“Tennyson! Wake up!”
Sharp stinging flared in my cheek and I opened my eyes again as my hand flew to my face where I’d felt the pain. I was back in the ranch house and, instead of Merrick being the face I looked up at, I saw Dax’s.
A sense of loss swept through me, and my body tingled with the feeling, like every nerve ending I had was scrambling to try to find Merrick’s touch. My body missed his like nothing I’d ever felt before, and where my skin was on fire from his hands just moments ago, now felt icy cold.
But my core was still hot with an ache for him.
Shit, I thought as I closed my eyes again. I am so screwed.




Chapter Twenty-one

Tennyson
I opened my eyes again and looked at all the faces huddled around me where I lay on the floor, and all of them appeared concerned, even Gavin. One person, though, was missing.
I sat up abruptly and heard multiple voices saying things from, easy to take it slow, and I knew they meant well, but I got to my feet, anyway. I needed to know if he was still there.
I looked around the entire room, but I didn’t see the face I was looking for. I looked at Dax. “Where’s Merrick?” I asked in a rushed manner.
Dax’s brows pinched together. “There was never anyone here named Merrick, Tennyson. You said the name Merck before you passed out, though. It’s why I was trying to get your attention when you were focused on the empty chair by Ava, talking to someone who wasn’t there.”
“Yes, there was someone there. He said his name was Merck, but I didn’t hear it right. It’s really Merrick. There were eight ranch hands that came in for breakfast. Merrick was the last one to introduce himself to me, and he was sitting right next to Dean.” I looked at Dean for confirmation.
Dean shook his head. “No, ma’am. I was the last one in, and there was no one in the seat between me and Ava. There’re only seven of us ranch hands. It used to be eight, but not for about a year now, and her name was Wren.”
I looked at Ava and she nodded. “That’s all true, Tenny. What happened? You mumbled the word nope a bunch of times and then moaned a little later.”
Great.
Now they would all know I was having a steamy make-out session with the Creeper, better known to me now as Merrick. I raised both hands in the air and let them drop dramatically. “I need to sit down. And I’m sorry.” I looked around at all the ranch hands. “Can everyone leave, please, except Ava, Kelsey, and Dax? I’m just not comfortable talking about this with everyone else here.”
The ranch hands all nodded and took their dishes to the sink, smiling and dipping their chin to me as they left as a goodbye. Once it was just the four of us, I looked at Ava.
“Merrick is the Creeper.”
“What? He was here?” Ava asked, eyes wide.
I nodded. “He was, yes. As real to me as all of you sitting here now. He sat right there and ate fucking eggs and bacon with us and talked to me, and none of you had any idea. At least he was there for my eyes to see. I guess Merrick can make himself known to me and keep y’all oblivious to him.” I sighed. “That’s an unnerving little trick.”
“That shouldn’t be possible,” Dax said.
“Well, I’m telling you, he was here,” I replied with my annoyance seeping into my tone. Really, I was giving Dax more attitude than this situation called for, but I was pissed that I’d made out with the man—the thing, since he was not human—that had been terrifying me for most of my life.
More than that . . . I’d liked it.
I’d really, really liked it a lot.
“I don’t mean that I don’t believe you, Tennyson,” Dax said, obviously picking up on my agitation. “I mean that the house shouldn’t have allowed anyone in here that doesn’t belong. It’s part of the protection afforded to the Guardian.”
“Well,” Kelsey said, “if he could keep himself from being known to us, maybe he could keep the house from knowing he was here, too. It has become much weaker, after all.”
“Whatever the excuse, this house that’s supposed to protect me just fucked up, because he was here,” I insisted, looking at each of them.
All the doors in the house slammed shut. Everyone jumped, especially Dax, who sprang to his feet and looked like he was ready to launch into a fight. After several moments, he relaxed when he realized what had happened.
“I guess the house didn’t like what you said,” he commented as he sat back down.
“Oh, well, in that case,” I said. Then, way louder: “Do your damn job!” The house made a deep grumbling sound that could only be described as a growl and made the house shake. “Moody bitch,” I said under my breath. I took a long drink of my juice, then looked at each of them as they waited for me to tell them what happened.
“Okay, so, when I passed out, I went somewhere else. I can’t explain it, but it was nighttime where I was, and I woke up on a hill surrounded by forest, and mountains that weren’t like those around here. They were rocky, like you’d find out west. Next thing I knew, I wasn’t alone, and Merrick was there.”
“Tell me,” Dax said, “you believe Merrick is the same as the Creeper that’s been following you most of your life, the one you saw the night you went to the hospital?”
“I don’t just believe it. I know it. And he confirmed that fact to me with his own admission. But how did you know about that?” I looked at Ava, who was staring at Dax like she wanted him to answer, which he did.
“We’ve known about him since you and Ava became friends, and you told her about him. We think we know who he is but can’t confirm it. It’s part of the reason we stayed in your life as intimately as we did. If he’s who we believe him to be,” Dax paused and sighed. “Well, if he’s who we think, it’s not good for you, Tennyson.”
“Well, whoever he is, I can already tell you that it’s not good for me. But, for the sake of this conversation, who exactly do you think he is?”
“It’s a little difficult to explain to someone without knowledge of the Nye’s history, but I’ll give you the basic explanation. The person you’ve called the Creeper, we believe, is who we call the Dark King. The simplest way to explain it is that the Dark King, for those who believe in him in the human realm, is known as Satan. We don’t know his actual name, though. He hasn’t ever let anyone know it, for some reason, but—”
“Merrick,” I said, feeling my center heat again from just saying his name, and then cursing myself for feeling that way toward him. “Like I said, his name is Merrick.”
Everyone’s eyes widened. Dax put his hand over mine. I didn’t realize how bad it was shaking until he touched it. He squeezed my fingers as if to try to calm me down, but the warmth that flowed from him into me was what did the trick.
“So, if it’s the Dark King and he told you his name, there must be a reason he’s finally allowing someone to know it. More than that, he must know you’d share it. What else did he say to you?”
“Oh . . . not much,” I said sarcastically. “Just that he and I were going to be important to each other soon and much more than friends, and that he’d been trying to meet me for a long time, but for a different reason than the one he has now. That I’ve been able to keep him away somehow, which I’d suspected, but whatever I’d been capable of doing before to shield me from him seems to have weakened lately. He said that he knows me better than I know myself, even my deepest desires because he’s been in my dreams with me . . . watching me and learning about me. He said I would be tempted by Darkness, like Sebastian told me last night, and confirmed that if I used any of the Dark powers and abilities that were gifted to me, it would draw me deeper into his fold.” I looked into Dax’s eyes for a long moment. “Dax, he already knew what Sebastian told me last night about the Dark gifts. He knew.”
Dax’s brows pinched as my meaning seemed to sink in.
“And . . .” I stopped for a moment before telling them the next part, dropping my gaze to Dax’s hand, because this was what bothered me the most. I didn’t want to believe what he’d said was true, but after the way I’d responded to him, knowing how much I wanted him with every part of me, I knew there was a good chance it would be. “He told me I’d help him, that together we’d be unstoppable.” I looked at Dax and felt a tear slip from my eye. “I think I believe him, too, because something else happened.”
“What happened, Tenny?” Kelsey asked quietly.
It was a little weird knowing I was about to confide in the woman who was my freaking Husky yesterday. I sighed. Oh well . . . weird was what my entire life had been, and it looked like the weirdness level for the rest of it was going to be off the charts.
“He . . . we . . . shit!” I sighed and leaned back in the chair. “We made out, like hot and heavy made out.”
“What?” Kelsey shouted.
Ava put her elbows on the table and rested her face in her hands as she shook her head. “Damn, Kaze!”
Aaaand . . . there it was, Ava’s nickname for me because she says I pick men like I’m a Kamikaze pilot on a suicide mission.
I looked at Dax, who had me pinned with his eyes—eyes that looked like the man was ready to wage war at that moment. I didn’t think he’d necessarily be happy about me making out with Merrick, but I’d only just met him yesterday. It wasn’t like there was more between Dax and I other than some hints at some serious chemistry. The way he was looking at me right then, though, you’d think we were married, and I’d just divulged a years-long affair with his sworn enemy.
Of course, that was all probably my imagination, just me hoping that he had that reaction because of jealousy. More than likely, the real reason was that he was worried what me making out with Merrick could mean for the outcome of the war that was coming.
And it was what I should be most concerned about, too.
He cleared his throat and looked down, took a slow, deep breath, and looked back up at me as he pulled his hand away. When his eyes met mine again, they reminded me of the night before, when it seemed like he’d thrown a wall up between us.
“I see,” he said.
Several moments passed before I spoke again. “You guys, I don’t know why I did it. I can tell you, though, that I didn’t feel like I had the ability to stop myself, to resist him. That’s why I’m worried. I don’t know if I can say no to him if he asks for my help because I think he has some sort of power to make me comply and, from what he indicated to me, he would. That can’t be good if I’m going to be the Light or Dark Sovran.” Several moments passed before I asked my next question. “The Dark King . . . what is he, exactly?”
“It’s said his mother was Dark elf royalty,” Dax answered evenly. “Any elf that’s royalty is exceptionally powerful, as only they are strong enough to survive the elves’ climb up the ladder of hierarchy to reach that point. The things they have to do to get to that level are brutal and cut-throat, to put it mildly. That’s bad enough, but the Dark King’s father was a high-level demon, too, the highest level possible. Until the Dark King was born—until Merrick was born.
“Then, when he became a young man, he was so much more powerful than even the highest-level demons, including his father, he was made their king. It didn’t take long for him to prove himself the most powerful among the Dark elves, so he now rules over them, too.”
“Like a fallen angel, that kind of demon?”
Dax nodded. “Yes. Precisely that kind of demon, but they all fall in different places on the spectrum of good to evil. The Dark King’s father, he’s . . . well . . . the worst of them. And it seems he passed that evil right on down to his son.”
“Well . . . shit. I made out with a freaking demon.”
Kelsey chuckled. “Yeah, but you were about to shag the most powerful freaking demon. So, kudos to you for going for the best of the best or . . . more like the worst of the worst, but . . .”
I looked at Kelsey and rolled my eyes. “I liked you better when all you did was howl and chase your tail.”
Kelsey’s mouth fell open and then snapped back shut. “I never chased my tail, Tenny, and you know it.” She scowled as she crossed her arms over her chest.
I couldn’t help but smirk a little. “Well, that might be true, but you can’t deny that you didn’t seem to mind licking your lady-bits a lot.”
Kelsey’s eyes narrowed. “I can’t believe you said that! And you’re one to talk! As much as you let your hands drift down south, I bet you’d love to be able to—”
“Oh, lighten up, Kelsey,” Ava said. “You’re lucky she’s even talking to you after finding out you’re actually a shifter. I mean, think about how fucked up it is that she’s had your eyes on her when she thinks she’s got privacy, when she’s . . . I mean . . . you know . . . eww . . . never mind. I need to stop that mental picture from forming more before it gets embedded in my brain forever.”
Kelsey’s scowl relaxed. “It’s not like I had a choice.” She looked at me with a slight smile. “I really did try to give you as much privacy as I could.”
I chuckled lightly. “I always thought it was odd that you’d leave the room when I was getting naked for whatever reason or doing . . . other things. So, I actually believe you. Thanks for at least doing that, Kelsey.” I stood and started walking toward the kitchen, taking my dishes with me. “So, that’s all I can tell you about what happened, and I don’t want to dwell on it anymore right now. Let’s get this kitchen cleaned up and then I want to see those ancient texts. If my life and the lives of others hinge on what I do or don’t do, I want to know what they say for myself.”
I turned to glance at Dax and see if he still held the same look in his eyes, but when I did, all I saw was him walking toward the front door. He opened it and then slammed it closed behind him, making the three of us jump again.
“Well,” Ava said as she walked over to me. “I know Dax pretty damn well and I’d bet that little display of frustration is either because he’s not happy about Merrick getting to you in this house, jealous about you making out with him, or he needs to rush out to take care of something because he was hot and bothered thinking about what you do to yourself when you’re naked.” She grabbed a towel to dry what I’d started washing. Several moments passed before she spoke again. “And I’d bet it’s a combination of all three.”
I shook my head. “I think you’re off-base with the last two, Ava.”
Kelsey laughed as she took the dry dishes and started putting them away. “No. Dax is my brother, and I’d say Ava’s right on target. Have you seen the way he looks at you, Tenny? And the shift in his eye color that I’ve seen myself several times when you aren’t looking.”
I stopped washing the plate in my hand and turned to Kelsey. “Are you talking about his eyes changing from blue to that amber-gold color?”
“Yep.”
“What does it mean when that happens?” I was genuinely curious why his eyes changed color so dramatically. But I also asked because I wondered what was going on with my own, and if there would be something she told me that’d be enlightening. No one who’d known me before coming to Transnye had said anything about their change, but I know they had to notice. I needed to ask someone about it, but who?
The corners of Ava’s mouth curved up as she glanced at Kelsey, then at me.
“Well,” Kelsey said with a grin of her own, “if a shifter’s getting angry, male or female, it happens as a warning to others that they’re preparing to shift. The color change is accompanied by a slight glow if the shifter’s an alpha. But,” she said as she leaned back against the counter, throwing the towel she was using over her shoulder and crossing her arms over her chest, “when a male shifter’s eyes change color and there’s nothing going on that’s leading to a possible fight, it means they’re attracted to who they’re looking at. It’s a tell, and it’s hard to hide when that happens. Let me tell you, Dax is damn good at hiding his physical tells. So, with him, if it’s slipping through as often as it is around you, he’s more than a little attracted to you, Tenny.”




Chapter Twenty-two

Dax
The door to the chalet slammed behind me.
“Fuck,” I said as I stomped down the porch stairs and made my way over to my house. I didn’t mean to slam the door. But truth be told, between Merrick being able to get to Tennyson when she should have been safe in that house, and her making out with him even if it didn’t happen in her physical reality, I was pissed. Add to that my cock being rock hard again from picturing her touching herself, and I needed to make myself scarce. I’d already fucked my hand in the shower that morning because just thinking about her had me so hard it was painful. Now, it looked like I was going to have to take care of it again just to not embarrass myself all day because of a boner.
Joe came out of his place next door with a beer in each hand. He met me at the steps to my place, took a quick look at the bulge in my pants that, in his defense, would have been near impossible to ignore, and held one of the bottles out to me with raised brows. I took it and we both made our way inside my place. I really wasn’t in the mood for company, but Joe always had a way of knowing when something was bothering me.
I made my way through the entry and great room and opened the slider to the screened porch on the back. Joe followed silently and sat in the chair beside mine. We didn’t say a word for several minutes and just sipped our beers while we watched the cows grazing in the pasture. Joe also knew when to keep his mouth shut until I was ready to talk, and he knew when that was when I’d say something first, like now.
“What is it about Tennyson, Joe? I haven’t been this drawn to someone since Natalie. And it took me years to feel the pull to her. And, honestly, I still think something fishy happened there.”
“You still think one of the casters helped her out with that attraction you had to her?”
I nodded. “Definitely. Especially since I’ve barely thought about her since she left. If I really cared for her, I would have had her on my mind most of the last year.”
“True. I think you should try to find out for sure if someone helped her with that, though. Seems to me, if there’s a caster out there willing to do that to one of the most powerful people in the Nye, there’s a good chance they’re up to something more than simply trying to help some shifter get her way romantically. And I’ve been wondering if there was something more to what Natalie was trying to accomplish than just obtaining the status of being your mate.”
“I’ve wondered the same, and I’ll take your advice and look into it.”
Several minutes passed before either of us said anything else. This time, it was Joe who broke the silence. “You know, with Tennyson, anything you’re feeling for her should be legit.”
I sighed and scrubbed my face with my hand several times, then let my eyes drift out to the distance again. “I suppose. I’ve just met her, though. I shouldn’t feel the protectiveness, the pull, the claim I do with her. I’ve known her for one day, for fuck’s sake. It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Look, I get it, Dax. You don’t want to be played again and, let’s face it, if what we think happened with Natalie is true, she played you. But I don’t see how that could be true with Tennyson. After all, she didn’t even know about us until yesterday. It’s not like she could have been plotting something to get to you. What I’m saying is,” he paused until I looked at him. When I did, he continued. “I think you should trust it this time.”
I didn’t respond. Instead, I considered everything I knew and had felt since I met Tennyson. I sighed inwardly in frustration. I’d already thought about her enough, and it started the moment I laid eyes on her. Yesterday I could barely keep my eyes off her, and took every chance I could to touch her, even if it was only for the briefest of moments.
Last night I’d been relieved, but also even more confused, when she said that she always felt warmth flowing through her when I touched her, that it calmed her. I felt the same exchange, only from her to me. I was glad it wasn’t just my imagination, and happy that if I felt it, so did she. But what did it mean? And the thought of another man touching her, kissing her—the knowledge that Merrick had done something I wanted to do myself but hadn’t—had me struggling to keep from hunting him down. I probably would if I’d even known where to begin looking.
Joe studied me for a moment and took a sip from his bottle. “Alright. I’ll play devil’s advocate. Are you sure your attraction isn’t just because she’s the Guardian and, more than that, the future Sovran? I mean, we all feel the desire to protect her in a more profound way than we would with just another Guardian of the Nye.”
I shook my head slowly. “I don’t know, man. That might explain my protectiveness, but not the pull to her. Not a shifter’s claim. I never felt the right to claim Natalie, which is why I let her go. It just never felt like she was truly for me. I feel that way with Tennyson—like she’s supposed to be mine—and it doesn’t make sense.”
“You still haven’t heard anything at all from Natalie, huh?” Even though Joe asked, he knew the likelihood of me hearing from her was slim.
It wasn’t like we’d parted on the best of terms. Even if I knew I did the right thing for me and her, it didn’t mean she’d agreed with me. All she really wanted was to be mated to me because I was the alpha of one of the largest regions in our hemisphere, and because I was the Nye’s temporary chosen leader. She didn’t really care for me, and I definitely didn’t care enough for her to go through with the mating ritual that would have bound us together forever. She was beautiful to look at, but there was always something under the surface that didn’t sit right with me.
Something about her just seemed . . . off. Which was part of the reason I suspected that something else was going on with her, with us. I was glad now that I’d trusted my instincts and cut her loose.
“Nope. Not a peep. I’d be surprised if that changes. Last I heard, she was headed to the northwest territory. Seems there was an alpha there looking for a mate. I’m sure she threw her hat in that ring the moment she got there, then proceeded to eliminate her competition. If I’m lucky, she’s already mated and knocked up with the poor fool’s heir.” I took a long sip of my beer, then looked over at Joe. “What am I going to do about Tennyson, Joe? It’s not like I can just make a move on her. There’s more at play here than just an attraction, no matter how strong. The future of the Nye and everyone in it depends on her and the choices she’ll make. What if we do get together and I do something to fuck it up and it ends up sending her right into the hands of Darkness—right into Merrick’s arms?”
Joe sighed and put his feet up on the table. “I don’t know what you should do, Dax. Maybe—and I’m still playing devil’s advocate here—you being with her will keep her out of the hands of Darkness and Merrick’s arms. Think about that. What I do know, because I have complete faith in you, man, is that you’ll figure it out.”
“I suppose. By the way, if you tell anyone about this conversation, including Kelsey, I’ll rip your fucking balls off.”
Joe chuckled. “Not that I’m worried you actually could do that, but you know I won’t. If I told anyone I talked to you about your feelings and shit like we were a couple of chicks, the guys would kick us off the ranch and you’d have a slew of challengers for the right to be alpha. Nah . . .” he said as he downed the rest of his beer and stood up. “I like you being alpha, and I like that I’m your second. I think I’ll keep this shit to myself. You want another one?”
“I’ll pass. It’s too early for the one we just had. Make sure everyone is doing their thing. We’ve got that auction to go to soon. Take stock of what we have so we know how many head of cattle we’ll need to pick up while we’re there. I’m thinking we’ll need at least five hundred more than our normal purchase, considering what’s coming in the near future.”
“Yeah,” Joe said solemnly as he passed me and patted my shoulder. “I agree. I’ll get those numbers to you today.”
“Thanks, man. For everything,” I said more loudly since he was already well into the house.
“No thanks needed. I’ve got you.”
And I knew he did. He always had. My finger went to the scar on my face, and I slowly traced it.
Ever since the day we met, and he saved my life.




Chapter Twenty-three

Tennyson
I followed Dax to the basement level of the ranch house to find it was divided into several vast rooms. One was a gym with more equipment than I would ever begin to use. When I said as much, Dax smiled and said it wasn’t only for me. Then there was another room that looked to be for sparring. The last one was the one I was most excited about because, as it turned out, I didn’t have to go far to see the ancient texts I’d been hearing about. There was a treasure trove of books and scrolls the ancient texts were written on right under my feet the whole time.
It was the library, and even though it wasn’t quite as grand as the one in Beauty and the Beast, this one was immense by anyone’s standards. Plus, it was real, and it was mine.
“Take that, Belle,” I whispered as I entered.
It was two levels, but instead of walking into the room and having another level above, I walked out onto the top level. Bookshelves and scattered seating were bordered by a railing that circled the expansive opening to the area below. So, what I thought was a three-level chalet was really a four-and-a-quarter level one.
How was this my life?
As I walked down one of the two flights of stairs that began at opposite sides of the rectangular room, my heart started palpitating. Books were my thing, and I’d just stepped into my own book heaven. The bibliophile in me was totally geeking out.
“Are all these about the history of the Nye?” I asked Dax
“Everything on the lower level is, yes. The books on the upper level are all classics, as well as works from current authors, and you’ll find nonfiction and fiction. But I would say the vast majority of what you’ll find there is fiction of all genres.”
At the bottom of the stairs, I stopped and took in what I was seeing. Scrolls were carefully placed in openings in the bookshelf on the wall to the right, with a large, wooden desk that had ornately carved legs and edges. It anchored the space in front of the scrolls. In front and behind me on the long walls of the room were volumes of books, some of which looked to be bound with ancient methods. On the wall to the left was a massive fireplace, also with ornately carved wood that made its mantel. There were more of the same large, overstuffed and nicely worn leather couches and loveseats with ottomans situated around the fireplace. Ample but soft lighting lit the room and more deep colors dominated the décor, just like the cigar bar at Mother’s. I cocked my head when I saw a bar cart with glasses and bottles of liquor.
“I thought there wasn’t any alcohol in the house,” I said to Dax as he stepped up beside me.
“There wasn’t. I asked Percy to stock some. This cart will remain stocked, so we won’t have to go upstairs, and the bar upstairs is now fairly well-stocked, too. He’ll add more to it once we know what you’ll want to have on hand.” Dax stepped away toward a spot on the wall that was a solid panel of wood and pushed on it lightly. I heard a click, and he pulled it away.
I gasped and smiled. “It’s a door.”
Dax smiled, too. “It is. There’s a small refrigerator and a coffee and tea bar in here. That way, you can get a drink or snack without ever leaving the library if you don’t want to.”
I stepped past Dax and into the small room, noting the many flavors of tea and coffee in individual K-Cups and the machine to use them with.
“It’s not as good as a freshly brewed pot of coffee or tea, but it works for the sake of convenience.” Dax pointed to another door in the room. “And that’s a half bath.”
I laughed. “They thought of everything when they built this place.”
Dax nodded, and I stepped back into the library as he closed the door to my own little secret, not-so-secret room. “Who’s Percy?”
“He takes care of the house, of us ranch hands, and . . . well . . . now you. Anything you need, he’ll get it. He wasn’t here yesterday when you arrived and he went out to get some things this morning, which is why I took over cooking breakfast for everyone, but you’ll meet him later. He’s the reason you won’t be making all the meals for me and the ranch hands.”
“Wow.” I contemplated the idea of having someone look after me in that way. “He takes care of everything, like cleaning and grocery shopping? All of it?”
Dax nodded. “All of it.”
“So . . . I basically have a platonic male-wife. Cool. What, exactly, am I supposed to do?”
Dax laughed. “I guess you do, but don’t say that to him. And trust me, Tennyson, once you begin to receive your gifts, you’ll have to learn how to use them. That’s not going to be easy, physically or mentally. You also,” he said as he made a wide motion with his arms out, “must learn all about the Nye’s history, politics, and everything about all the different species of the new world that you’re now the Guardian of. And then, of course, there are the ancient texts.” He motioned to the wall with the scrolls. “Those are also something you need to study. We’re still trying to decipher parts of many of them. Then there’re some we’ve not even been able to read yet.”
He walked to where the scrolls were and took one down and I followed, then he turned and unrolled it onto the desk. “Quite a lot of them, actually.” He looked up at me from the scroll. “And honestly, Tennyson . . . that worries me more than I like to admit.”
“Why?” I walked to the side he was on to see what was on the scroll in front of him, feeling as though his eyes never moved from me as I made my way around the desk. When I looked up, my suspicion seemed to be confirmed as our eyes met for just a moment. He quickly diverted his eyes to the scroll like he didn’t mean for me to know he was watching me.
Under normal circumstances, I would have taken that to mean he might be interested in me, but after what I told him about my game of tongue-twister with Merrick that morning, and how he seemed to close off right after he learned about it, I wondered if he was more likely wondering if I could even be trusted to know the information the scrolls contained. When he came back to the main house to show them to me about an hour after he’d left and slammed the front door, he seemed to be back to himself. But I wasn’t sure what him running hot and cold with me meant. I needed to get a better feel for him, since he seemed to be someone I needed on my side.
“Because there’s important information about what’s to come, about the war and the Sovran and what you’ll face. I’m a man who likes to have as much information as I can get my hands on when I’m going into any situation, and preparing for a war without every morsel of knowledge available to us keeps me up at night. It’s so aggravating because it’s all right here, Tennyson. Unless we can decipher everything on them, though, we might as well be looking at directions for how to bake a cake.”
I looked at the scroll he’d taken out. The paper was thicker than I’d expected, and the edges slightly worn. The words were in faded black, but there were also various symbols and drawings done in colorful inks—mostly blue, red, and green—but a couple were also in a rusty brown. The ones in the rusty brown shade were pulling my attention to them more than the others, for some reason.
“What are these symbols here?” I asked as I pointed to several in the brown shade.
Dax shook his head. “We haven’t been able to figure those out yet. There are only a few in that color on this particular scroll.” He turned and began looking at the shelves behind him. After several moments, he seemed to find what he was looking for because he quickly grabbed several and laid them on the desk, too. He re-rolled the first one, then grabbed one of the three new ones and unrolled it. “But this one and the other two I just grabbed have symbols all over them that are almost entirely in that rusty color.”
He leaned and braced his body against the desk with his hands, and I couldn’t help but ogle the forearm porn that was on display. I studied the tattoos that were in various tribal patterns, wondering if they held any meaning or if he simply liked the style, then went on to ponder what other works of art were hidden by his clothes.
“These symbols,” he said, pulling my attention back to what we were here to do, “are the reason we haven’t been able to decipher the rest of what the scrolls say about you.” He looked at me. “About the Sovran and what’s really on the path you’re about to take.” His gaze lingered and, for a moment, I thought he was going to lean in and kiss me. Instead, he looked away and re-rolled that scroll and unrolled another. I let out a breath that had suspended in my lungs while he was looking at me and focused on the new scroll.
“All the other symbols have been deciphered?” I asked.
“Yes. All but the ones in brown.”
“And the words that are in this foreign language, they can be read?”
“It’s in an ancient language no one uses anymore, but the mage’s texts are written in a similar one, so they’ve been able to figure out most of it. In fact, Ava has been able to translate more of it than even the most powerful mages, which surprised everyone.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because Ava didn’t even know she had the genetics of a mage until recently. She’s only been studying her craft for a few years now. It seems to come to her easier than most, and that’s garnered her more than a few enemies due to jealousy and envy.”
I thought back to when she suddenly became enthralled with astrology and realized it was around the same time. It didn’t take long for me to figure out that she must have become interested in it because of what she’d learned about herself. It made me feel bad that she couldn’t share with me why she was diving so deep into it.
“I see. How did she find out?”
Dax chuckled. “She got into a bit of a brawl with a couple of mages at Mother’s. When they tried to cast spells on her, she was unaffected by some. Others, she somehow knew instinctively how to block. She got curious, of course, and investigated her lineage, which wasn’t easy. But she eventually found out she’s the direct descendant of one of the most powerful mages in Nye’s history.”
“You said it wasn’t easy to find out her ancestry. Do you know why?”
“Someone, or many someones, apparently tried to hide it. Reading an old diary she found in her mother’s attic was the only reason she ended up finding out about being a mage. As it turns out, the mage she’s descended from was her father. She never knew him because her mother and he were only together one night. No one thinks he even knew about Ava. He died when she was just a small child anyway, though. The revelation of her ancestry shook up the community of the casters.”
“The casters?”
“It’s what we call all the mages and witches as a group. Anyway, she’s been studying magic ever since. The more she learns, the more her power grows, and now magic comes to her faster. At this point, everyone believes she’ll easily be more powerful than even her dad. And,” Dax chuckled, “let’s just say we’re damn happy about her being on our side because of that.”
“It seems to bother Sebastian. He rolled his eyes last night when her being a mage, as well as a vampire, was brought up.”
Dax chuckled again, and he rolled that scroll up, then unrolled the last of the ones he’d brought over. I didn’t look at it as it was revealed, though. Instead, I studied his profile as his smile grew slightly and a dimple began to appear.
“Yeah, Sebastian thinks the casters are beneath him. He doesn’t care for the fact that one of his most beloved children is one.”
“How did she become a vampire?”
“She was born a half-vampire via her mother, but Ava was always told she was a full vampire. She was also already a daywalker. However, Sebastian tries to take full credit for that, of course. Ava wasn’t a very strong one though and wanted to be more effective in her role within the Guard, so she asked Sebastian to try to make her stronger. Like I said, she didn’t know she wasn’t a full vampire. No one did. Once she read her mother’s diary, she learned her mom and grandmother knew, of course, but they never told anyone. They likely did it to protect Ava, since those who aren’t full-blooded in their species can sometimes be looked down upon. That’s especially true with vampires. When Sebastian tried to boost her, so to speak, he said she tasted funny.” Dax laughed at the memory. “Nothing more was thought about it at the time because she did get stronger. That is, until she got into it with those mages and defended herself so easily.”
“So, she was trying to get promoted within the Guard?”
“Sort of. There are different jobs in the Guard—everything from the brains to the brawn and everything in between. What kind of job someone has in the Guard is based on strength, abilities, skill, intelligence, and cunning, to name several. Character and morals come into play, too. She thought she could increase her strength and abilities with Sebastian’s help, though, and being stronger and faster in the Guard means she’d be a better protector. And she wanted to protect you as much as she possibly could.”
My eyes widened. “Wait . . . she did it for me?” I suddenly felt like an ass for being so mad at her. She was just trying to do her job. I didn’t feel bad enough to let her off the hook, though.
Dax’s smile grew. “She did. She was already your friend and an important part of your protection because she could be our eyes and ears. But she wanted to make sure she could physically protect you, too.”
“Wow . . .”
He’d been studying the scroll while talking to me, but suddenly glanced over and it was my turn to be uncomfortable about being caught watching him. I diverted my gaze quickly to the new scroll he’d unrolled and saw with my peripheral vision that his eyes stayed on me for several seconds before also looking at it. I didn’t know what to make of what was going on between us, but after what happened with Merrick, I was trusting my decisions concerning men even less than I had been before I came to Transnye.
“So, these symbols,” I said to try to break the silence as I reached out to touch one of the scrolls for the first time. A ghostly smoke seemed to spring forth from the scroll to my hand. I scowled and pulled my fingers back immediately. “What the hell?”




Chapter Twenty-four

Tennyson
I looked at my hand, then back at the scroll, wondering if the wispy tendrils of smoke would reach toward me again if I got close enough. Now that I’d seen it happen once, I felt an almost irresistible urge to do it again, but I hesitated.
“What happened?” Dax asked.
“You didn’t see that?” I looked at him in disbelief.
“No. What did you see?”
“Well . . . I’m not sure exactly, but something started to happen when my hand got close to the scroll. I saw some kind of smoke coming from it, like it was trying to touch me.”
Dax’s brows raised as he looked at the scroll, then back at me. “That’s never happened before to anyone else. Not that I know of, anyway.” He moved his hand in a circular motion near the scroll. “I don’t see anything happening. Do you?”
I bent over to see the area between his hand and the scroll. “Nope. Nothing.”
Dax stopped the motion and put his hands on his hips as I straightened back up. He studied the scroll for a moment before looking at me. “Will you try again?” he asked as my eyes met his.
“Sure. I can try.” I took a breath and moved my hand toward the scroll. “Nothing’s happening. Maybe it was just my imagination.”
“Try a little closer.” Dax encouraged.
I nodded and moved my hand to within just a few inches of the scroll. Without warning, the wispy smoke moved up from the scroll and wrapped around my hand. It was so cold it almost hurt. My eyelids slammed shut on their own.
“Shit! Dax, what’s happening?”
I felt his hand on my forearm and the warmth he always gave off pushed the cold away enough to allow me to open my eyes. I heard his breath hitch as my eyes widened from what I saw in front of me. The ghostly smoke that had encased my hand was filling the room, but it wasn’t just white smoke anymore. What I saw was still in that form, but it was now a mixture of words and images of people that were moving as though they were right in front of us, fading in and out of view as if they were passing in and out of time. I looked at Dax, whose eyes were also wide and seemed to be transfixed by what I was seeing.
“You can see it now, can’t you, Dax?”
Dax blinked and glanced at me, then back at the scene before us. “Yes, but I didn’t see anything until I touched you. I wonder . . .” he murmured as he let go of my arm.
Immediately, the cold shot through me again and my eyes snapped shut once more. Now the scenes were playing out in vivid color as if the backs of my eyelids were a movie screen and seemed as real as anything I’d ever encountered in my daily life. The only difference was that the people and the places seemed to be from a very long time ago. I felt the palm of my hand, which had been hovering over the scroll, slam down against it, but I didn’t do it willingly. My heart began thumping harder, and I shook my head, not caring for the fact that I didn’t seem to have control of my body, or of what was happening.
“Dax,” I said in a panicked tone, then my other hand hit the scroll as if someone grabbed it and yanked it to it. My head fell back. Now I heard the sounds of the scenes that were playing out in my mind’s eye, too. “Dax!”
I felt his hand on my forearm again. “Tennyson!”
I heard him say my name, but he seemed farther away than he should have.
My eyes rolled back in my head, and I involuntarily began speaking in a language I didn’t understand. Within a few moments, I realized that whatever I was saying, I was now repeating. A tremor rocked through me, and the cold felt like it was assaulting my insides. I began to shiver and heard a scream.
I felt Dax’s arms move around my back and stomach, then tug at me several times, but I didn’t move from where I stood. He tugged again.
“Tennyson! Fight it! Whatever’s happening, you have to fight it!”
His voice, though still sounding distant, seemed to cut through the hold that the scroll had on me enough for me to push my head forward. But then, whatever it was latched back on with a vengeance, and my head snapped back again.
“Shit!”
I sucked in a sharp breath as I saw a new scene. Unlike the others that were from a time long ago past, this scene hadn’t happened yet. I didn’t know how I knew, but I felt it as a fact, leaving no doubt in my mind. It was outside at night, and I was sure it was on the same rise in the middle of the forest I was on that morning with Merrick, and he was there again. This time he was chanting words as he bent over someone who was lying on a stone slab. I realized they were the same words I had been repeating moments before. With a swift motion, Merrick’s arms rose above his head with a long dagger clasped in his hands. The steel blade gleamed in the moonlight as e held it high. Just as the dagger was being thrust downward, I caught a glimpse of the person who seemed to be unconscious on the slab.
Dax!
“No!” I screamed.
Something hit me hard, and I felt as though my body was flying through the air. The scene in my mind was ripped away and tears began to well up behind my still-closed eyes before they spilled out and slid down my face. I hit the floor of the library with a thud as something large and warm fell on top of me. I kept my eyes closed. All I could focus on was how my heart was aching from what I’d just seen in the vision of what was to come.
Dax was going to die.




Chapter Twenty-five

Tennyson
Why did it hurt my heart so much?
I didn’t even really know Dax. My vision was blurred when I opened my eyes and I blinked quickly several times to try to remove the tears. When I could see clearly, Dax’s face was hovering over mine and I realized the weight on me was his body. My muscles relaxed as I looked into his eyes. The walls he seemed to like to have up around me were obviously down right then, because all I could see was concern and affection. His eyes searched my face, his brows pinched together as he seemed to be trying to figure out if I was okay.
“Why are you crying, Tennyson? Are you hurt?”
I didn’t want to tell him.
I couldn’t.
What was I going to say, that I’d just witnessed a premonition of Merrick plunging a dagger into his chest, likely ending his life? I didn’t even know for sure if what I’d seen was real, or if I could change what was going to happen. Hell, I still wasn’t one hundred percent sure that I wasn’t having some kind of dream or mental breakdown and that everything I thought had happened over the last day and a half wasn’t just the out-of-control imagination of a woman who’d lost her mind.
Was losing your mind part of perimenopause?
I’m sure there were plenty of men who would say yes, and even more than a few women who would say it sometimes felt like they were losing their minds because of being so hormotional. Regardless, what I’d seen in that vision was something I was going to keep to myself for now. I shook my head slightly.
“No. I don’t think I’m hurt. I guess I’m just freaked out.”
He studied my face for a moment, and I wondered if he was trying to decide if he believed me.
“Thank you, by the way, Dax. I don’t know what you did to break me free from whatever was happening to me, but . . . thanks.”
Dax’s brows relaxed as he gave me a nod and smiled slightly. “I tackled you. Even took a running start,” he said with a chuckle. Then his smile fell, and a thoughtful expression replaced it. “I had to do something. If I didn’t, I thought I was going to lose you.”
Then I was the one who chuckled, my heart feeling a little less broken. For now, Dax was still safe and alive and something in me flipped. A sense of determination filled me, and I knew in that moment I was going to do everything I could to keep him that way. I wasn’t going to let that foretelling come true. Dax was going to live a long and happy life if I had anything to do with it. What good was being the Sovran if I couldn’t protect those who protected me?
“Well,” I said, “you’re out of luck, because it looks like you’re stuck with me at least a little longer.”
Several moments passed, and he moved his hand from under my back and touched my face. I felt a jolt of energy pass into me when he did. He slowly traced my lips, then moved his face slightly closer to mine.
My pulse quickened and heat flared low in my belly, causing my core to pulse, as I was sure he really was about to kiss me this time. Instead, he backed away slightly and smiled. His eyes flamed an amber-gold with what I could only guess was desire since there was no fight about to happen. Although, his adrenaline was also up from what had just taken place, so maybe that’s all it was. The whole interaction had me perplexed.
He began to dry the tears that had slipped from my eyes toward my ears, following his fingers with his gaze as if breaking eye contact would distract him from wanting to kiss me. At least the periodic throb of his hard shaft on my thigh, that I was fairly positive wouldn’t have happened just because of an adrenaline spike, now made me believe he wanted to.
Why wouldn’t he just kiss me?
“Dax,” I said to break the silence. I most definitely needed a bit of a distraction if he wasn’t up for a game of tongue-twister, whether he needed one or not. After all, I’d just made out with Merrick and now had had both of their hard cocks pressed against me, all in one day. Even though I didn’t mind, it was making my thoughts war because . . . shit . . . wasn’t it me that had just sworn off men as recently as yesterday afternoon? I know I said I’d make an exception for Dax, but now there was Merrick, too. And . . . double shit . . . he was a freaking half-demon.
Fred chose that moment to start squirming around again, doing more to throw ice-cold water on the heat in my core than just about anything I could do on my own. I hadn’t even had time to realize it until that moment that it’d been fairly quiet since arriving in Transnye. Now that it reminded me it was there, I realized I’d never tried to find a local doctor. I really did need to see someone and get to the bottom of whatever Fred was. Wondering what it was made me think about Dax being a shifter. “What do you shift into?” I asked.
He smirked. “Why don’t you guess?” he asked in a flirty tone as he finished drying one side of my face and moved to the other, still not looking me in the eye.
“If I had to guess, I’d say a wolf.” I looked at his hair color and considered his build. “A very large black wolf with pearly-white teeth and gorgeous blue eyes.”
His smile broadened. “Good guess.”
“Do all shifters turn into wolves? Or . . . canines?” I asked, thinking of Kelsey.
“Not even close. But all turn into apex predators of some kind—wolves, bears, lions, panthers, any of them, as long as the predator is a mammal.”
I chuckled lightly. “I know they’re technically capable, but I wouldn’t consider a Husky much of a predator.”
“Don’t underestimate Kelsey. She’s quite special among shifters. She can shift into any Canidae. We don’t know why, though. It’s some kind of genetic anomaly.” He chuckled slightly. “I’m kind of jealous that she can do that, to be honest.” When he looked back into my eyes, his were their normal blue, though I wondered which color he’d consider his normal shade—the blue, or the amber and gold.
“So,” he said, “between whatever that was that happened with the scroll, and me tackling you, I think we should make sure you’re okay.”
Dax raised up off of me and, much like with Merrick, I immediately missed the feel of him against my body, of his warmth. But with Dax, there was something deeper I felt was happening between us. It was more than the physical pull I had to Merrick. With Merrick, I think I would have been satisfied with just a roll between the sheets. But with Dax . . . something else was going on—something more profound. I definitely would be happy with the physical part of Dax, but my instincts told me that sex alone wouldn’t be enough of him for me to have.
I’d want everything he had to give.
Dax held out his hand, and I took it to help me stand. He looked me up and down and I couldn’t help but feel the heat flare up inside me again. He smirked, like he knew the effect he was having on me.
Lordy, I was either horny as hell, or supernatural and fantastical types had some serious sex mojo going on. I’d bet it was a combination of the two if I was a betting woman. Which I was.
“Do you feel okay?” he asked.
I jumped in place a few times and shook out my arms to see if everything felt fine, but also to try to get a handle on my raging libido.
“Yeah,” I said. “I think I’m good. At least, my body seems to be.
But . . .” I cocked my head as I tried to pay attention to what seemed different. The hum I’d been feeling off and on since I walked into Mother’s appeared to be a little more pronounced, but there was something else. I was sure I could feel the power wafting off of Dax even more than before. “I feel like I’m more . . . aware, somehow.”
I shook my head and walked back over to the desk but didn’t reach out to the scroll this time. Staring at it, I remembered the last scene I saw with Merrick as he was plunging the dagger toward Dax’s chest. I shivered and rubbed my arms. “I’m not sure I can explain it.”
I felt Dax move up from behind me and then he was at my side. “The powers and gifts that are to be bestowed on you have likely begun, Tennyson. I’m sure that’s all you’re feeling. I wouldn’t worry too much right now. Not unless something becomes uncomfortable for you.”
“Already?”
“Yes. They should have started the moment you passed into Transylvania County yesterday, because the border of the county is also the border of Transnye. The Nye would have recognized who you are and gotten to work on you right away.”
“You talk about the Nye like it’s a living thing.”
Dax smiled. “It is, Tennyson.”
I looked over at him. “You’re kidding.”
“Not even a little. The Nye,” he said as he rolled the scroll back up again, “is as much alive as you and me. It just lives in a different way. It has an intelligence. Some say that it’s some kind of higher power that created us all and that it even has its favorites among the species.”
I sighed heavily and slowly scanned the books and scrolls in the library. “I have a lot to learn.”
“Yes, you do,” he confirmed as he picked up the scrolls and placed them back where he got them. He turned toward me and leaned back against the wall of shelves. “But I don’t want you touching those,” he hooked his thumb toward the scrolls, “until we find out what was happening to you.” A worried expression passed over his face. “Promise me you’ll leave the scrolls alone until we know, Tennyson. I have things I’ve got to see to, and you’ll be alone down here. I don’t know what would’ve happened if I, or someone as strong as I am, wasn’t here to help you.”
“I’m not a helpless little woman needing a big, strong man to save me, you know.”
He furrowed his brows. “That’s not how I meant what I said, Tennyson. But you don’t know how hard it was for me to break you free from whatever hold that scroll’s magic had on you. I almost failed and I’m damn strong. That’s all I meant.”
He moved away from the shelves and walked toward me as he rubbed his face with his hands. I was frustrating him for some reason. He stopped in front of me. “You’re more important than you know, and I don’t want anything to happen to you. Will you please just promise me you’ll stay away from the scrolls, at least until I get back and can be with you?”
I nodded, and he leaned forward, placing his hands on either side of my face and kissing me gently. Then he turned and took the stairs to the top level of the library two at a time without saying another word.
“Shit,” I said in a breathy whisper as he disappeared. My lips felt like they were on fire in a most wonderful way. I raised my hand and my fingers lightly moved over them. I couldn’t help but wonder if he could make my entire body feel like that if he kissed and touched every inch of my skin. If he could . . .
. . . I would happily burn.




Chapter Twenty-six

Tennyson
“Tenny,” Ava’s voice called from the top of the library’s stairs.
I looked over from where I was curled up on the couch with a book in my hand and a throw over me. Many other books that I’d pulled were scattered around on the couch, on the floor near me, or on the end table.
She saw me and smiled. “I was getting worried about you because I hadn’t seen you in so long. I tried to call you, but you didn’t answer. I finally called Dax to see where you were, and he told me he’d left you in the library late this morning. I’m surprised you’re still down here.”
Just hearing Dax’s name made my heart do a little flip, and although I’d been captivated by all the books and the history in them, I also found that thoughts of him kept pushing through my mind to steal my attention. “Sorry, I left my phone in my room. Why are you surprised? What time is it?”
“It’s almost dinnertime. Percy asked me to find you to let you know.”
“Oh! Wow . . .” I got up and stretched, then looked around for something to mark my page in the book I was reading. Seeing a folded piece of old, yellowed paper peeking out from under the couch, I placed it between the pages, closed my book, and set it back on the couch for when I came back down later. I made my way to the stairs and began to climb them, my knees making their signature cracking sounds as I did. I was sure I’d look down one day and my legs would be lit up like damn glow sticks.
That’s right . . . watch out for the middle-aged savior of the Nye, just give her a little extra time to get up when you knock her down in battle so . . . you know . . . it will be a fair fight, and all.
I sighed and shook my head. Why would anyone think I could save the Nye?
The aroma of dinner hitting my nose stole the thought away as my stomach growled. “I guess I lost track of time. Speaking of, do I have enough of it to take a shower? I haven’t even done that today, which is . . . gross.”
Ava smiled and fell in step with me as I reached her, and we continued through the basement level to the next set of stairs that would take us to the main floor of the house. My poor knees. This house, with its many sets of stairs, was going to be rough on them. At least my bedroom was on the main floor, and I didn’t have to climb two more sets after this one just to get to it.
“Yeah,” Ava said. “I’m sure everyone would appreciate it if you did. Go on and do that, and I’ll let Percy know to hold off on finishing up the meal. Hurry, though,” she said as we parted ways at the top of the stairs. “I’m starving. And, by the way, your boxes from Nashville arrived. We put them in the bedroom next to yours.”
“Great! Thank you. It’ll be nice to get all my clothes and stuff put away.” I turned and walked down the hall to the bedroom I’d claimed as mine. I grabbed a change of clothes out of my bag and went into the bathroom. After taking a quick shower, I toweled off, got dressed, brushed my teeth and hair, and applied some mascara and a little lipstick before stopping and staring at myself for a moment. My eyes, still the new icy teal shade I had to admit was growing on me, seemed brighter than usual, and my crow’s feet less pronounced. I leaned toward the mirror and studied myself a moment longer, then shrugged and stood upright again.
“Probably just the lighting,” I said out loud to no one, then made my way to the great room feeling more refreshed and uncharacteristically energetic for the time of day, which was any time the sun was up. I normally felt a little tired during the daytime, then would perk up as the evening progressed. I was a night owl, always had been, and normally didn’t go to bed before midnight. I’d stay up much later every night if it wasn’t for the rest of the world not being on board with starting the day no earlier than ten in the morning.
I turned the corner into the kitchen and got my first glimpse of who must be Percy. He wasn’t overly tall and looked to be fit, but not nearly as buff as Dax and the ranch hands. He had blond hair that was layered and cut to fall a little above his shoulders and had a slight wave to it. His skin was tan and when he turned to look my way, I could see his eyes were blue. The overall effect made him look more like he belonged on a beach about to hit the waves with his surfboard than a man running the house on a large ranch in the mountains of North Carolina.
He smiled fully, put down the plates of food in his hands, then took a few steps toward me and wrapped me up in a big hug. “It’s about time I get to meet you, Tennyson.” His tone was jovial and thick with a country accent, blowing the surfer-dude image away when coupled with his jeans, boots, and the flannel shirt left open to the T-shirt he wore under it—that had a black silhouette of a man and a horse moving into the distance. This guy was all country, and I already liked him.
He stepped back and picked the plates of food back up, heading toward the table with them. “I’m Percy. Dax said not to bother you while you were in the library, but I almost went against his wishes to meet you, anyway.” He looked over his shoulder at me, still smiling. “Obviously, I didn’t. I sent Ava to get you instead, so I could get you up here. After all, you’d already missed lunch. I can’t have you miss dinner, too.” He put the plates down and started back toward the kitchen again. “I’m sure Dax already explained it, but I take care of the main house and everything it needs, keep the ranch hands fed, and now that you’re here, I get to take care of you too.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Percy.” I opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of water. “But you don’t have to take care of me. I’m sure you have enough to do without burdening yourself more by adding me to the list.”
Percy stopped what he was doing, and his smile fell. “It’s my duty to take care of this house and the Nye’s Guardian. Especially the Guardian. I must do it or I won’t be considered the best of the keepers, and if I’m not considered to be the best keeper, I’ll be replaced. I don’t want to leave Queen’s Right Ranch. It’s my home. These people here are the only family I have.”
My hands flew to my chest, and I made my way to him. “Oh, Percy, I’m sorry. I didn’t know that’s what it would mean.” His expression lightened as I put a hand on his arm. I guess Dax wasn’t kidding about Percy taking his job very seriously. “I just don’t want to be a bother. What’s a keeper? Is that a species I haven’t heard of?”
Percy’s smile returned. “No. A keeper is my job title, but it’s a very special one in my species—which are light elves, by the way—because keepers are the only ones trusted to take care of the Nye’s elite. And you, Tennyson, are the most elite of them all. For a keeper, there is no more prestigious post than the one I enjoy. Which is why it’s such an honor and pleasure for me to take care of you. After all,” he said as he resumed setting the food out on the table, “taking care of you is the least I can do since you’ll be keeping all of us, our families and friends, our homes, safe.” He made his way to me, motioning back toward the table as he did. “Now, you better take a seat so I can ring the dinner bell for everyone. They’ll be plenty-hungry, and I don’t want them to knock you down trying to get to the food,” he said with a wink.
“Ha!” I did what he requested and sat in the same chair as I had at breakfast. “I’m so hungry I think they’ll have to fight to get anything after I load my plate up.”
Percy chuckled as he walked toward the entry. Next thing I heard was the front door opening and what sounded like an honest to goodness dinner bell being rung—the kind that’s the iron triangle that you clank around the middle with an iron rod.
“Dinner’s ready!”
I heard feet pounding above me, then watched Ava and Kelsey as they came bounding down the stairs from their rooms, and the ranch hands weren’t more than what seemed like half a minute behind. As everyone said their greetings and took their seats, the only one missing was Dax . . . well . . . and Merrick, but he wasn’t supposed to be there to begin with.
The seat to my right that Dax had been in that morning remained empty, and I glanced toward the entry to see if he was coming. “Where’s Dax?” I asked with more disappointment riding the words than I’d intended, which Ava and Kelsey seemed to notice as they looked at each other. Both then looked at me with a grin, then back at each other.
Ava gave Kelsey a slight nod. “Pay up, buttercup,” she said quietly to Kelsey with a smirk.
Kelsey shook her head. “Not yet, vampage. Not until they do the horizontal tango.” Kelsey looked at me. “You haven’t yet, have you?”
“Are you actually asking me if I’ve slept with Dax?” I looked back and forth between the two of them. “Holy shit, y’all! I’ve only known him for like thirty-six hours! I know I’ve slept with men after knowing them less time than that, but this situation is a lot different from those. Did you two actually make a bet that I would fuck Dax?” I asked louder than I meant to. Everyone at the table stopped their conversations and loading of plates with food and turned their attention to me. “Great. Now everyone is going to wonder.”
Percy placed a pitcher of sweet tea at the far end of the table, then walked to the end I was sitting at and placed another down. He leaned in close to me and whispered, “Sorry to break it to you, but everyone was already wondering.” He straightened and patted my shoulder before sitting in the chair Merrick had been in—at least the one I saw him in—at breakfast. Once he did, he looked back at me and gave me a little shrug, his smile stretching larger than I’d seen on him so far.
I shook my head. “Well, shit . . . y’all might as well place your bets, too, then.”
I took the bowl of mashed potatoes that were passed to me and dolloped a heaping spoon of them onto my plate, then looked around at all the faces grinning back at me. Even Gavin was smirking, which made me wonder if he was as bad as I’d first thought he might be.
I passed the bowl to Ava. She took it and said, “And, no, Dax isn’t making it to dinner. He drove up to Ashville. Said he had to talk to some people about something that happened earlier today. He didn’t leave until about four, so it’ll be after dinner before he gets back.”
I nodded and looked around again to see everyone was still glancing at me and smirking as they continued serving themselves while passing plates and bowls of food around.
“Seriously, y’all. Stop looking at me like you’re a bunch of middle schoolers who haven’t dipped your own dicks in to plenty of women already. It’s sex. We’re adults. If he and I want to bump uglies, we will. Though I should warn you that things rarely work out with me and men, so it might not be as easy as you think to guess what will happen.”
Everyone was trying to stifle chuckles, but Ava and Kelsey weren’t succeeding, as they were now outright laughing.
“What?” I asked.
Ava started trying to calm herself as she held up a finger for me to wait. When she finally regained a little composure, she said, “You actually used the term . . .” she lost control again but recovered quickly. “You called it bumping uglies. Tenny, no one says that anymore.” She started giggling, then everyone else finally lost control of the laughter they were trying to hold back.
“Yeah, yeah,” I said with a chuckle. “Keep making fun of the old, out-of-touch-with-the-cool-lingo chick.” I couldn’t help but laugh harder as the others continued, some having to wipe tears from their eyes. “And y’all better save plenty of food for Dax for when he gets home.”
“Why?” Percy asked while he buttered a roll. “Is he going to need plenty of extra energy for bumping uglies tonight?” He somehow managed to keep a straight face, even as the shoulders of those around him were moving up and down with a fresh round of silent laughing.
I picked up my roll and threw it at him, hitting him square on his temple. Then I started laughing again, too. “Shut up and eat your damn food.”




Chapter Twenty-seven

Tennyson
A noise from the floor above me caught my attention, and I looked up from my book to see Ava coming down the stairs of the library where I’d returned to after dinner.
I glanced at my phone for the time and was surprised to see it was well past eight o’clock. I’d come back down to study for another hour or so, but over three had passed since then, and it struck me how it only seemed that maybe one had passed. I was going to have to start setting an alarm on my phone, so I didn’t spend every moment of every day holed up with books and scrolls. Not that I’d hate it, and it certainly wouldn’t surprise anyone who knew me to learn I’d been in this library all day and night without ever coming out to see a soul unless reminded to. But I also needed to talk with the ranch hands and learn how the ranch ran, and to Macy and about how the bar ran, and to Dax and Sebastian about how the Nye ran and what everyone’s role was in it and . . .
I took a deep breath and blew it out quietly before answering. I didn’t want everyone to know how overwhelmed I really was. Too many people were counting on me to be strong.
I looked over to her once more to see she was already halfway down the stairs, and now Patrick was only a few steps behind her.
Oh, shit . . . this ought to be interesting . . . and exactly what I didn’t need right now.
I’d been trying to avoid the conversation that was likely about to happen. Not because I was scared to have it, but because I just didn’t have the fucking time or energy for it.
I closed the tome in my lap, marking the page with the same old, yellowed piece of paper I’d used to mark my spot in the book earlier, and set it aside. “What’s up?”
Ava came to a stop in front of me and Patrick did the same next to her. They glanced at each other like they both wanted the other to say something. Patrick finally seemed to tire of waiting for Ava and gave his attention to me.
“Ava and I thought we should come and talk to you about everything that happened.”
“Did you, now?” I asked sarcastically. “By all means.” I motioned to the seats around me. “Pick a spot and let’s chat about how my best friend and then-boyfriend lied to me without batting an eye.”
Patrick and Ava’s bodies tensed, but they each took a seat, Ava on the loveseat and Patrick on the ottoman that he’d pulled away from the loveseat so Ava could sit easier.
I wasn’t hiding my anger over what had happened, and it wasn’t until this moment that I realized I’d stuffed my feelings about what they’d done in some corner of my mind. Ever since I found out about the scheme they’d participated in to get me here, I just thought I’d been too bombarded by all the information being thrown at me to even form feelings about it yet. But I was wrong. They’d been there the whole time. Now that Ava and Patrick were in front of me and wanted to talk about it, I didn’t know which feeling I wanted to feel first . . . my anger, or the hurt from their betrayal.
“So,” Ava began as she fiddled with the seam of her jeans. “We figured, even though you’ve not tried to beat the shit out of us—”
“Yet.” I cut her off, knowing if my tone didn’t further my point, my expression would. Ava cleared her throat nervously as Patrick leaned forward and placed his elbows on his knees and looked down at his hands like they were the most interesting things he’d ever seen.
“Look, Tenny,” Ava continued. “I get that you’re pissed, and you have every right to be. We both get it. But please believe me that neither of us ever wanted to hurt or betray you. You do trust that, don’t you?”
I sighed heavily and let myself slump back against the cushions, tucking my feet under me. I pulled a throw over my lap, wishing I’d started a fire, not because I was cold, but because I enjoyed how cozy a fire made a room and they’d always calmed me. Of course, as deep into my reading as I was, I probably wouldn’t have remembered to add logs to it and it’d barely be more than some hissing, glowing pieces of charred timber now, anyway.
And now was when I needed its soothing effect.
“I know I’d like to believe that, Ava. But I honestly don’t. I mean, I logically know why you did what you did because it was explained to me, and I get it. I really do. But it doesn’t make it okay. Not for me. Even if it was for the greater good, or whatever. I don’t think either of you realize that the moment I found out what you’d done that my heart literally felt like it was breaking. I’ll be honest, I really haven’t thought about it much since, but it’s not because I’m not hurt. I just have so fucking much on my plate and I literally don’t want to feel the feelings associated with the shit y’all did.”
I waited to see if either of them had a response, but both just looked at me with a sadness that I knew in my soul was genuine. They hated what they’d done.
But they’d still done it.
I shook my head and tucked the throw around me a little tighter, like it was going to snuggle the hurt right out of me. If only it were that easy.
“I think the worst thing,” I said without looking at them, “is wondering if either of you even really cared about me at all.” I looked up at them and held my hand up to stop them from saying anything, as both were about to. “Was I just a job for y’all? Ava,” I gave my attention solely to her. “You were supposed to be my best friend for years. Was that real? And, Patrick,” I looked at him, “what was I to you, really? Just someone to fuck because you had to, because it was your job? Let’s be honest, though, that’s pretty much any straight man’s wet dream, to be able to fuck a woman for his job. I guess you got to play the best part of this charade, huh? You got to fuck me basically whenever you wanted to for months. The only hard part for you, I suppose, was making me believe you actually wanted to be with me for more than a warm, wet place to dip your cock every day.”
“Tennyson,” Patrick said as he shook his head. “You were never just someone to fuck.”
I made a scoffing sound with a humorless smile as I fought the tears that were starting to burn my eyes.
“Seriously, Tennyson,” he continued. “I know you’ll probably never believe me, but I wanted to be with you. Hell,” he said as he got more animated and raised his hands in the air. “I still want to be with you! And that really sucks because I know the chances of that are slim at best!”
“Patrick,” Ava said, “a slim chance is even too far out of your reach.”
“Nope,” I said to Ava. “You don’t get to make him feel shittier than he already does. I’m the only one who has the right to do that. You lost your right to act like you have my back when you plunged your own knife into it.” Patrick’s eyes shot back to his hands as Ava’s spine snapped straight. Obviously, I made my point and apparently it hurt.
Good.
I shouldn’t be the only one who felt emotional pain because of what they’d done.
“And, Patrick,” I looked at him and waited for him to look at me. After several moments, he finally did. “Don’t insult me further by saying you still want me. You’re right. I don’t believe you. I never will. As far as I’m concerned, what you did was nothing more than your duty. But . . . at least you were a good lay. So, thanks for putting your all into your effort.”
I watched Patrick’s throat move as he swallowed hard. Then he nodded once, slowly. “I understand. And I truly am sorry, Tennyson.”
“So am I, Tenny.” Ava stood and took a seat next to me on the couch. “I know I have a lot to do if I ever have any hope of truly mending what I’ve damaged, and I promise I will from this day on. I’ll do everything I can to earn your trust and friendship again. I know it won’t be easy, but I’ll fix this.”
“It won’t. But I’m not going to try to navigate this new world I’m in without people around me I at least hope are in my corner. As much as I don’t trust you were truly my friend, I do believe you’ll do anything you can to make sure I’m successful as the Nye’s Guardian. If for no other reason, you’ll do so because your own life apparently depends on it.” I looked at Patrick. “And so does yours.” He nodded slowly once again, like his head was too heavy and he’d grown weary of having to continue to support it. “Don’t expect me to cry and pout about what you two did, because I don’t have the time and my energy needs to be put toward more important things. From now on, let’s just do our best to move on from this. Neither of you are getting a pass. Just treat me like you’d want to be fucking treated and we’ll be good. Okay?”
I got two nods with matching sad half-smiles, but I really didn’t care if what I said was what they wanted to hear. “So . . . I do want to know a couple of things before we end this little convo.”
“Anything,” Patrick said as he looked at me like he wanted to jump up and throw his arms around me. “Anything at all, Tennyson.”
“First, I know y’all have noticed the change in my eye color. Why haven’t you said anything about it, and do you have any idea why it’s happened?”
“Of course we noticed,” Ava said. “When it first happened, we didn’t say anything about it because we were trying to make you think everything was fine and nothing happened that night. As far as why it happened, we don’t have any idea, and neither does anyone else we’ve asked about it. And we’ve asked a lot of people who’d know if there was an explanation. They’re fucking beautiful, though, Tenny.”
Yeah . . . I couldn’t complain about the color they’d changed to. But it would have been nice if they’d have an explanation or even a wild guess. I suppose it was just going to remain a mystery to hopefully be solved later.
“You made me think of something else I’d like to ask. Why did y’all act like nothing happened that night? I mean . . . if the goal was to get me to Transnye anyway, why not just tell me everything then?”
Patrick raised his hand. “I’ll take that one. We didn’t think telling you at that moment was the right time. We felt—and by we I mean everyone who’s been protecting you, and of course Dax and Sebastian—that it’d be best to enlighten you about everything once you were here so we could prove things to you in a way that couldn’t be done in Nashville around a bunch of humans, if you needed that kind of proof.”
“Like seeing someone shift into an animal or grow bat wings and fly away?”
Ava chuckled. “Don’t believe that Hollywood shit about vampires, Tenny, but . . . yes. Like that.”
“Okay. Those answers will have to be good enough, I suppose. On to my next question, what’s the deal between you two?” I looked pointedly at Ava. “You always acted like you couldn’t stand to be breathing the same air as Patrick. Did you two have a thing or something?”
Ava laughed abruptly, and I glanced at Patrick, who looked like he really didn’t want to answer that question, even though he’d just said he would tell me whatever I wanted to know moments before. “Patrick wishes he could get with me.”
“In your dreams, Ava.” Patrick reached over and grabbed a throw pillow off the loveseat and flung it at her. He had a smirk on his lips and a softness to his eyes, though, which made me think Ava wasn’t far off from the truth.
Ava caught the pillow and just smirked at him as she tucked it between her and the back of the couch. “He broke someone’s heart I used to know. He broke her. She was important to me. Someone I used to care about like I do you . . . like a sister.”
“Too soon, Ava,” I said as I shook my head to emphasize my stance.
Ava raised a hand in understanding. “Noted. But true. Anyway, he hurt her deeply, and I kinda decided to make him pay for it for the rest of his life, since she can’t.”
“Why can’t she?”
“Because,” Patrick said with more emotion swirling in his eyes than I’d ever seen, more than I ever thought he’d even be capable of, “she killed herself.”
“Because of you and what you did to her?”
Patrick shrugged. “Not completely. She had issues already in dealing with her emotions—some pretty serious depression or something. But I will never not believe that she’d still be here if it weren’t for me. And I’ll never forgive myself, whether Ava lays off me or not.”
I studied Patrick for a long moment, then gave him a soft smile. “We all have to forgive ourselves for things we’ve done, or not done, Patrick. If we don’t, the ghosts of our mistakes and missteps will choke the life right out of us. If we allow them to do that . . . we aren’t living at all.”
Patrick nodded and went back to studying his hands, while Ava began playing with her jean’s seam again. I . . . well, I just tucked the throw around me a little tighter once more because I really did feel the need to be snuggled now—for my own broken heart and for the woman’s I didn’t know but had had her heart broken, too—and since there was no one I wanted to snuggle with in the room, the blanket would have to do.




Chapter Twenty-eight

Dax
“I have my suspicions about what allowed Tennyson to interact with the scroll in that manner, Dax, but I don’t see how it’s possible. I can tell you with almost complete certainty, though, that it wasn’t a spell. At least, I’ve never heard of one that would cause what you described, and we both know I’ve been around a good while and likely would have,” Mira said after I finished telling her what had happened in the library with Tennyson.
Mira was one of the most powerful mages I knew, but more importantly, she was one of the few I trusted.
I called her after the incident that morning and asked her to meet me. She was older than her still-solidly dark hair and lack of wrinkles let on. I wasn’t sure exactly how long her time on Earth had been, but if the rumors were true, she’d been around just a few hundred years less than Transnye. She was wearing an all-white outfit—the only color I’d ever seen her wear—that contrasted her dark cocoa skin and ebony hair in a stunning way. Her eyes were the lightest shade of grey that I’d ever seen and were the only things aside from her wisdom that told the story of how many years she’d lived. She had always been one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen.
Now, there was a woman I thought far surpassed Mira’s beauty, and I didn’t know what I was going to do about how drawn I was to her.
Maybe I should ask Mira what she thought. Not about what the feelings and pull to her were about, because I knew what those things meant for me and my wolf, but how to navigate them considering Tennyson’s and my own role in the Nye. I didn’t want to risk Tennyson’s safety or distract her from all the things she’d be needing to do in the coming months and years, and a relationship could do both of those things if she made any decisions based on feelings she might end up having for me.
I should probably keep the information to myself for now, though. I didn’t want it to get out because even that could put Tennyson in danger if someone knew she was important to me and wanted to use her as a bargaining chip. Joe knowing how drawn I was to her was already one too many people for my liking, even though I thoroughly trusted him.
Ava had spent a good deal of time with Mira over the last couple of years and the two had formed a close bond. Mira helped Ava tremendously in her learning of the ways of the casters, and the two of them seemed to fill a void for each other—Ava for the mother she no longer had, and Mira for the child she was never blessed to birth.
“Then what’s your suspicion about what happened” I asked her as I sipped my coffee. We’d met at a café just outside of Ashville instead of somewhere inside the city limits, so I could avoid a confrontation with Eli. I wasn’t fearful of the shifter who was always gunning for a fight with me. I simply didn’t have the time to spend on a confrontation with him. We’d have our chances for that later. I knew a serious clash was coming, and so did he. He wanted to challenge me for the role of alpha of the southern region, but it was a battle he would certainly lose. I took no joy in how much I’d hurt him, though, even if he truly needed someone to beat the shit out of him to knock him down several pegs and teach him a lesson. He wasn’t more than a bully as far as I could tell, and a bully always fell quickly when confronted with someone with true mental and physical strength.
Mira poured more tea into her cup from the teapot the server left behind, then added a spoonful of sugar and began to stir. “The last time I can recall someone having the ability to do what Tennyson did, it was many, many years ago, Dax. And it was to an Archmage—the last one our kind has known, actually. But, Tennyson’s no Archmage.”
“How’s an Archmage so different from what you are?”
Mira chuckled and took a slow sip of tea. “Well, to start with, they’re not born in the traditional way. They’re created by the Supreme Council of forty-six very powerful mages—twenty-three males and twenty-three females. It’s the darkest of our magic that’s used and takes a terrible toll on those who participate in the ceremony. However, even though Dark magic is used to create the Archmage, she’s always neutral in her power and is neither Dark nor Light.”
“You said she. Is it always a female?”
Mira nodded. “Always, yes. Well, there was one male, but it didn’t end well, and the Supreme Council decided that a female’s energy was more able to properly handle the power after that. So, there’ve only been females since then.”
“When was the last Archmage alive?”
Mira looked up and tapped her finger on the side of her cup as she thought. “It’s been about two and a half centuries since the last one.”
“What happened to her? Do they live a long life?”
“No one knows what happened to her. She simply disappeared one day and hasn’t been seen or heard from since. As far as how long they live, they can do so indefinitely. They have one of the longest lifespans we know of in the Nye. The only way they cease to exist is by their own hand.”
“They have to kill themselves?”
Mira just nodded and sipped her tea.
“Why would they do that?”
She placed her cup down and sat back, resting her clasped hands in her lap. She studied me for a long moment with thoughtful eyes before she answered.
“You’ve had much loss in recent years, Dax, and I know how much you hurt from it. I see it in your eyes. Not even your brilliant smile that reaches them can hide your sorrow from me. I feel it in you, too.”
I cocked my head, wondering what she meant.
Mira smiled. “I sense other’s feelings, Dax. Profoundly. You wouldn’t know that because I don’t share that information freely, and I expect you to keep it to yourself. Sensing people’s feelings allows me to know who I can trust and what their true intentions are. I know you can understand why I want to keep this information unknown. I don’t want anyone trying to shield themselves to get around that particular skill I have.”
She stopped as if waiting for me to agree to keep her secret.
I nodded and smiled. “Of course, Mira. I’ll tell no one.”
She smiled back and winked. “See there, and I know I can trust you because I feel your honesty. My point in telling you that is this: imagine feeling the pain you do now for the three siblings you’ve lost recently tenfold, a hundredfold, a thousandfold if you lived long enough. The existence of an Archmage is filled with much love—from friendships, lovers, even children if they’re so blessed to have any. But those they care for and love only live a fraction of the time the Archmage does. So, while the Archmage has many opportunities to love and care for others, it leaves their life fraught with heartache and sorrows, too. It can become too much to bear after a time.”
I thought about what she told me, and then about how long she was rumored to have lived and how powerful of a mage she was. Maybe I shouldn’t, but I had to ask the question, anyway.
“Mira.” I waited for her eyes to meet mine. When they did, I was sure I saw humor in them, like she knew what I was about to ask, and it was quite possible that she did. “Are you the Archmage, the one said to have disappeared?”
The corners of her mouth tipped up, but her smile was contrasted with a sadness I could see in her eyes. “No. That Archmage is truly lost to us as far as anyone knows.”
The server stopped and filled my coffee before moving to the next tables.
Mira’s answer was disappointing. It would have been a bonus to know an Archmage, even better if we called each other a friend, as Mira and I did.
“But,” she said, stealing away my attention from the coffee that I was adding a little sugar and cream to, “I am her child.”
I looked at Mira for several moments before responding. “So, you’re not an Archmage like her?
“No. Remember, an Archmage isn’t born like you and me. I was conceived the good old-fashioned way. Not created through ceremony. But I do get the side benefit of being remarkably natural at my craft, and my powers have more punch to them than the average mage.”
“Hence your enhanced abilities and, I imagine, your remarkable longevity.”
Mira’s smile broadened. “Bingo. That’s another little tidbit I’d appreciate you keeping to yourself.”
“Always.”
“Back to what happened with Tennyson, though. The only thing that makes sense to me is that this has to do with the gifts she’ll receive as the Guardian. A gift as strong and rare as the one I suspect she’s been bestowed with has never been given to a former one that I’m aware of. But she, as you know, is no ordinary Guardian. She’s to be the Sovran, so what she’ll be gifted for what she’ll be facing is bound to be far more powerful and unusual than those before her have received. I’m sure you all have already realized that.” I nodded and she continued. “If she’s been given the gift of being a Time Reader, and I do believe she has been, that’s an immensely unusual and powerful gift indeed.”
“A Time Reader?”
“Someone who can interact with time when the information is given through historical records. They can see what’s happened instead of just reading it, as though they were there when it happened. They see it like it’s a movie playing, and it allows them to explore a particular happening if they want to root out details that a written accounting has left out either by accident or on purpose. Historically, it’s a power specific to an Archmage, and it’s been said that some have even seen glimpses of what’s to come in the future. A Time Reader can discover if the information they’re reading is true, has been manipulated, or even completely made up. It’s a very special power to have, and one that takes a strong will to wield.”
“Is that why she was almost overtaken by it, why I almost lost her to it?”
“Yes. She isn’t strong enough to handle the power of that gift. At least, not yet. I’m sure she will be once she’s bestowed with more gifts that will strengthen not only her body, but her mind as well.”
“Makes sense.”
“It does. Unfortunately, Dax, it’s also a very Dark power. We both know what it means for her if she uses it.”
“Shit.”
Mira and I stared at each other for a long moment, then her eyes drifted away from mine as she began to stare off into the distance. “It also makes sense that only someone connected to Dark magic can read those markings, though,” she said in almost a whisper.
“Why’s that?”
Mira gave her attention back to me. “Because they’re not made with ink, of course. They’re made with blood from a Dark elf sacrifice.”
“What?” I scowled with the question. “I didn’t know that.”
Mira’s expression showed her confusion. “I thought you did, Dax.”
“No. I’ve never heard that before.”
“I was sure I told you. I’m sorry. I’ve been so preoccupied with trying to decipher the scrolls I must have thought I did, but didn’t.”
I scrubbed my hand over my face. “Fuck. So, the only way we’ll ever know what those markings say is if they’re read by someone with Dark magic or Dark elven blood?”
“Not just anyone practicing Dark magic or who has Dark elven blood, though, Dax. Don’t forget, it would have to be someone exceptionally powerful, too.”
I contemplated what Mira said, trying to think of someone, but no one fit those criteria that I also trusted. That meant, at least right now, Tennyson was the only one who could read those markings on the scrolls, and I wasn’t going to let her touch them.
“Well . . . we aren’t going to solve that problem sitting here today,” Mira said. “So, let’s move on.” She waited until I looked at her. Once I did, she continued. “Now, speaking of scrolls, I think I’m about to figure out what the last one you left with me says, but I need a little more time to be sure my interpretations are correct, and there are still some words and markings I haven’t deciphered.”
“If anyone can do it, Mira, you can.”
“Always the sweet-talker, aren’t you, Dax,” she said as a statement.
I chuckled. “Not always, as you know.”
“I do. I’ve never seen an alpha with the control you have over your domineering side, though. It’s interesting to see. Eli would do well to not misinterpret your usually calm and considerate demeanor for you being weak, but I think he does. It strengthens you in the eyes of those who are smart enough to see that what you’re doing shows far more fortitude and character than being a brute and a bully.”
“Unfortunately, we both know that Eli’s definitely not the smartest, and only seems to respect those who are more of a bully than he is.”
“And that’ll be his undoing.”
“Indeed, it will. Mira, one more thing about the Archmages. Why hasn’t the Supreme Council created another one?”
“That’s simple. As I mentioned, the ceremony takes an equal number of male and female mages who are very powerful. We’re down two female mages who are powerful enough to participate, and we have been for many decades. We’re hoping Ava will rise to that level of skill and take one of those spots one day, not only for the purpose of that ceremony should we decide we’re in need of an Archmage, but also because it makes casters stronger and more unified if the Supreme Council is complete. It gives us proper balance.
“There are other things casters can accomplish that would be a benefit once the war begins, even before. Having an Archmage could turn the tables in favor of Light, Dax. It’s something we’re hoping to have time to accomplish before the war begins and it’s one of the reasons I’ve been pushing Ava so hard. If we can find one more female mage in addition to Ava that we can raise in power fast enough, it’s a game-changer.”
Mira had given me far more information than I thought I’d receive when I made the call to her, and I was thankful for all she’d shared. I glanced at the time on my phone and saw that I’d taken more of hers than I’d meant to, and I also still had to make a couple of stops before getting back to the ranch. I’d left instructions to let Tennyson study in peace in the library for as long as she wanted, but I was anxious to return and make sure she was still okay. Between what had happened with Merrick and the scroll, I wasn’t feeling like she was as safe as she should be in the house. She was right—the house needed to step up and do its job better.
“Okay, Mira, I think I’ve taken up about as much of your evening as I should. I’m sorry I didn’t just do this with a phone call, but it’s been too long since I’d laid eyes on my favorite mage, so . . .”
“I’m glad we got together. Phones and emails and texts are too impersonal and part of the reason our world is getting more divided. Coming together is a good thing.”
“Agreed,” I said with a smile as I stood and took out a twenty, handing it to the server as she passed for her tip.
Mira stood as well and stepped in for a hug. She leaned back so she could see my face, and I saw some mischief in her eyes. “Dax, as far as what you’re feeling for Tennyson, just go with it. Something big is at play with you two. I don’t know what it all means, but it’s important. Don’t run from it.”
“How did you know?”
“Long life and being a powerful spell caster aren’t the only things being the daughter of an Archmage gave me.” Mira stepped away from me and smiled. “Now, get back to the ranch and call if you need me. I’ll let you know when I figure out what the scroll says.”
“Thanks, Mira.” I held the door to the café open for her and we stepped out into the crisp fall evening. She nodded and turned to make her way to her car. As I watched her, I found myself looking at her as not only my friend, but now one of my most important allies in the war that was coming faster than I’d ever truly be prepared to fight.
I just hoped that, however prepared I was, it would be enough.




Chapter Twenty-nine

Dax
I opened the door to Mother’s just as the walls and bar were lengthening and the width of the building was expanding, all while tables and seats and barstools appeared out of thin air and placed themselves in their proper spots before Mother’s settled back down and ended her magical growth spurt. I’d seen Mother’s expand, and then later contract, hundreds of times, and I’d likely see it hundreds more, but it was always fascinating to me.
It was busier than I’d expected, even for a Friday night. Conversations and laughter mixed with music, and the smell of fine cigars and alcohol, greeted me immediately. I was happy to see that the bar seemed to be filled with people in incredibly high spirits. I stepped in and after scanning the room, I saw who I was looking for. I made my way to the back corner booth, catching Macy’s attention as I passed the bar to let her know I was there. She gave a two-finger salute and smile, then let me know by holding up a finger that she’d be over to the table in a minute. I smiled and nodded, then continued.
After being delayed several times by friends and acquaintances along the way who wanted to say hello, I made it to the booth and slid into the seat opposite my first of likely many companions of the evening. Between running Mother’s and the ranch, and my role as the chosen leader of the Nye, I rarely had a moment to myself when I was here unless I escaped to the office.
“Dax,” Sebastian said in greeting.
I smiled and shook his outstretched hand. Our relationship had always been friendly, but in a formal, businesslike way. Not that I minded. He was a straight-shooter and someone who’d never given me a reason to believe I couldn’t trust him completely. Macy still wasn’t convinced he could be trusted; neither was Joe, but I felt they were just being overly protective of me, more than sensing anything actually alarming about him. So, until Sebastian gave me a reason not to, I was going to give him the benefit of the doubt.
“Sebastian. How are things?”
“Good,” he said as he poured amber liquid into an extra glass and slid it to me, then added more to his. I couldn’t see the label but could tell by the shape it was a bottle of Germain and smiled.
I didn’t try to hold back my amusement as I chuckled. “I’ve created a bunch of damn monsters introducing y’all to this stuff. That’s saying something since we’re all of the Nye, and in a human’s mind, we’re already monsters.”
Sebastian raised his glass, and I did the same, then we each took a deep draw.
“It’s busy,” I said as I slowly glanced around the room. “You’d think there was a holiday to celebrate.”
“If you think about it, Dax, there sort of is.”
“What do you mean?”
“Tennyson. The Nye finally has a Guardian again. If that’s not something to be celebrated, especially after being without one for so long, I don’t know what is.”
I nodded. “Good point. It certainly is. I hadn’t thought about it that way. I suppose there’re a lot of folks here simply hoping to catch even a peek at Tennyson.”
“Sure. She’s the most important citizen of the Nye. At least, the most important that the Nye lets us know about.”
That got my attention. “What do you mean by that?”
Sebastian’s lips curved up ever so slightly. “Just something I’ve been pondering for a while. I’m looking into my suspicions. But I’m not ready to share anything just yet.”
I chuckled again before I took another sip of my drink, then placed it back down. “Of course you’re not, Sebastian. You’ve always played your cards close to your chest.”
“It’s served me well to do so for many, many years.”
“Indeed, it has. And I’m not saying there’s a thing wrong with it. I admire you for it, really. Just do me a favor. If you think your idea is something I should know concerning my role as the Nye’s leader and in protecting those in it, you’ll tell me.”
“Absolutely, Dax. I would never not tell you if I had information you needed to know.”
I raised my glass and was about to take another sip when something pushed against my side and almost made me spill my Germain. I looked over with a scowl to see Macy smiling.
“You almost made me waste Germain, sister.”
Macy made a pouty face. “Aww . . . Dax might have missed out on a few drops of his drink. What would happen to the fair folk of the Nye if you went into a deep, dark depression over it?”
I elbowed her lightly and smiled, then finished what was in my glass before she did something to really make me spill it. It seemed Macy was in a playful mood, and that meant she would be ready for arm wrestling or real wrestling before the night was over, and only she knew when that mood would hit her. My hope was to be either upstairs in my office doing work or at home warm in my bed when that happened. I could take her physically, but my sister wasn’t someone to be underestimated, especially since she often fought dirty. Growing up in a shifter family the size of ours, you had to learn to play rough and take on anything thrown at you, regardless of gender, size, or age. At least I knew she could handle herself, and that made it easier for me to leave her in charge here at Mother’s most of the time.
Besides, everyone knew I was her brother, and that meant everyone also gave her a lot of respect, simply out of association. No one messed with me or mine and did so unscathed.
“Seems to be shaping up to be a good night,” I commented as I grabbed the bottle and poured another for me and topped off Sebastian’s.
“Lookin’ like it, brother. How’s Tennyson doing?”
“Better, but still trying to settle into her new reality. Some concerning things happened today, though.” I looked at Sebastian. “It’s what I wanted to talk with you about.”
“I’m intrigued,” he said as he brought his glass to his lips and sipped his drink.
I filled Sebastian and Macy in on what had happened at breakfast with Merrick, then in the library with the scrolls, and finally, what Mira had to say about it all. When I finished, Sebastian was leaning forward with his forearms on the table and a deep scowl. He stared past me, looking at nothing as he seemed to roll the information around in his mind. After several moments, his eyes made their way to mine.
“What happened with the scrolls, Dax . . . Mira’s right. It’s Dark magic,” Sebastian said as he slowly spun his glass on the table. “And that kiss from Merrick, an elf can transfer powers to someone that way, no matter where they fall on the spectrum of good and evil. That’s when Merrick did it. I’d stake my life on it. And it was clever as hell because he would have known Tennyson would likely not feel it being done.”
“Could someone normally feel it?”
“Another elf, absolutely. I guess it would depend on the kind of creature beyond that. I just don’t know for sure. But Merrick would. Which I bet is why he did it. It could be that he knew if he waited, she might gain some ability to sense a transfer of that power. Honestly, I’m more stunned that he shared his name with her, though. Especially knowing that she would tell others what it is.”
“Why’s that?” I asked as Macy grabbed my drink and downed it, then refilled my glass. She’d been quietly listening to everything being said and was obviously worried about what she was hearing.
“It can be used against him in powerful ways by the right person and under the right circumstances. Because of that, I wonder if it’s his real name.”
“Is it something we can use as a weapon or leverage against him? If so, we need to know how.”
“Absolutely, but I’m too far removed from that side of my heritage to know all I need to in order to make a difference for us. Trust me, though . . . I’ll be looking into it.”
“Good. Let me know what you find out and let’s keep our fingers crossed. We need all the help we can get. And after what you just told us about his name, if the one he told Tennyson isn’t his real one, let’s do everything we can to find out what it is.”
Sebastian nodded and finished his drink, then stood. “I’ll be seeing you two later. I’m hungry and craving something a little more . . . satisfying for my dinner, and that particular something is missing from the menu here. I think I’ll make use of the portals tonight.”
“Bovine blood not good enough for ya, Sebastian?” Macy asked in jest.
“Tonight, Macy, no. It isn’t.” He smiled and dipped his chin to her, then at me. “Dax, I’ll keep you posted concerning my findings on everything we’ve discussed.”
“Be safe out there, Sebastian,” I said with a smirk.
And that was also in jest, though no one except for those of the Nye would understand why. Because while Sebastian might not look it . . .
. . . he was one of the deadliest creatures on Earth.




Chapter Thirty

Tennyson
I didn’t know what time Dax made it back from Ashville, and for all I knew, he might not have at all. After the talk with Ava and Patrick, they left me alone again in the library and I continued to study more about the Nye’s history. At some point, I dozed off and woke a little after one in the morning, made my way back to my room, and crawled into bed. That’s where I was now, staring out the glass doors that led to the back deck. It was still night, and I wondered what had made me wake up, but just as the thought crossed my mind, it felt like something was tugging at my insides, urging me to get up and go outside. The feeling wasn’t like when Fred moved; this was more of a longing. I pulled the covers off and walked to the door.
I peered out and was relieved to see everything as well as I could. Overhead, the moon was hanging low in the sky and was just about to slip behind the mountain range on the back side of the ranch.
“Gotta love the full moon’s light,” I said in a whisper. I didn’t care what anyone said, even without my experiences of seeing shadow creatures and the Creeper pretty much my whole life that made it worse for me, no one liked the woods when it was too dark to see. No doubt there was a beauty to the forest at night, but it was also creepy as hell.
I didn’t notice anything or anyone on the deck, so I cautiously opened the door and stepped outside. I probably shouldn’t be worried, but since I now knew that fantastical and supernatural creatures weren’t fictional like I’d once believed, I wasn’t going to take any chances. The air was cool and crisp in the predawn hours of an early fall morning in the mountains, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. Walking over to the deck’s railing, I scanned the expanse of the backyard, but still saw nothing unusual. Then I looked toward Little Joss Creek. That’s when I saw the figure bent over at the water’s edge.
I stilled so I wouldn’t draw attention to myself, not knowing if I was in danger or if it was one of the ranch hands. When the figure stood, I could tell it was a man. He sat on a large rock and pulled off his boots, then his shirt. Steam rolled off his torso like mist across a warm lake on a cold night, and the moonlight shone on his back, causing little shadows under the ridges of his muscles. It didn’t escape me that my eyesight was ridiculously good to be seeing those details.
Maybe it wasn’t just the moon’s light helping me to see in the darkness. Maybe it was a gift doing its thing. I shrugged the thought off, figuring it probably was.
The man stood and turned slightly while keeping his head facing the mountains, allowing me to make out the outlines of his pecs and the bicep of the arm facing me, and . . . wowza. That was a helluva six pack. When he started to undo his belt, I thought about looking away, but couldn’t seem to.
Well, honestly, I didn’t want to. If this man didn’t mind stripping for anyone to see, who was I to not watch him do it when he had a body like that? He undid his jeans and pushed them down and either he was going commando or whatever he was wearing under them hitched a ride down.
I shook my head. That was one fine male specimen. I didn’t know what he was doing because it seemed too cold to be taking a dip in the creek, but I also didn’t care. I might be getting older, but I could still appreciate a fit physique and I was definitely enjoying the show.
Without warning, he bent and crouched slightly. What happened next, I couldn’t really explain if I tried. All I knew was that he was now on all fours and in the form of a wolf—a very large, very black wolf. It shook its body like it was ridding itself of something it didn’t like. The wolf raised its head and sniffed the air. It turned its head in my direction and lowered it. I was sure it was looking right at me as it took several steps toward the house, then stopped and howled.
For several moments, it just stared at me, and I stared back. Something inside me recognized who it was, and heat flared in my body. I took several steps toward the stairs leading to the ground while keeping my eyes on Dax, worried he’d simply disappear if I looked away even for a moment. He took several more steps toward me without breaking his gaze, and I had an undeniable feeling that we were being pulled together by some kind of invisible tether.
As I was about to take a step down onto the stairs, a howl answering Dax’s came from somewhere in the distance. Dax looked in the sound’s direction, back to me, and huffed as he shook his head. He turned and bounded toward the tree line, then paused and glanced back at me once more before he let loose another, quieter howl—like I was the only one meant to hear it—and disappeared into the trees.
I realized three things at that moment.
One, how fast my heart was pounding.
Two, I’d just witnessed something few people ever did, and I honestly felt honored.
And three, I would never look at Dax the same way again.
I already knew that he was a shifter, and that he was a wolf in his other form, but to see him shift and in that form made him magnificent to me.
I stood at the stairs a moment longer, wishing Dax would come back before I went back into the house. Then I made my way into my room and closed the door. Staring out at the moon, I wondered what Dax was doing right then. Did he shift every night? What did he do when he let his wolf free? Was he still the same Dax in that form, or was there something else that took over his mind?
I sighed and crawled back into bed, knowing that I wasn’t going to get an answer to those questions and that I needed to rest. The last thought I had before sleep stole me away again was that I’d made a decision, regardless of how crazy it seemed . . . I really wanted Dax to be mine.
And I really wanted to be his.




Chapter Thirty-one

Tennyson
I woke up feeling energized and quickly changed into my running clothes and shoes, put my hair up in a ponytail, and brushed my teeth. I didn’t know exactly where I was going to run, but surely there were some trails somewhere on the property, and I’d missed my run completely yesterday. Two days in a row without feeling my feet hitting the ground and adding some miles to my running shoes was not good for my soul . . . or my ass. What’s said about it being harder to stay in shape as you get older was truer than I wanted to admit, and I had the belly pooch and growing tush to prove it. I still liked what I saw in the mirror, beautiful flaws and all, but it was undeniable how much easier it was to stay in shape ten years ago. Pfft . . . who was I kidding? It was easier two years ago.
Once ready, I made my way to the kitchen. The only person there was Percy, and he looked like he’d just woken up and didn’t feel particularly well. He smiled sleepily as he saw me walk in.
“Good morning, Tennyson. Breakfast will be ready in about an hour. Saturdays are usually a little slower start for everyone. So are Sundays, just so you know.”
Oh yeah . . . it was Saturday. I reached in the fridge that he’d left open and grabbed a water. “Good morning. No worries. I never eat before I run, anyway.” I unscrewed the top of the bottle and took a long drink, watching Percy as I did. He looked rough. “Are you hung over?”
He nodded. “Drank a little too much at Mother’s last night. Lost my ass in pool, too.”
“Oh. Anyone else go with you?” I wondered if it was too obvious that I was asking so I could find out if Dax had gone. From the side-eye and grin Percy gave me, he saw through the question.
“Yeah, everyone from here went except for Kelsey and Joe. They’re spending a lot of quality time alone to make up for being apart so much, you know, since she’s been with you for most of the last several years.”
So, everyone from here went—Dax went. Damn. It sucked frog butt that I was so disappointed that he didn’t invite me. “Why didn’t anyone tell me? I would have enjoyed going.”
“Sorry about that. I guess we just didn’t think to because Loren didn’t drink. His father killed his mother in a drunk driving accident, then went to prison for it where he died there just a few months later. Loren hated even being around alcohol and only went to Mother’s when he absolutely had to. I’ll be sure to let the others know you might want to join us in the future. It’s your bar, though. You don’t need an invitation.”
“Yeah, that’s true.” I took another drink of water. “So, why does everyone here drink so much, and why does no one ever seem to get drunk? I’ve always been able to handle my liquor well, and it takes a shit-ton for me to even get a buzz, but I noticed even I barely felt the effects of drinking the other night. And I drank more than a shit-ton.”
Percy laughed. “Well, everyone drinks so much because alcohol has a different effect on those of the Nye than it does for humans, and that includes you, even before you came here. It’s why you were able to handle it so well. And . . . trust me, we can get drunk. It takes a whole lot more to affect us that way is all.”
“How does it affect us differently?”
“Well, it helps us to get along with each other. Without it, there would be less harmony between the different species of the Nye. And we handle alcohol better than humans because our bodies are just . . . different. No one knows exactly what it is, though. And no one has ever been curious enough to try to find out, I guess.”
“Interesting.” I took another long sip of water as I contemplated what he’d said, then thought of something else I wanted to know about. “Loren was the name of the Guardian before me?”
“Yes. He was a good guy, for the most part. But he didn’t really ever seem to completely fit in here for some reason.”
“What happened to him, anyway? No one’s told me.”
“He passed away in his sleep. From what we could tell, it was natural causes—a heart attack—but he was only forty-two and he seemed healthy.” Percy shrugged and pursed his lips like he wasn’t convinced.
“Barely older than me . . .” I thought about how young it was to have passed, but I didn’t want to dwell on it. “Like Dax and Sebastian, you don’t think it was natural either, do you?”
Percy started cracking eggs into a bowl. “No. I don’t. Something just felt off to me about it, to everyone, really. Dax had a human coroner come in that we know we can trust to do an autopsy, and he also had Mira, a high-level mage, come in to check for spells that could have killed him, but everything seemed normal.”
He closed the carton of eggs and poured some milk into the bowl and began whisking it. Once done, he added spices, cheese, sautéed vegetables and left-over crumbled up sausage from the day before. He was mixing it all together before he spoke again. “We knew that there were fewer and fewer Guardians being born each generation, so plans were put into action years ago to protect them more when that was realized. So, a Guardian who was already the one in power, like Loren, who suddenly died would have been alarming on its own. Add to that that no one ever knew of any heart condition he might have, including him, and red flags went up for all of us. The coroner said his heart disease was so significant he had no idea how he’d lived as long as he had. He also told us that he didn’t understand how Loren didn’t have any signs of it, and at the very least, he should have gotten out of breath with little exertion.”
Percy paused what he was doing and glanced over to me. “Tennyson . . . Loren was in excellent cardiovascular condition. He worked out all the time in our gym here in the house. It doesn’t add up.”
He continued to hold my gaze for a moment longer before getting back to preparing our meal. Once he began working again, he continued. “When Loren died, your protection was stepped up considerably, for obvious reasons.” He poured the egg mixture in to a large, rectangular casserole dish.
“That was ten years ago, right?”
Percy nodded.
“You’ve been without a Guardian all that time?”
“We have. It’s been hard in the Nye and Transnye without one. That’s why we’re all so happy you’re here, now.”
“Y’all should have brought me in sooner, then.”
“We wanted to make sure it was as safe as possible for you to be here first, and since only a couple of the Nye’s leaders and those in the Guard charged with protecting you knew your identity, we knew you were safer staying in your human life. But things are getting worse faster the longer we were without you, so we needed to move things along. Not having a Guardian is why the house is having a hard time protecting you right now. It’s grown weak in the time it’s been without one to keep it strong.” Several doors slammed above us, and from the distance the sound came from, I figured they were on the top level.
“Oh,” Percy yelled as he looked up, “stop being so damn sensitive. You know you screwed up yesterday!” More doors slammed and it sounded closer, so now they were likely just one floor up.
Footsteps stomped above and I heard a faint creaking of a door as it opened. “Chill out, you cranky bitch! Some of us are hung over!” Ava yelled, then slammed the door to her bedroom shut and stomped back to where I supposed her bed was.
Percy looked at me with a smirk and shrugged. “Welcome to Queen’s Right Ranch, Tennyson,” he said with a chuckle. “Where the house is as cranky and as much of a pain in the ass as the ranch hands.”
I smiled and took a sip of my water. “So . . . Loren was my blood relation?” I asked, feeling a little sad that I’d never met him since I didn’t know anyone from my biological family. My parents had died in a boating accident when I was just a baby and neither had any close family to take me in. That’s when my life in the foster care system began.
“Yes. A cousin. I can show you your family tree later, if you’d like. It’s in the library.”
A smile spread across my face. “That’d be amazing. I don’t know who any of my family were. It’s sad they’re all gone, but I’d still like to know something about them.”
Percy nodded and smiled, then looked me up and down. “I thought you were going for a run. If you don’t go soon, you will have to eat before you run, after all.”
“Yes, sir. Speaking of,” I said as I grabbed my water off the counter. “Are there trails I can access from Queen’s Right?”
Percy chuckled as he poured flour into a large mixing bowl. “Yeah, you have about five miles of them winding through Queen’s Right that you can access on the other side of the horse barn. It’s well-marked, so you can’t miss it. But, if you use the bridge a couple hundred yards up the way that crosses Little Joss Creek, there’s a trailhead marked another hundred yards straight ahead of where it comes down on the other side. That one leads to multiple trails that are color-coded. If you go on any of them, I’d suggest staying on the white one, at least until you know the area better. It’s about a four-mile loop and will bring you right back to your starting point. The others will do the same but are much longer and will take you much deeper into the mountains. You shouldn’t do those alone just yet. Not until we’re sure we have all available safety measures in place. Dax and Joe have been working hard on the ranch’s protection along its borders, but I’d rather you didn’t take any chances.”
“You think I could run into trouble?”
He looked up and held my gaze for several moments like he wanted to say something, then focused back on what he was making in the bowl where he’d added a lot of butter and was cutting it in with a pastry cutter. “Just stay on the white path if you go that way, Tennyson. It’d make Dax happy. And me, too.”
I laughed as I made my way to the front door. I wanted to take the trail through Queen’s Right and see more of the main part of property I now owned, anyway. I shook my head, still having a hard time processing that it was mine. “And here I thought I was supposed to protect y’all. Seems like it’s just y’all trying to shield me from harm.”
“Well, until you’re all powered-up, it’s our job to protect you. So, get used to it.” He stopped what he was doing and looked at me. “Unfortunately, we’ll need you to do it for us soon enough.”
My heart sank. How the hell was I supposed to keep everyone safe?
“That’s right,” Kelsey said as she bounded up next to me, making me jump. She was dressed to run, too. “Your ours to safeguard for now. Good morning, Percy.”
“Good morning, Kelsey.”
Kelsey put her hands on her hips. “And you running alone is a no-go. Until further notice, don’t do it.” She scowled slightly. “I can’t believe you were actually going to leave me behind, though. You’ve not gone jogging without me one time since you found me outside your front door.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “Kelsey, that’s when you were my dog, and I was responsible for you getting exercise.” I shook my head internally as I thought back to how I’d found her. Now I knew that she came into my life just as they’d intended so she could protect me.
“Well, I’m still your friend and I insist on remaining your running partner.”
“Suit yourself. Should I get your leash, or can I trust you to not run off?” I asked with a smirk. I waved bye to Percy as he chuckled and focused back on his task, then continued to the door with Kelsey now falling in step with me.
“Ha ha . . . very funny,” she said as she opened the door for us.
I stepped out onto the porch and glanced toward Dax’s house to see that his truck wasn’t there. I wondered where he’d gone this time.
Kelsey closed the door and shoved me playfully. “He’ll be back soon, Tenny. He goes into Mother’s early on Saturdays most weekends to make sure the bar is well-stocked and ready for Saturday and Sunday night’s crowd.”
I walked down the porch steps and started stretching. “Are Fridays not just as busy as Saturdays?”
“I forget you don’t know how everything works around here. On Friday nights, Mother’s is only open to the locals, so only those of us who live in Transnye all the time. But only on Friday night. From open ‘til four in the afternoon on Fridays anyone can come. It’s also open to everyone around the world all day and night Saturday through Thursday, but Saturday and Sunday nights are the busiest.”
“Why would anyone want to come to Mother’s from other parts of the world? It seems like a waste of time to travel all that way here just for a bar, cigar lounge, and café.”
“I guess you never made it to the upstairs of Mother’s, or were even told about it, then?”
I shook my head.
“Oh, Tenny,” she said as she started jogging toward the trailhead by the horse barn. I started jogging, too, and caught up with her. “You really do need to know quite a bit more. It sounds like you weren’t told about some of the perks of your little bar.”




Chapter Thirty-two

Tennyson
“You’re telling me,” I said through labored breaths as I jogged up an incline on the path. The ranch’s land was even more beautiful than I’d imagined, and it didn’t hurt that the leaves were at peak color. “That upstairs at Mother’s there are portals that can take me anywhere in the world I want to go, and I can get to my destination in mere moments regardless of how far away it is?”
“Yep, whether it’s in the human realm or one of ours,” Kelsey said as she hurdled a fallen tree trunk. She was jogging just off the trail any time the terrain next to it would allow for her to. I’d laughed at her at the beginning of our run, telling her that’s exactly what she would have done if she was in her Husky form. I was glad she’d come with me and had to admit it was more fun to run with her when she could carry on an actual conversation. She held up her hand to stop me. I did as she wanted and bent over with my last step and placed my hands on my knees as I took deep breaths.
“This next part will take a minute to explain. Let me catch my breath a bit and I’ll tell you, then we can jog again.”
I nodded and started stretching a little to keep my muscles from tightening up while I waited.
“Okay, I’m ready,” she said as she also slowly stretched. “Anyone with supernatural or fantastical blood, or humans who are spelled to be able to, can use the portals, even on Friday nights. Of course, they’re technically inside Mother’s when they do, but using them to travel around the world and to different realms is obviously a perk for our kind and Friday nights are no exception. And the portals at Mother’s are the main hub for all the others. Think of the portal's hall here as the main train station, and all the other portals as trains. All the trains are required to make a stop here at the main train station before moving on to their next destination. Does that make sense?”
“Yeah, I think I’m following.”
“Good. I know it’s probably confusing. Anyway . . . anyone using them on Friday nights, except for those who are living in Transnye, are unable to leave the portals hall at all because we put up a barrier. The limitation of the Friday night clientele was established as a way for us Transnyes to unwind together with only those we, for the most part, trust. We can relax in the bar, lounge, and café more that way since we can let our guard down. Also, you should know that using the portals can be really dangerous.”
“How so?”
“If someone wants to attack you, they can spell the portals to alert them, if they have something of yours to use to make the spell. Even just a hair from your head. If you use the portals when they’re spelled to look for you, the one who cast it will know you’re using them and can pull you into another location to do you harm, or if they want to take you for some reason.”
“That’s disconcerting.”
Kelsey nodded. “It is. I can keep talking now while we jog. Most of the long-winded explanation is done now.” She laughed lightly and started jogging again and so did I.
Thinking about what she’d just said, I realized Merrick might want to use that little trick to get his hands on me, though he probably had many other ways to snatch me up if he truly wanted to. He’d certainly proven he could take me away on a subconscious level yesterday morning.
“There are ways around them those spells, though,” Kelsey said as if she knew my concern. “If you check for them first, you can bypass or even destroy them. Just don’t try to go through the portals unless you’re with someone you trust that knows how to check for spells, or until we teach you how.”
“Wow. Got it. So, I guess the bar being near the portals is smart, considering what Percy said about how alcohol helped all the different species to get along.”
Kelsey chuckled through heavy breaths. “Yeah. Can you imagine if a bunch or supernatural creatures, quite a few who aren’t generally compatible, were in such close proximity without it? They’d literally and figuratively be at each other’s throats. Trust me . . . alcohol is imperative to keeping the peace in Transnye. And, while drinking helps us keep our cool with each other anywhere in the Nye or the human world, Mother’s has a special way of amplifying its positive effect on our ability to control ourselves.”
“Noted. And so cool.” I jogged several moments before asking my next question to give Kelsey a chance to breathe without having to talk. “So, what else is upstairs at Mother’s?”
“Your office, but it has two rooms in it because Dax and Macy each have a desk up there since they help run all areas of Mother’s. Then,” she said, but it was several moments before she continued as she started running up some rocks and leapt from one large boulder to another before making her way back down the other side of it. “You have the Apothecary Shop that sells things the Nye doctors and casters use. And, finally,” she slowed to a stop. I stopped with her, seeing that we’d arrived back on the opposite side of the house by the livestock barn and ranch hands’ houses. “There’s the meeting hall, too. It’s where everyone can come together when we have things needing to be discussed as a group, as well as for when the High Council meets.”
“Shit,” I said as I started stretching again. “How big is it up there?”
“Well, unless a larger size is warranted, all of it fits within the inside footprint of Mother’s including the cigar lounge and café. But the meeting hall grows to as large as is needed, whether in width or height depending on what’s necessary for accommodating the number of those who are coming. And the hall that houses all the portals also expands and contracts as needed, depending on how many of us are using it at a particular time.”
“That’s amazing. How does that happen, anyway? I noticed that the house Sebastian uses as his office is also much larger inside than outside.”
“It’s magic, my friend,” she said as she started walking. I fell in step beside her, trying to wrap my mind around everything she’d told me as I did. “Beautiful, fantastical magic,” she continued, then play-shoved me. “Race you!” She took off at a sprint.
I started after her but did so knowing there was no way I’d catch up. After several strides, and to my surprise, though, I did in just a few seconds and then easily passed her and leapt over the three steps to the front porch. I stopped and turned with wide eyes to see her looking as puzzled as I felt.
“When the hell did you get so fast, and how?” she asked.
I put my hands on my hips and tried to catch my breath. My legs tingled from the sudden exertion after already jogging what Kelsey had said would be about five miles. “I don’t know,” I said, then smirked. “Maybe it’s beautiful, fantastical magic, my friend.”
Kelsey smiled as she climbed the stairs. “Likely so, now that I think about it. Probably a gift.”
I nodded and was about to say more when a sound from the driveway caught my attention. I looked up to see Dax’s truck making its way to the house. My heart skipped a beat, and I tried my best to not look as happy to see him as I felt inside.
Kelsey followed my gaze and then turned back to me. “Don’t be long,” she said. “Percy always makes a fabulous breakfast on Saturdays and Sundays.”
I nodded and watched as she walked inside and closed the door. Dax had already parked and stepped out of his truck. My mouth watered as the aroma of whatever Percy had made wafted outside. Or maybe it was Dax, and how damn good he looked as he walked toward me and smiled.
Who could be sure with me lately?




Chapter Thirty-three

Dax
“Hey, you,” I said to Tennyson as I climbed the steps to the front porch, realizing the closer I got to her, the more my heart pelted my chest like it was trying to get to her faster than my feet were allowing. I took a long, slow breath to try to calm it, but it continued its assault like it had a mind of its own. Not that I could blame it for wanting to get to her. She looked amazing. Her cheeks were flushed from the chilly air and there was a light sheen of sweat on her skin that made it look like it was glowing in the morning light.
I made my feet stop as I reached the top of the stairs where she was standing, even though I had the urge to throw her over my shoulder and take her somewhere with enough privacy to feel her lips and body against mine again
“Hey back.” She smiled, and the sight of it made my own grow.
A strange energy, like a hum, that spread through every inch of me yesterday after tackling her in the library hadn’t stopped, and the quick kiss I couldn’t help but give her as I left only made that hum stronger. It was a sensation I’d never felt before, but I had a good idea what it was. And so did my wolf; especially after seeing her on the back deck in the moon’s light last night.
She was breathtaking.
It was everything I could do to keep my wolf from running to her, and if Joe’s wolf hadn’t howled to me when he did in answer to mine, I might not have been able to. Luckily, the pull one pack member has to another one is strong when they call for them, and it was enough to break through the urge to get to Tennyson. I wondered how long I’d be able to hold him back from her, though.
Hell . . . I wondered how long I could hold myself back from her when in human form, too.
When my wolf’s been set free, I’m still in there, too, and mostly in control. But when it came to Tennyson and the intense pull to her for me and my wolf, I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to always retain dominion over him.
“Looks like you went for a run,” I said as I continued to try to calm myself. The hum had become more intense the closer I got to her, and now I was trying to figure out how to tamp it down before it got out of hand. Not that I knew what would happen if it did since this had never happened to me, but I would be lying if I said I wasn’t worried about the possibilities. I continued to try to breathe slow and deep, and decided if this kept up, I was going to have to see if Mira could come up with something to help me. Surely, she could come up with some sort of concoction to lessen it. “I hope you didn’t go to the trails behind the house by yourself.”
“No. Percy asked me not to until I know the area unless someone’s with me. Personally, I think y’all are going too far, but you know more about the Nye and Transnye and everything that inhabits it than I do, so I’m going along with it.”
“Good, we won’t be as protective once some things with you are in place.” That was a lie. At least for my part. Everyone else might be able to let her out of their sight more without worry once she’d gained certain abilities and powers, but there was no way I was going to be comfortable when she wasn’t right in front of me. And that realization stunned me for a moment. I’d never wanted someone to stay safe more than her. I was in trouble. I knew it, and apparently so did Mira, from how she’d alluded to something big happening between Tennyson and me. I mentally shook the thoughts out of my head, not wanting to dwell on what might or might not be happening between us right now.
I reached toward, then past, Tennyson’s face, and it wasn’t lost on me how she seemed to lean in as if she wanted nothing more than for me to touch her. How much I wanted to touch her, however, was evident as I felt my cock pulse and harden. I resisted wrapping my arms around her to pull her against it so she could feel what she was doing to me, and instead simply picked a leaf out of her hair and showed it to her. She smiled slightly, biting her lip a little and drawing my eyes to the movement.
Oh . . . the things I wanted to see her do with that mouth.
A low rumble in my chest was all the warning I needed from my wolf before it began to fight to get out. I was sure the color of my eyes had changed now that I knew it wanted her as much as I did. It was one thing to try to subdue their changing if it was just me—the man—trying to keep them blue, but with the animal side of me seemingly ready to stake claim on Tennyson, there was no way they weren’t golden at that moment and likely had a glow to them, as well.
“Thanks,” she said, then ran her hands over her hair in what seemed to be an attempt to smooth it a little. She probably thought she looked terrible after her run, with stray hairs that had broken free of her ponytail and no makeup. But she shouldn’t be concerned. I liked this look as much as every other one I’d seen, and I doubted there’d be one I wouldn’t enjoy. I noticed the color in her cheeks pink up even more as we studied each other’s faces. I wondered as she looked at me if she liked what she saw as much as I did. “I should clean up before breakfast,” she said. “I’m a mess.”
“To the contrary,” I replied in little more than a whisper as I felt my smile spreading. “I think you look beautiful.”
Her blush deepened. “That’s nice of you to say. Thank you.”
We fell silent for a moment as we stared at each other again, and I was struck by how it didn’t seem at all uncomfortable, even though I could feel the sexual tension building between us.
“So,” Tennyson said as she cleared her throat slightly. “How’re things at Mother’s? Kelsey said that you make sure the bar’s well-stocked before the big crowd gets here today and tomorrow.”
I nodded and leaned against the porch’s railing to try to put a little more distance between us before I really did steal her away somewhere. “Everything’s good. Nothing to concern yourself with there. But I do want to talk to you. I went to Ashville yesterday to try to find out what might’ve been happening to you with those scrolls.”
“Did you learn anything?”
“I did, but I don’t like it, and I’m sure you won’t either.”
“What is it?” Tennyson brought her hands together at waist-height and started to fidget with her fingers while shifting her weight a few times from foot to foot.
My stomach suddenly tightened, knowing that she was already bracing herself for the news I was about to give her, and hating that I was the one to cause her any distress at all.
“I went to see Mira, a powerful mage and a close friend, because I felt whatever happened was spell related. It turns out that she didn’t think so. In fact, she said that there isn’t a spell that could make that happen. At least not one she’d ever heard of, and she’s been around a damn long time and has more knowledge about spells than any caster I’ve ever met. And I’ve also been around a damn long time, so I’ve met a lot of them.”
“Does she have any other idea of what it could be, then?”
I nodded, scrubbing the back of my neck with one hand as I stalled a little for time. I really wished I had better news for her. She’d already had to accept so much change in very little time. I met her eyes and could see them pleading with me to tell her. With a deep breath and sigh, I continued. “That’s the part I don’t like. She says it’s a power only seen in their Archmages.”
Tennyson’s brows pinched closer together and I couldn’t keep my hands off her any longer. I had to touch her. She’d said she felt calmer when I did, and even if it was a small comfort for her, at least I could soothe her worry in that way. I stepped toward her and placed my hands on her arms, feeling the exchange of heat and energy between us immediately.
I rubbed up and down her arms slowly as I continued. “Archmages are the most powerful mages, Tennyson. What she said you were doing would make you what’s called a Time Reader. But what really concerns me is that she said the brown markings aren’t made in ink. They’re done with the blood of a Dark elf sacrifice—something she’d thought she’d already told us. She went on to say that only those who are of Dark elven blood or who use Dark magic and are also very powerful will be able to read them.”
“Shit.” She walked over to one of the chairs on the porch and sat down. I did the same and took a seat next to her. “That means, in order to help translate the scrolls I’ll have to use a Dark power that’s obviously already been gifted to me since I was able to do it in the first place, or we find someone else, and I’m guessing the second option isn’t easy to accomplish. Is that right?” She looked at me with concern in her eyes, and I nodded. “Well, that’s just fucking great. And, since I already used it, I’m going to be closer to Darkness even without knowing it, right?”
I nodded again and the smile I’d had a few moments ago was now replaced with my mouth set in a grim line. “The problem is, I don’t know anyone who’s powerful enough that I also trust. I met Sebastian at Mother’s last night to talk to him about it, and I told him about your encounter with the Dark King. He said that’s likely when you were gifted the power.”
Tennyson leaned forward and rested her elbows on her knees as she lowered and shook her head in disbelief, or maybe simply from pure frustration. “I bet I can give an excellent guess as to when Merrick gifted that ability to me,” she said without looking at me. “When he kissed me.”
“Yes, that’s when Sebastian thinks it happened, and he should know. He’s also a Dark elf, but only a quarter, which is why he was unable to read the scrolls we’re talking about. His grandfather was a high-ranking Dark elf, and he remembers elves can transfer powers to another being in that way if they choose to do so—no matter where they fall on the Light to Dark spectrum.”
“That son of a bitch. That’s why he said he knew I’d use Dark powers. He gave me some and I didn’t even know it, which means I also wouldn’t know I was using them when I did. Dax, how am I supposed to know which powers and gifts I’m given are Dark or Light? How do I know he hasn’t also given me other Dark powers I haven’t discovered yet?”
I took her hand and squeezed. “I don’t know Tennyson. But I promise to do everything I can to find out.” She finally looked back at me, but with so much fear in her eyes that I felt my heart constrict. I wished I could do a better job of reassuring her I wasn’t going to leave her side through any of this, at least as long as she let me. Even if she didn’t, I’d find ways to help her get through all of it indirectly. She didn’t know me well enough to understand that I didn’t make promises lightly. If I made one, I kept it.
Always.
“Good. Because I don’t want to do anything to hurt any of y’all, and if I give in to Darkness . . . I will.”
“I know,” I said as I took both of her hands and slowly stroked the backs of them with my thumbs. Each time I did, I felt warm energy from me being pushed into her. I wondered what it felt like to her. Was it simply gentle waves of heat? Something more intense? One day, I’d ask her. One day . . . I hoped she’d just tell me on her own.
Tennyson seemed to be wary of whatever was going on between us, just like I was. Not that I could fault her for it, seeing how we literally just met a couple of days ago. Her gaze dropped from me to the porch’s wood planks.
“Hey,” I said as I stooped a little to get more eye-level with her so she’d look at me, hoping she would really hear what I was about to say and take it to heart. When her eyes finally met mine again, I let a smile form on my lips. “Sebastian’s working on it, too. We’ll figure it out. Okay?”
She nodded and sighed as she looked toward the horse barn. I followed her gaze to see that Charlie had just let a horse loose in one of the pastures and had turned back toward the barn. He waved to someone I couldn’t see and started to sign something. When someone must have said something funny back to him, he clearly began to laugh as he bent over slightly with a hand on his stomach and his upper body moving up and down slightly. He also had a smile on his face so big I could see it clearly from where we were. He waved at whoever he’d been chatting with and started to fill a water trough.
“I just realized I still haven’t looked for a course on signing,” Tennyson said as she continued to watch Charlie as he worked. “I’m going to do that as soon as breakfast is done.”
I gave my attention back to Tennyson and she slowly met my eyes. “I think it’s wonderful that you’re going to do that for Charlie. And I can tell you for a fact that Joe thinks the world of you for doing that for his little brother. So do all the other guys. I’m sure you can imagine how protective we all are of him."
“I have no doubt. So,” she said as she started smoothing her hair again. “I suppose I need to steer clear of the scrolls.”
“Definitely.” I felt my expression grow stern. She needed to really heed what I was about to say, regardless of how strong of a woman she was on her own. “I mean it, Tennyson. No matter what happens, stay away from them. Merrick knew we had the scrolls, because everyone in the Nye knows we keep them here at Queen’s Right, and I’m sure he guessed that you’d be curious about them. It was only a matter of time before you used that power without even knowing you could. It probably happened far sooner than he’d expected, though.”
Tennyson seemed to fall into deep thought about what I’d just said, and likely about what had happened in the library yesterday. The realization of how bad it could have been if I hadn’t been there made my blood run cold. She easily could have fallen deep into Darkness with no understanding of what was happening.
She came back from wherever she’d gone in her mind and smiled slightly. “It was a good thing you were there, Dax. If you hadn’t been, I would have been pulled further into whatever was happening. That was something I bet Merrick didn’t count on, you being there to stop me—to stop him and his plan.”
I nodded once. “Maybe so. It was a stroke of luck, for sure. We need to be more cautious from now on. If there’s anything at all that you start to be able to do and you think for even a moment it could be tied to Darkness, stop immediately if you can. If someone is with you, let them know so they can help you if needed. I’m going to talk to all the guys about this and let them know so they have a heads-up, and I’ll also talk with Percy, Kelsey, and Ava. Macy already knows because she was with Sebastian and me last night when I was going over what happened.” I squeezed her hand again. “We’re all here to help you through this, Tennyson. Okay? The guys here on the ranch, Ava, Kelsey, Sebastian, Macy, me, and more who you’ve not even met yet. We’re not going to sit back and watch our lives and the lives of those we love to be destroyed, and even ended, as the result of Darkness winning. We’ll all protect you the best we can. And we’ll all fight. We’ll be right by your side every step of the way, if you let us. You’re not alone.”
She nodded and squeezed my hand back. “Okay. Thank you.”
The door opened and I looked over as Percy stepped out on the porch. “Oh, good. I was wondering if you’d made it back, Dax. I was coming out to ring the bell. Breakfast is ready.” He stepped to the dinner bell and rang it. “Come eat!” he yelled and went back inside.
Before Tennyson and I even made it to the door to head in, she turned. I followed where she was looking to see the ranch hands flowing out of their houses and the barns to make their way toward the main house. She didn’t know any of them well yet, but I hoped she was somehow already feeling like they were her family. Even more than that, that they were willing to become part of her own little army.
As she looked up at me and smiled before turning back to go into the house, a warmth filled my chest just as another growl began deep inside me that only I could hear, causing me to halt. Without realizing it, my hand went to the place above my heart and rubbed lightly as I watched her walking deeper inside, just as it’d done the first day.
The amount of time, or how little it’d been, since I’d met Tennyson didn’t bother me at all when it came to the feelings I already knew I had for her. My only hesitations about pursuing her, was worrying about the possibility of added complications that could negatively impact her and the rest of the Nye if we became more than friends, and not wanting to scare her off.
She didn’t understand how things normally worked when a shifter set their sights on someone, especially when the feeling was this strong.
She didn’t understand that she’d already become my and my wolf’s favorite thing—our favorite thought, sight, sound, smell.
She didn’t understand that she was already ours.
But one day . . . she would.
I continued to watch her, wondering what it would feel like to have her underneath me the way I wanted her to be as I moved inside her. The way her ass looked in her leggings as it swayed when she walked made the image in my mind of fucking her even better, and my desire grew to become almost unbearable. I groaned quietly as my cock throbbed and grew harder than it already was. I adjusted myself so everyone, especially Tennyson, wouldn’t be able to easily see how much I wanted her. I sighed as I heard the guys drawing closer to the main house and made my way inside.
I had to give her time to catch up to what I already knew—what my wolf already knew. As difficult as it would be for me to be patient, I had to be. I couldn’t risk losing her, and once she understood the intensity of what I felt, she was going to have to be ready for what it meant. Because there wasn’t a part of me that could deny that Tennyson wasn’t just a passing attraction for me. She was so much more . . .
She was my fated mate.




Chapter Thirty-four

Tennyson
I opened the door to Mother’s and stepped in with Ava and Kelsey right behind me. We made our way to the bar as Macy looked up and smiled. The sweet aroma of cigars was unmistakable as I seated myself on the same stool as the first night. It was hard to believe that all that took place just a couple of days ago, because I sure felt like it’d been weeks. Not only due to being mentally exhausted from all the information I was loading into my brain, but also because I was feeling quite at home here in Transnye.
I had to admit . . . I really liked it here.
“Hey, boss!” Macy said as Ava and Kelsey also settled themselves onto their stools. She was just as pretty as I remembered and was dressed in a black T-shirt and black jeans that hugged her body, and had her long, dark hair in a high ponytail. I noticed that she was a couple of inches shorter than me and had a fit figure. I’d always loved the look of feminine muscles on a woman and decided I wanted to try to get my body back into that kind of shape. Of course, that meant I’d have to start weight training again—something I used to love doing. It’d be a good idea to get stronger, anyway, considering in the future I’d be helping to fight a damn war.
“Please, Macy, call me Tennyson, or some version of that. Every time someone calls me boss, I feel like an imposter. Plus,” I said with a chuckle, “it’s what almost everyone I know here calls your brother. It might get confusing.”
Macy nodded and smiled the dazzling Owens smile. “Sure thing, Tennyson. What can I get you ladies?”
“I’ll have whatever you were serving us the other night,” I replied.
“Ahh,” Macy said. “Developing a taste for good brandy, huh?”
“Guess so.”
“I’ll keep it easy and have the same,” Ava said.
Kelsey nodded. “Make that three, Macy.”
“Sure thing, sis,” Macy said to Kelsey, then stood on something and leaned over the bar to give her a hug. “It sure is good to have you home full time again.” Macy kissed Kelsey on the cheek and stepped back down, then turned to grab three snifters. She retrieved the bottle of liquor and started pouring.
It made my heart happy to see the two sisters enjoying being around each other again, but there was also a good bit of guilt mixed in about Kelsey having to be away from her family to protect me. From what everyone had been saying, though, they felt it was necessary for her and the others to be near me in order to make sure I was okay. For that, I’d always be appreciative of what they’d all sacrificed.
“Damn, Tenny,” Kelsey said, pulling me away from my thoughts. “You are developing a taste for the good stuff. It doesn’t get much better than Germain Robin XO unless you want to start dropping a lot of large bills on one bottle of alcohol.”
“Yeah,” Macy said as she poured in to the last of our snifters. “Dax already told me to increase our weekly order for it.”
I laughed. “What’s he think I’m going to do, turn into an alcoholic?”
“Not at all.” Macy put the bottle down in front of us. “It’s his favorite, and he normally keeps it for himself, but since the other night when y’all were here and you, Ava, and Sebastian drank it, Ava and Sebastian keep asking for it when they come in. He figured you would be, too. Looks like he was right.” She looked at the glass in my hand and nodded at it. “He just doesn’t want his stock to run low for when he wants it, which is often.” Macy winked and pointed to the bottle as she started walking away. “I’ll leave that there for you. Let me know if you need anything else.”
I looked around the bar to see only a handful of occupied tables. No one was playing pool, darts, or the pinball machines. “I thought Saturday night was supposed to be super busy?” I said as I turned back around.
Ava chuckled. “It’s early. Give it time. By ten this place will be crawling with supfants. Most like to get started late.”
“What are supfants?” I asked.
“We are,” Kelsey responded. “It’s what we call ourselves. It’s just a combination of the words supernatural and fantastical. Kinda goofy, but it makes it easier when we’re separating us from humans when we’re talking. If we call our people supernatural or fantastical or by what their actual species is around humans and they hear us, they’ll get too curious. We use supfant and supfants all the time just in case there’re humans near us. Even here in Mother’s, though, humans won’t come in unless they’re welcomed by us or brought in by us, because we have a diversion spell on Mother’s perimeter. It’s just a good habit.” Kelsey took a sip of her brandy. “Damn, this is good.”
I laughed. “I think the outside appearance of Mother’s would do enough on its own to divert humans from coming in even without the spell.”
Ava and Kelsey chuckled and nodded.
We’d come to Mother’s for several reasons; I wanted to see more of the people—the supfants—that I was supposed to be protecting with my own eyes, and it was a chance for more of them to see me and know who I was. I hoped the more I was known to them, the faster Dax and the others would be comfortable with relaxing the extra protection they were insisting on. And I wanted to eat dinner at the café and get the grand tour of the upstairs.
In truth, though, the real reason I wanted to come to Mother’s was that I was secretly hoping to talk Ava and Kelsey into letting me test out at least one of the portals for the first time. But neither of them knew that, yet. If I had to get them tipsy on expensive brandy to convince them, I was willing to make that happen. Which was why I was already starting that process.
Since everyone in Transnye had one hell of a tolerance for alcohol, my plan was to get them drinking early and often. The goal wasn’t to get them drunk since I’d been told that was difficult for a supfant to accomplish,.I just wanted to get them tipsy enough to go along with what I wanted to do with as little resistance as possible. I’d made a point to the guys to let me have a night out tonight with only the girls. Dax wasn’t happy about it, but I eventually talked him and the other men at the ranch into staying out of Mother’s by saying I needed space to unwind without more male over-protectiveness.
He bought it. Thankfully. And he said he’d tell Sebastian to steer clear, too. Besides, I had a powerful vampire-mage and two shifters here to help protect me. Just because they weren’t male didn’t mean I’d be in more danger without the added testosterone.
“Ladies,” I said as I stood and grabbed my glass and the bottle of Germain, “let’s take this bottle and our appetites to the café and get something to eat.”
They both grabbed their glass and followed.
“You don’t have to ask me twice,” Kelsey said.
Ava clinked her glass against Kelsey’s. “Me, either,” she added, then they downed their drinks.
I smiled to myself. It might be easier and faster to get them tipsy tonight than I thought.
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I sat back in my seat and pushed my plate away. “I’m stuffed,” I said, rubbing my very full stomach.
Ava wiped her mouth with her napkin and placed it on the table. “I told you the food was great here.”
“Yep,” Kelsey said around the last bite of her cheeseburger. “Best. Burger. Ever.”
The café was basically decorated with the same dark-stained wood and deep colors as the bar and cigar lounge, only it was a little more plush than the bar area and not as nice as the cigar lounge. On the menu, there were a variety of appetizers, some salads, gourmet sandwiches, classic southern food but with upscale twists for entrees, breakfast food served all day, and some amazing-sounding desserts. But what it was known for in the Nye was its large selection of classic and gourmet burgers, and now that I’d had one, I could understand why. They also, apparently, had excellent tea and coffee, including lattes.
“What else ya need?” Zeen asked as she picked the dishes up off the table.
Zeen was short for Maxine, and she managed the café. According to Ava and Kelsey, she was nicer than she came off, but for now I was holding steadfast to my doubts about their assessment.
Maxine wasn’t old in appearance, but my instincts told me the age she looked was deceiving. She was gruff and had a stout frame, though she was pretty in her own way. Ava said she was part human and part dwarf, which made it hard for her to live in either the human realm or the Nye, but she decided that the supfants in Transnye were slightly more accepting of her appearance, so she’d built a life for herself here. Since then, they said she’d become an important and well-loved part of the Transnye community, so I guess she made the right choice.
“I think we’re good, Zeen,” I said.
“Well,” she replied, “it’s nice to meet ya, Tennyson. Things have been gettin’ dicier ‘round here since Loren’s passin’. It’s been too long since we had a Guardian, and it’ll be good to have one again.”
“Dicey? In what way, exactly?”
“Just some strange ones comin’ through the portals and snoopin’ ‘round more and more as time’s passed. Seems some are real powerful, too. But they’re tryin’ to hide it. I can tell, though.” She touched the side of her nose with a black, perfectly polished nail. “Got a nose for sniffin’ out power, ‘specially the Dark kind. And these supfants I’m talkin’ ‘bout . . . they’re Dark for sure.”
“I see,” I said, then got lost in thought for a moment. It’d be nice to have someone keeping an eye out for anyone that might mean to cause trouble or harm. “Zeen,” I said as she was starting to walk away. She turned and I waved her back to me. When she was next to us again, I lowered my voice to little more than a whisper. The café wasn’t full, but there were enough ears to hear what I was going to say, and I wanted to keep what I was about to ask her to do quiet. Especially after Merrick had somehow found out what Sebastian told me on my first night here.
“I think you can help me since you can sniff out those with Dark powers and anyone you feel is up to no good. It will help all of us out, not just me. If you don’t mind.”
Zeen’s eyes lit up and a smile spread across her face, the first one I’d seen on her. I was shocked at how pleasant she suddenly appeared and how perfect and white her teeth were. I would definitely call her pretty when she smiled.
“Not at all, Tennyson,” she responded just as quietly. “I love managin’ the café, but doin’ somethin’ to help the supfants would make me even happier.”
“Good. I’d like you to start paying more attention to who you see or hear is coming through the portal, or even through the front door, that you think might be a problem. Do you have a cell phone?” She nodded. “Good. Use it to take pictures of them if you can do it without bringing attention to yourself, and then send them to me with any information about them that you can think of, including what they’re talking about and with who, what kind of supfant they are, and if you know of any alliances they might have with anyone. Will you do that?”
“Ha!” she said, a little too loud, then continued more quietly, “It’ll be easy. No one pays any attention to me, anyway. And,” she leaned in closer, “no one knows this except you gals, but my hearin’ is as good as that vamp, Sebastian’s. Probably better.” She looked at Ava. “No offense meant to you or him ‘bout callin’ him a vamp. I just like shorter words is all.”
Ava smiled. “No offense taken, Zeen.”
“Good.” Zeen looked back at me. “See, folks think ‘cause I’m part human that my hearin’ won’t be as good as full-blooded dwarves. But I don’t mind.” She straightened back up and shot a wink at Ava. “I enjoy bein’ underestimated. That’s one bigger word I do like.” Her smile turned into more of a smirk.
Okay . . . maybe Zeen was nice, and I’d like her after all.
“Excellent!” I said. “What’s your number? I’m going to text you. That way we’ll have each other’s contact info.”
Zeen gave me her number and nodded once she got my text. “Gotcha stored, Tennyson. I’ll be in touch,” she said, then walked away with more pep in her step than she’d had before.
“Guess that’s at least something potentially helpful since none of us can be here all the time,” I said as I got up. Ava and Kelsey followed, and we walked back into the bar. I stopped abruptly once my eyes took in the room. I stood there stunned by what I saw and just shook my head.




Chapter Thirty-five

Tennyson
I couldn’t help but smile a little as I looked around the bar at Mother’s. The damn thing was bigger now.
“I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to this,” I said as I started walking again. I made my way through the, now very crowded, seating area that was at least twice as wide and long as when I’d first arrived and had many more tables. The bar top had lengthened considerably and was full except for the three stools at the end that we’d been using earlier, which we each seated ourselves in once again. Macy looked up, smiled, and held up a finger to let me know she’d seen us, then got back to making drinks faster than I’d ever seen anyone make them. I watched in awe as she and the other bartenders made and served a ridiculous number of drinks in a very short period of time.
When Macy slowed down and said something to one of the bartenders, who looked at me with a smile and waved, she made her way to us—bottle of Germain already in hand even though we still had a bottle that was a quarter-full in front of us I’d brought back. I’d feel like we were a bunch of lushes if it weren’t for it already being over a quarter gone when Macy left it for us.
“I saved your seats for you,” she said as she put the second Germain down and retrieved three new snifters for us, too.
“You didn’t have to do that, Macy, but thank you,” I said. “I’m glad you did, though. It looks like we might not have found seats otherwise.”
Ava chuckled and picked up the already opened bottle of brandy and poured some in each glass. “Tenny, the bar will keep expanding and keep adding seats as needed. It will decrease in size the same way until it goes back to the original dimensions, which is the size it was when we first came in.”
“But,” I said with my hands palm-up in front of me, “how? How does it happen?”
“Like I said about it earlier, Tenny,” Kelsey said as she picked up her glass, “it’s beautiful, fantastical magic.” She winked and took a long sip, then raised the glass. “A girl could get used to this stuff.”
“Is there magic available that will make my fat cells disappear?” I started to bring my glass to my lips to take a drink, but then stopped. “And how about a spell to make my boobs as perky as they were when I was twenty? Hell, I’d also be happy just to have a spell that would make the hairs south of the border that are now white go back to being dark. What’s that shit about? I mean . . . it’s bad enough that I’m getting chin hairs, but the white-curlies are a grievous addition to the crap a woman in her midlife has to face.” I looked pointedly at Ava. “You’re a mage and you are trying to get back into my good graces, why can’t you help me out on this?”
“Oh, I could,” she said through a giggle, then downed her drink. I picked up the bottle and added a much larger pour to hers and Kelsey’s glasses and then mine, too, but just for looks as it was only a small amount. After all, I wanted them to get tipsy, not me.
“But,” Ava continued, “using spells like that will take too much from you.” She shook her head and took another drink. “It’s not worth the price, Tenny. Besides, you’ll likely regain at least a bit of your youthful body before this is all over.”
I put down my glass, which had been halfway to my mouth for me to take another sip, and leaned forward. “Really? Are you serious?”
Ava and Kelsey nodded. Kelsey said, “You’ll stop aging now, too. It’s a perk of being a Guardian.”
“Wow! Surprise bonus. I like the sound of that,” I said, then thought about it further. “But, what about Loren? He died of a heart attack. Shouldn’t that have been impossible if what you’re saying is true?”
“That’s what I asked when it happened,” Ava said with a shrug. “All we can figure is he had the heart problem before he became the Guardian, and it was bad enough that becoming the Guardian didn’t fix it. So,” she raised her glass, “here’s to hoping your ticker was in fine shape before you got to Transnye and took up the mantle.”
Kelsey and I raised our glasses and drank to the toast with Ava. No way was I not going to drink to my heart being in tip-top shape.
“I guess that’s part of the reason that Percy said y’all thought it wasn’t really a natural death, because being a Guardian was supposed to mean a long life.”
Ava and Kelsey both nodded.
“Yep,” Ava said. “No one believes it was a heart attack that came about naturally, we just can’t find proof. But there are still all the ways you can die which aren’t natural,” Ava added. “Like death by weapons or spells.” She took a drink. “Bare hands can still off you, too. Don’t forget that. Unless, of course, some of the gifts you receive offer you added protection from all those things. And some can.”
“Definitely won’t forget any of that,” I said. We all fell quiet for several moments, and I took the opportunity to look around at the bar’s patrons. Other than some odd-colored eyes and several sets of slightly pointy ears that I could see, most looked like they could pass for regular people. “I thought that they’d look less human.”
“Oh . . .” Kelsey said as she looked around, “don’t let them fool you.” She turned back and looked at me. “A lot of them are using glamours to look more human.”
“Glamours? I guess that’s some kind of magic, too.”
Kelsey nodded. “They could let them go here and be au naturel, but most won’t.”
“Why not?”
Ava chuckled and leaned closer to me. “Because there are some gnarly looking sons-of-bitches in the Nye, Tenny. And no one wants to see them in their true funky-ass form. Apparently, not even them.”
I smiled, but not from what she said as much as the fact that she was throwing cuss words around so much. Ava cussed when she was sober, but she turned more foul-mouthed than anyone I’d ever heard when she was several drinks in, except for maybe me lately. I poured more brandy into her glass and tipped the bottle toward Kelsey to see if she wanted more. She shrugged and held hers out and I gave it a generous pour, then added a small amount to my own, which worked out perfectly because it was the last of that bottle. I shook my head inwardly as I wondered how they were still functioning.
“You know what I want to do?” I asked. Both looked at me and waited for me to continue. “I want to go upstairs and see the rest of this bar I own—check out that Apothecary Shop, the meeting hall, and especially my office. I don’t even know where I’m supposed to work yet when I come here to do something business-related. You ladies want to take this bottle upstairs,” I grabbed the full bottle of Germain and my glass and stood, “and finish giving me the grand tour?”
“I’m game,” Ava said as she stood, although a little unsteadily.
“Let’s do it,” Kelsey said, following quickly. She was even more unsteady. Both started toward the stairs while using each other for balance.
Macy caught my attention and started walking over to me. “Y’all okay?” she asked when she reached me. “Maybe you should take it a little slower on the brandy. I don’t want Dax pissed at me if you get too drunk. Ava and Kelsey get pretty tipsy, but I don’t see them as bad as this too often.”
“We’re good. Promise,” I said as I started walking away. “We’re just going upstairs so I can see the rest of the place.”
She nodded and gave me a thumbs-up with a smile, although it looked more strained than I’d seen before. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel a little pang of guilt. Worrying people wasn’t something I enjoyed doing, and I didn’t want Dax mad at her either. Chances were, he told her to keep an eye on me since none of the guys would be here to do so themselves. By the time I made it to the stairs, Ava and Kelsey were almost at the top, giggling about something. I started to climb as I got a funny feeling in my stomach. I dismissed it as being a combination of my dinner and the brandy not agreeing with each other, though.
If I’d paid more attention, however, I might have realized there was more to it, or even stopped and looked around and noticed the man shadowed in a corner booth, who seemed to be intently focused on me when I was sitting at the bar and as I was just walking to the stairs. And, if I’d looked really closely, I might have seen that he was wearing a dark, tailored suit like the one Merrick had on when we made out.
Maybe, just maybe, I would have noticed those things if I had my wits about me, but I didn’t.
Because even though I tried to act like I wasn’t, I was tipsy, too.




Chapter Thirty-six

Tennyson
“Wow,” I said when I caught up with Ava and Kelsey, who were kicked back on a couch in the seating area, one of two that I could see. Both areas had three large couches set up, once again, in a C-shape and facing a fireplace.
Man, they really liked their fireplaces here.
Not that I was complaining, because I absolutely loved them, especially the wood-burning ones—which every one I’d seen so far had been. Both fireplaces had fires burning. From what I could tell, more supfants were milling around upstairs than down.
A couple passed me, and the male nodded. “Guardian,” he said as a hello.
“Umm, hi,” I said awkwardly. Then, more to myself than to Ava and Kelsey when I reached them, I said, “I guess at least some are figuring out who I am.” Neither woman responded. They just stared at the fire. I thumped Ava on the ear, and she ducked her head a little in case I was going to do it again.
“What?” she asked with a smirk.
“Wake up. I want to see the rest of this place before you pass out.”
“As if,” Ava said as she stood and pulled Kelsey up. “I haven’t fucking passed out in years, and last time I did, I was having a drinking contest with a big-ass shifter named Buck.”
“Who won?” I asked as we started walking again.
“Me, of course,” she said with a wide grin as she hooked her arm around mine. “You should have seen it, Tenn, he was humiliated. The asshole thought he’d beat me just because I’m a woman.” She went to take a drink, but her glass was empty. I stopped and opened the bottle to fill it. “He’s a misogynistic fucker.” As soon as I stopped pouring, she took a drink. I filled Kelsey’s while we were standing, then we started toward a large set of double doors.
Above the doors was a sign that read Transnye Hall. Kelsey opened one of them and I walked into a large room that was dimly lit with wall sconces, each looking like they had a single flame. It was a simple space with high-back chairs set in rows, with an aisle on each side and one down the middle. In the front of the room were more of the same chairs up on some sort of stage-like area. They were arranged in rows facing the ones on the main floor. At the front of the stage was an imposing, ornately carved podium. Sizeable chandeliers hung from the ceiling and grand, colorful tapestries adorned the walls.
“So, this is where the meetings happen?” I asked. “Anything else?”
“Yep,” Kelsey said, popping the “p” at the end. Yeah . . . she was getting tipsy, too. It was almost time to ask them about using a portal. “There’ve also been weddings and trials held here.”
“Cool.” I started back out into the main area. Kelsey closed the door to the meeting hall, and we went to the next set of doors. Unlike the ones leading into the meeting hall, these had windows on the top half. The sign overhead read Apothecary Shop. Before Ava could open the door, a woman coming out beat her to it. She looked at Kelsey and Ava and smiled, then at me.
“Guardian,” she said with a smile and a slight curtsy.
“Hi,” I said as awkwardly as I had to the man before. The woman passed and we stepped into the shop.
I was immediately intrigued as I looked around at all the herbs and . . . things that were on the shelves and in jars and bags on tables. Books were stuffed into the bookshelves and, by the looks of it, the shop could stand to be larger. I wondered why Mother’s didn’t expand for the Apothecary Shop, too. I breathed in deeply and smiled. It smelled like herbs and spices and made me feel cozy and content.
A good-sized counter was on the back side of the shop with what looked to be a more traditional-style pharmacy. A tall, lanky man dressed in solid red except for a black hat and black vest stepped into view. He was focused on his pocket watch as he did so, but looked up and scanned each of our faces before settling on mine.
“Well,” he said with a broad smile that showed his perfectly straight and white teeth, “it’s about time I get to meet the new Guardian.” He stepped out from behind the counter with his hand extended. “Tennyson, right? I’m Shaymus.”
I took his hand and shook it, feeling how bony it was and noticing how small mine felt in his. “Yes, that’s right. Nice to meet you, Shaymus. I’m just getting my first look at the upstairs here.”
“Well, you can always call on me here in the Apothecary. Whether it’s for a headache or for a man that’s a pain in your keister, I’ve got something that’ll help.” He handed me a card. “Just use that if I’m not here. I can keep odd hours sometimes, but am always on call for special people, and you are certainly on that list, Tennyson.”
“Thank you.” I took the card and pulled out my phone to add his name and number to my contact list. “I’ve got you in my phone now, but I’ll still keep your card if you don’t mind and put it in my office just in case.”
“Of course, Tennyson. Ava, I do hope you’ll be coming around soon to see me in a more formal fashion. I have some new herbs that just arrived from Romania you’ve not been introduced to. I believe it would be of great benefit for you to learn how to use them.”
Ava’s smile grew considerably. “Count on it, Shaymus. I’ll call you next week and set something up.’
“I thought you’d be intrigued,” Shaymus said with an equally wide grin.
I looked around the shop once more and decided I’d like to spend time in it, then back at him. “I’d love for you to teach me about the things you have in here, if you think you might have time.”
Shaymus stood a little taller and his smile grew. “It’d be my distinct honor to teach a Guardian even a little of my knowledge.”
“Excellent,” I said with a smile. “I’ll get in touch soon so we can set up some time to get together.”
Shaymus took his hat off and bowed as he swept his arm out and brought his hat to his chest, the light reflected off his bald head like it had been polished. He stood upright again and replaced his hat, and I thought it actually made the room a little dimmer when he did.
I got the distinct feeling that he was someone I’d enjoy getting to know. “Talk to you soon, Shaymus.” I turned to go back into the hall, wanting to get the tour over with so I could try to use a portal.
“Looking forward to it,” he called as the door closed behind us. I turned and waved, but when I looked back to where he would have been standing, he was nowhere to be seen.
“What species is Shaymus?” I asked as I followed Ava and Kelsey as they walked toward the end of the hallway.
Ava looked over her shoulder. “He’s a mage. He’s been helpful in teaching me about magic and spells.” Ava pointed to the right to some double doors with no sign over them. “The portals are through there.” She turned back around and then opened a door on the left across from the ones for the portals. They both went into the room without waiting for me.
I slowed and studied the doors that held the portals behind them, feeling a strange pull before shaking the feeling off and following the women into the office space. I put my hands on my hips as I stopped.
“Well, this is a letdown.” I glanced around the room. It was sparsely furnished in the sitting area with two desks facing each other from opposite sides. Bookcases and filing cabinets lined the walls behind them. A large arched window took up most of the outside wall. Ava and Kelsey took a seat on the couch as I walked in further to where there was a door. I leaned against the door frame with my shoulder as I scanned what I guessed was my office. It was a little nicer than the main part of the office area, but considering how nicely the rest of Mother’s was decorated, I was a little confused.
“Why’s the office so different from the rest of Mother’s?”
“Don’t know,” Ava responded.
“Ditto,” Kelsey agreed.
“Okay . . .” I made my way to where they were seated and plopped down. I poured more brandy in our glasses, set the bottle down, and propped my feet up on the coffee table. Taking a long sip of my drink, I realized I was feeling more of a buzz than I thought. I also hadn’t grimaced once when I took a drink in the last hour. I smiled.
“What’s the goofy fucking grin for, Tenny?” Ava asked.
“Just realized I can take a big drink of the hard stuff now just like y’all without making a stank-face.”
Kelsey giggled. “Tenny’s made it to forty-one and can finally drink like a real woman.”
“Screw you, Kelsey,” I said through laughter.
“You need to get screwed, Tenny. By Dax, specifically, so I can win the bet I made with Kelsey.”
“Not sure that’s ever going to happen,” I said, then took another sip.
“Why?” Ava asked with a slant of her head. "I can tell he’s interested.”
“Can you?” I asked in disbelief. “I can’t. I thought he was going to kiss me yesterday in the library, but he didn’t. Well, he did . . . but it wasn’t more than a peck. He might have meant it just to be friendly. Since then, I sometimes feel like he might even be trying to avoid me.”
“It’s kinda gross talking about my brother and you sleeping together and kissing, but I’ll tell you this much, Tenny . . . Dax Owens does not just throw around friendly kisses.”
I thought about what she said for a moment. “Maybe so, but he’s definitely throwing around a lot of mixed signals.”
“Men suck,” Ava deadpanned.
“Yeah,” Kelsey agreed, “but if their lips are puckered around certain things, them sucking can be pretty damn fabulous.”
That brought a fresh round of giggles out of all of us. I took my feet off the table and sat up. “You know what I want to do?” Ava and Kelsey looked at me expectantly, and I hoped I’d picked the right time to bring up going through a portal, and that I’d also gotten them sufficiently tipsy so they would throw caution out the window. “I want to hit Bourbon Street and listen to some Blues.”
Ava and Kelsey looked at each other for a long moment, then busted out laughing.
My eyes widened. “What’s so funny about going to Bourbon Street?”
Ava turned to me as she regained her composure. Kelsey was still trying to do the same. “We were wondering how long it would take for you to get around to what this,” she gestured to the drinks and bottle on the table, “was all about. Now we know. You want to try the portals.”
Kelsey finally stopped laughing. “You could have just said you wanted to use them, you know. We would have taken you through one of them.” She wiped under her eyes and dried her finger on her jeans.
“Y’all knew the whole time?”
“Well,” Ava said through more tipsy giggles, “not the whole time. But once we sat at the bar again and you kept pouring brandy in our glasses while barely adding any to yours, I knew something was up. When we were walking upstairs Kelsey asked me if I thought something was going on, so she thought it was weird, too.”
“Shit,” I said as I sat back again. “And here I thought I was being so slick.”
Ava chuckled again. “Tenn, you’ve never been a good liar or deceiver, and you know it. I’m surprised you’d even try with me. I know you too well.”
“I didn’t think you’d take me if I just asked,” I said with a pout because I’d been so transparent when I thought I was doing good at being sneaky.
“Why?” Kelsey asked.
“Because everyone’s being so over-protective of me right now, and I really wanted to use the portals because it sounded so cool. What’s the fun in being the Guardian if I can’t do all the cool things the Guardian can take advantage of?”
“I can understand why you’d think that, Tenny,” Kelsey said. “But next time, just ask, because even if we’re tipsy, we’re going to keep our heads on straight. For the most part, at least. And like I told you earlier . . . Mother’s helps us to handle our booze pretty epically.”
I sighed and downed my drink and sat back up, then put the glass on the table and looked at them both. “So . . . are we going to Bourbon Street?”
Ava and Kelsey exchanged glances, nodded at each other, and stood. Kelsey came over and grabbed my hand to pull me up. “On one condition,” she said.
“What?”
“We have to have a contest to see who can get the most beads,” she said with a smirk. “Get ready to flash those titties.”




Chapter Thirty-seven

Tennyson
We stepped through the other side of the portal and into an alley near Bourbon Street. The sounds of music and laughter, and the scents of tobacco and booze filtered into the space between the buildings. Entering the portal had been a bit of a non-event, to be honest. I didn’t know what I was expecting, but it was nothing like the things I’d seen portrayed in movies or TV shows. All we did was pick the portal that was for the region of the world or supfant realm closest to our destination and stepped through with the thought of the location in mind. We also had to be holding onto each other if we wanted to end up together in exactly the same spot, but that was all there was to it. The area in Mother’s that held the portals was just a long, wide hallway with dozens of doors on either side that were the entrances to each portal.
Actually traveling via the portal, however, was vertiginous as hell and I do not recommend doing it for the first time while drinking heavily. I put my hand on the wall of the building and bent over toward it, trying to keep the contents of my stomach from ending up on the ground.
I felt someone touch me. “Just breathe, Tenny,” Ava said as she rubbed my back. “It gets easier, I promise.”
“She’s right,” Kelsey said, as she pulled my hair back to keep it out of my face in case I lost the battle going on in my body.
After several minutes, I began to feel better and stood upright, noticing for the first time how humid it was. Or, maybe, it wasn’t as bad as it seemed, and it was just the fact that I felt ill. Or . . . I could be having a hot flash, but I was surely too young for that to start, wasn’t I? Either way, I was glad to feel in control of my stomach again.
“Thanks, y'all. That was rough. I sure hope I don’t feel that way after going back.”
“You shouldn’t,” Ava reassured me as we started walking toward the street. “But you might want to take it easy on the adult beverages, just in case.”
“No worries there. I’m your designated driver for the rest of the night.”
“Good thing we don’t actually have to worry about that,” Kelsey said as she hooked her arm through mine. Ava did the same on my other side.
We were about thirty feet away from making it out of the alley when my phone pinged, alerting me to a text. I stopped and pulled it out of my back pocket and saw it was from Zeen. I opened the text and read the message out loud. “Thought you needed to see this right away.” There was a picture with it. I enlarged the image to see Merrick’s face, with Mother’s Bar being easily recognizable in the background. “Fuck. Me.”
“What is it?” Kelsey asked, worry in her tone.
“It’s Merrick.” I showed them his picture.
“Damn,” Ava said. “He’s hot.”
“Yeah, and dangerous as hell,” I said. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand and then a pull at my core to the area behind us—back toward the portal. I closed my eyes, knowing who I was about to encounter. “Shit. This isn’t good.”
“What’s wrong, Tenny?” Ava asked.
“Merrick’s here,” I said in a whisper.
“Yes, Tennyson,” Merrick said from behind me. “I am. I missed you.”
I turned and Ava and Kelsey both grabbed one of my arms and tried to pull me with them toward the street, but I didn’t budge. Merrick was doing something to me, and whatever it was, it was keeping me in place like I was part of the asphalt under my feet. Ava and Kelsey tugged me again, but harder this time.
“Owww,” I said. “It’s not gonna work, y’all.”
Once they realized they weren’t going to be able to get me out of there, they stepped between me and Merrick. I could still see him as I looked between their bodies and saw that their attempt to try to help seemed to make him smile.
I tried to move again but realized the only place my body could go was in Merrick’s direction. So it wasn’t that I couldn’t move at all, it just had to be toward him.
Fucking fantastic.
“That’s right, Tennyson. You can move to me. I’m impressed it only took you a moment to figure it out.” I could see even from that distance that his eyes sparkled with what looked like genuine affection for me. I didn’t want to admit it, but knowing that made me a little happy. And how fucked up was that? “We really are going to be quite a powerhouse couple soon.”
“Have you always had such dreams of grandeur, Merrick?” I asked. I didn’t really care about his answer. I was just trying to buy myself some time to figure out how to get out of whatever the grip was that he had on me.
And to give Ava and Kelsey some time to do the same.
“The two of us being together isn’t a dream of grandeur, Tennyson. We’re each other’s destiny. I didn’t know it until I was able to touch you that night in Nashville, but the moment I did, it all became so clear to me. Where once I’d always wanted to eliminate you because I considered you to be my enemy, I suddenly saw you as my perfect companion, my love—my mate. We’re inevitable, Tennyson.”
Merrick took two slow steps forward but stopped when Ava started to murmur and raised her hands like she was holding something between them. I didn’t know what she was doing, but now that I knew she was a mage, I assumed it was some kind of spell or magic.
Merrick chuckled. “Young mage,” he said as he let his attention move from me to Ava, “please don’t make me kill you. I do so admire those with the kind of power over magic that you’ll one day achieve. But you won’t ever reach that level of mastery if you die tonight.”
“I’m not dying tonight, Merrick,” Ava said.
Merrick’s smile dropped and was replaced with the fiercest scowl I’d ever seen. “Do not ever speak my name. You have not been given it by me, and only if I do so may it spill from your lips.”
Ava laughed, but my skin prickled with the power that was pulsing off him. It was much the way I felt with Dax’s, only Merrick’s was much, much stronger. Frighteningly so. And I could feel the Darkness in it. “Ava,” I said as quietly as I could. “Please do not poke the bear. He’s about to lose his shit. I can feel it. And if he does, it’s not going to end well for us.”
“I’m not scared of him, Tenn.”
“Well, that’s great and I’m all for girl-power and shit, but I’m telling you that you need to be scared, Ava.”
“That’s excellent advice, Tennyson,” Merrick said. “But I’m afraid it’s too late. I know what she’s planning to use against me, and I intend to fight fire with fire.”
Merrick raised a hand and something—maybe some sort of spell—coiled like dozens of snakes, red and writhing, around it. And somehow, I was now able to see what I suspected was his power. It rolled off him and looked similar to how haze rose from the pavement in vertical waves on a particularly hot, sunny day, only this was coming toward us and was a translucent black.
I glanced at Ava’s hands and could see that in the area that was empty space before, there was a wispy ball of red mist-like smoke spinning.
“Why can I see it now?” I asked in a whisper.
I didn’t have time to figure out why I could suddenly see Ava’s spell or Merrick’s power and magic when I hadn’t been able to just moments ago, though. Ava pushed her spell toward Merrick, and he answered her attack by sending forth his power or magic. Hell . . . I didn’t know what it was, only that it was like a raging river of fire heading straight for Ava. Her spell met his and simply disappeared into Merrick’s.
“Fuck!” she said through clenched teeth as she finished the next spell and sent it forth. I knew it wouldn’t make any more of an impact than the last one, though.
Ava was likely about to die, or at the very least, get badly injured.
“No!” I stepped forward and pushed her behind me. As I did that, I could see Kelsey shifting on the other side of me. I heard a guttural growl and snap of teeth and knew what was now beside me was no Husky—she’d shifted into a wolf. Merrick’s fire hit me like a class five rapid, knocking me off my feet and sending me flying through the air. I squeezed my eyes shut and held my breath, then braced for the pain I knew was coming and prayed I wouldn’t feel it long before death took me.
Great, I thought. Death by hot flash.




Chapter Thirty-eight

Tennyson
“Tennyson!” I heard Merrick yell in a panicked tone, and it truly sounded like he cared. If he did, it was only because he didn’t want to lose whatever it was that he thought I could do to help him in the future.
I continued to wait for the pain—to wait for death—but neither came. I opened my eyes and gasped. Standing slowly, I looked over my body to see flames licking off of me. But I felt no heat, no fear, no pain. In fact, I felt . . . powerful, as something deep inside me shifted and moved—and I mean for real this time. Like Fred really wasn’t a tapeworm and there was a full-term baby inside me doing fucking backflips. Which I’ll admit was freaking me out a little more than being covered in fire at the moment because, regardless of always wanting a family of my own, this would not be the way I wanted it to go down.
I looked at Ava, who was on her ass up against the wall of one of the buildings with a wide-eyed expression I could only describe as a mixture of awe, pain, and shock. I turned to see Kelsey, now in the form of a very large grey and black wolf, who was backing away from me slowly. Then I looked at Merrick, who also stood wide-eyed, but he was grinning.
I glanced back at my arms and the flames dancing from them.
“What the fuck is happening to me, Ava?” I asked her instead of Kelsey because I couldn’t understand wolf.
“I don’t know, Tenny,” she said in little more than a whisper.
“You’re extraordinary,” Merrick said in a reverent tone.
Great . . . now he really liked me.
I gave my attention back to him and saw he was stepping toward us.
“Stop!” I thrust my hand forward, and fire shot toward him from it so fast he barely had time to raise what I guess was some sort of shield to block it. His smile fell slightly.
“Careful, my sweet,” he said without losing a lick of the confidence he always seemed to have. He had, however, stopped advancing on us, so I thought he was likely at least a little rattled. “You don’t know how to control that new power you have just yet, and we wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt now, would we?”
“I think you’re more worried about me hurting you than any of us getting hurt, Merrick.”
“Not true, Tennyson.” He smiled fully again and adjusted his suit jacket—a suit that was solid black and tailored to fit him like a glove and, damn, he certainly made it look good.
“Why does he have to be so fucking sexy?” I said under my breath.
His smile grew. “I heard that, Tennyson. Glad you like what you see. So do I. And we’ll have our fun just as soon as you come with me.” He held out his hand and, without meaning to, I started toward him as I reached for him with one of my own.
“Ava . . . help,” I said, a quiver in my voice. “I can’t stop myself.”
“I can’t, Tenny. I think my neck is broken because I can’t move anything.”
My heart dropped and head snapped toward her. “Oh, my god, Ava.”
She shook her head. “I’ll be okay. I just need a few more minutes before my vampire side heals me.”
I felt relief flood through me and looked back at Merrick. I was only about fifteen feet from him now. “I don’t have a few more minutes.” I heard Kelsey as she let out a growl and lunged at Merrick, who sent another stream of fire toward her. Instinctively, because why else would I know to do it, I threw out my other hand—the one that wasn’t freaking betraying me at the moment by reaching for Merrick—and my own flames hit his. To my, and his, surprise, his shifted course into mine and I did what I guessed was the equivalent of absorbing his fire.
Merrick dropped his hands and, just before Kelsey reached him, he smiled at me and said, “I’ll see you soon, my sweet dragaina.”
And without even a sound or a flash, he was gone.
But then, I heard his voice in my mind say, I can’t wait to see what you can do next.
I waited for several moments to see if he was really gone. When I was satisfied he was, I let out a long sigh.
“Thank god,” I said as my body came back under my complete control again. I let my arms fall. “Well, at least he’s gone.” I looked at the flames still coming off of me, you know . . . the ones that were somehow still not causing me a smidgen of pain. So freaking weird. “But what the hell am I supposed to do about this?” I asked, and looked at Ava, who I was glad was rubbing the back of her neck with her hands.
“Good question,” I heard Kelsey answer. She was making her way back over to us from where Merrick had stood. She was back in human form and naked as a newborn baby.
“No fair,” I said as I looked at her. “Your boobs are still up where they’re supposed to be.”
Kelsey laughed as she stopped several feet from me, likely not wanting to get burned. “Your boobs aren’t that bad, Tenny. And remember, I’ve seen you plenty when you’re naked, so I would know. Plus, I’m almost fifteen years younger than you. They better be perkier than yours.”
“I’m trying to forget that tidbit about you seeing me naked every day for years, Kelsey,” I said with a smile. “So, tell me,” I said with a more chipper tone. “Do I look as cool right now as I think I do?”
Ava laughed. “No, you don’t look cool, you look hot.”
“Ha. Ha. Ha,” I said sarcastically. “If I wasn’t worried I’d set you on fire, I’d hit you for saying something that corny.”
“Yeah, well . . . I couldn’t resist. You would’ve done the same,” she said, then stared at me for a long moment as she started to try to stand. Kelsey went to her to help and together they were able to get her on her feet. “I don’t know if you can go back through the portal like that, Tenny. And you definitely can’t go out onto Bourbon Street on fire. Not to mention,” she motioned with her head toward Kelsey, “the little, naked J-bird there. She can go through the portal, but not into the French Quarter. Can you try to . . . I don’t know . . . put yourself out, or something?”
I chuckled. “I don’t fucking know. How would I go about doing that, anyway?” I blew on myself, but all it did was make the flames dance.
“Does it hurt at all, Tenny?” Kelsey asked.
I shook my head. “Not even a little. Can y’all feel heat from it?”
Both nodded.
“Hmm . . . this is a conundrum.”
“What the hell, Tennyson!” I heard from the direction of the portal and looked over to see Patrick walking toward us like he was on a mission. “What happened to you?” He glanced at Kelsey and smiled. “Damn, woman . . . Joe sure is a lucky bastard.”
“Fuck off, Patrick,” she said, but there was no venom in her words.
He looked back at me. “Seriously, what happened?”
I told him the story and by the time I was finished, his good humor was gone and his brows were pinched together. “Okay,” he said. “We could try me tempting you. Maybe if I suggest to you that you should make the flames disappear, you’ll be able to make them go away instinctually.”
I shrugged. “It’s worth a try. It’s not like we have any other ideas right now.”
He stepped closer to me a little at a time and when he’d gotten as close as he was comfortable with, he said, “It’s too hot for me to get closer, so I’m not sure if this will work, but look me in the eye and don’t stray from them.”
I nodded and did as he asked. I saw a flash of silver in his eyes and then he said, “Tennyson, you will make your flames go away. You will know how to do it even though you’ve never been shown. You will do it now.”
He said the last part with more emphasis and backed away quickly. “Shit, that was hot, and not in the good ol’ times kind of hot we used to have, either.”
I didn’t respond to his quip because I got distracted by another shift deep inside me and then the fire as it seeped into my body. It was gone from the outside of me, but I could feel it still moving under my skin, like it was waiting for me to beckon it back to life. It was a strange sensation, like water flowing languidly under my skin, but it didn’t bother me. Instead, it felt comforting.
“Okay,” I said, and looked at Patrick with a smile. “It worked. I can’t believe it. Thank you.”
“No problem. But honestly, I can’t believe it worked, either. It’s good to know it did, though, in case something similar happens in the future with another gift you’re given.”
“True.” Feeling the fire as it caressed my body with its movement inside me, I realized I might not be able to keep it contained. “Listen, I’m not sure if the fire will stay put, so maybe we should call it a night and just go back through the portal. Kelsey still doesn’t have clothes, anyway.”
“Good idea,” Patrick said as he shrugged off his jacket and handed it to Kelsey.
“My knight in shining armor,” Kelsey said as she put it on.
“Can’t you just say thanks?” Patrick shot back.
“Thank you, kind sir,” Kelsey said with a curtsy.
I glanced at Ava. “Can you walk now?”
Ava took several slow steps and smiled. “Looks like it.”
I almost cried at the sight of her walking. The idea that she could have been paralyzed because of simply being with me when Merrick decided to hunt me down tore my heart in two. I would never have been able to forgive myself and would have made it my mission to make Merrick pay for hurting her.
“Thank God. You scared the shit out of me when you said your neck was broken.”
“Yeah. Luckily, being a vampire has healing perks.”
We started back to the portal, with Patrick following us.
“Aren’t you going to stay?” I asked.
He shook his head. “No. After what you told me about Merrick trying to force you to go with him, I want to make sure you get back to Queen’s Right okay,” he said with a shy smile.
I smiled back and got the feeling that, when he’d said he could give me all I wanted that night back at his apartment, he’d truly wanted to.
He’d meant it.
My heart clenched. The realization made me sad for him and me. Maybe, if things had been different and they weren’t all trying to manipulate me into coming to Transnye, we might have had a chance.
Maybe . . . he would have given me everything, after all.




Chapter Thirty-nine

Tennyson
The four of us walked in to the ranch house a little past two in the morning. Kelsey went directly to the fridge and started pulling out food to make sandwiches. I was glad we were back, not only because I finally felt somewhat safe after the encounter with Merrick, but also because Kelsey wouldn’t shut up about how damn hungry she was. Apparently, changing forms took copious amounts of energy and left the shifter feeling like they hadn’t eaten for days.
Ava and Patrick sat at the island while I got plates and drinks. I heard the front door open and the heavy footfall of more than one person. It sounded like they were in a hurry. I waited to see who came around the corner and was rewarded with a very pissed-off-looking Joe, and Dax who had an expression that I also wouldn’t describe as pleased.
Joe came around the side of the counter where Kelsey was, and he looked at her still naked body with Patrick’s jacket on. His brows and head dipped lower as he glared at Patrick.
“What the fuck happened, tempter?” he asked. His jaw clenched, and I could see the vein at his temple pulse. His brown eyes flashed to amber.
Dax moved near Patrick in what I felt was a protective gesture. I moved to my ex’s other side as Dax kept his eyes trained on Joe. Dax’s jaw clenched as well.
“Pump your brakes, Joe,” Kelsey said as she put down the knife that she’d been using to make sandwiches—well out of Joe’s reach, mind you. “I had to shift after we went through the portal to get to Bourbon Street.” She placed herself between the island and Joe. I noticed in my periphery that Dax’s head snap toward me and my gut felt like a vice had clamped down on it.
I’m in trouuuuble . . .
Damn it.
Kelsey guided Joe’s face with her hand so he had to look at her. His eyes softened immediately and slowly change back to brown. “I didn’t have time to take my clothes off before shifting and you know what happens then. After everything calmed back down, Patrick came through the portal by chance. He gave me his jacket so I wouldn’t be naked coming back here. So, stop being an ass. You should be thanking him.”
Joe studied her face a little longer, then gave her a light kiss on her forehead before looking at Patrick. “Thanks, man. And . . . sorry. You know how protective us shifters are of our mates.”
Patrick let out a breath and nodded. “I do, which is why I know better than to go after a mated one. Making that mistake once was all I ever had to do to learn my lesson. Even if I ever started to forget it, I still have the scars on my ass to remind me.”
“You told me that was from a dog that bit you,” I said to him.
He smirked and shrugged. “Dog . . . wolf . . .” He grabbed the loaf of bread and started making a sandwich.
I did the same as I tried to ignore the weight of Dax’s continued scrutiny. Pretending like he wasn’t burning a hole through me with his eyes obviously wasn’t going to work, though, based on what came next.
“Are you going to tell me what happened, Tennyson?” he asked in a tone that was not to be ignored.
I looked at him and held his gaze. I’d be damned if I was going to allow him to treat me like a child. “I didn’t know I had to give you a report about my evening . . . Dax.”
After several long moments of us having a stare-off, he sighed and pulled out a seat at the island and sat. “Tennyson, I’m just concerned. Tell me what happened. Please.”
I gave in and told him and Joe what happened. When I got to the part about Merrick trying to take me with him and how he felt he and I were meant to be together, Dax’s fists and jaw clenched at the same time, and his eyes noticeably changed to the amber-gold. I finished the story as Kelsey took the last bite of her sandwich and then she started making another.
“Go back to the part when Merrick spoke to you at the end,” Dax said in a strained tone, but his eyes were blue again. “He said the word dragaina?”
“Yes. Why? Does that matter? It’s just some pet-name he’s decided to call me, isn’t it?” I took a bite of my sandwich, realizing how hungry I was now, too. Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at me just as I was taking another bite. “What?” I asked around my full mouth.
“Tennyson,” Dax said, “you know when you were wondering what you are that first day at Mother’s when we were telling you about all the different species?” I nodded. “I think we have the answer to your question now.”
My chewing slowed and my eyes darted around to all the faces turned in my direction. After several moments, I finally swallowed my bite. I looked around again at the sets of eyes staring at me and was suddenly afraid to ask the next question, but I knew I had to.
“Shit . . .” I said, understanding that everyone else had already figured it out. “What am I?”
“The word dragaina isn’t a pet-name, Tennyson,” Dax explained. “It’s the word for a female dragon.”
I was dumbstruck as I thought back to how the fire hadn’t hurt me, how it seemed to be comforting somehow. As strange as it sounded, it made sense. Then I remembered feeling like something was moving inside, like a baby might feel, and how it was so much stronger tonight after Merrick’s fire spell hit me. My heart stuttered and then felt like it sped up by about fifty beats a minute in an instant.
“Oh, fuck!” I said as I stood abruptly and started pacing with my hand on my lower stomach.
Dax stood as well, like he was ready to chase me. Where he thought I’d go, however, I couldn’t imagine. Where was a forty-one-year-old woman who just found out she was a freaking dragon and had a demon-Dark elf after her because he wanted her to help him rule the world and be his fucking lover going to run to, anyway?
“I’m going to turn in to a fucking dragon?”
Dax fought a smile. “Not permanently, but I think you’ll likely be able to shift at some point. I’ll have to look back on the information we have about the last dragon to have incarnated to know for sure.”
“I thought you said that shifters have to shift into a mammal! A lizard is not a fucking mammal!”
Dax couldn’t hold back a light laugh, but reeled in his amusement when he noticed the daggers I was shooting at him with my eyes. “And that’s true, except for a dragon being akin to a lizard, of course.” I glared at him and he smiled. “If I’m not mistaken, the lore of dragons says that the dragon—or in your case the dragaina—picks their human . . . partner, for lack of a better word, very carefully. There’s a set number of dragons that have ever lived, and when one dies, their spirit lies dormant until something calls to them to awaken. Once that happens, they know it’s time to begin their search for who they’ll attach themselves to before that human is even born. This dragaina sought you out. She picked you, Tennyson. It’s the greatest honor a Guardian could be given, that anyone could be given.”
I stopped pacing abruptly. “Being taken over by a fucking dinosaur doesn’t feel like a fucking honor right now, Dax!” I resumed my pacing and tried to ignore Ava and Kelsey trying to hold back laughter but couldn’t and shot daggers from my eyes at them, too. “You two suck frog butt.”
“Well, trust me, it is,” Dax said and then stood quietly and just let me think while I continued to pace.
Thankfully, everyone else did, too. After several minutes of wearing the varnish on the wood floor thinner from my patrol around the kitchen, and with no sound aside from everyone eating, I had to ask questions. “How long has it been since the last one was around?”
Dax had been watching me with concern, but now he let a careful smile soften his expression. I guess he decided I wasn’t going to freak out more than I already had. ”Last I know of one being alive was over a thousand years ago. Before Transnye was created, at least.”
“Why so long? Why now? And why me?” I started pacing again.
“I imagine it’s been so long because one wasn’t needed, and the same logic goes to your second question—which would mean that the kind of protector a dragon is known to be is exactly what we need as a Guardian at this time, and of course as the Sovran, too. As far as why you were chosen . . . I don’t know the answer.”
I huffed out a laugh. “It’ll only be the kind of protector we need if I don’t end up signing on with Team Merrick,” I said sarcastically.
“Do you really think the dragaina would have picked you if she didn’t think there was at least a good chance that you wouldn’t do that, Tennyson?” Dax asked. “Have a little faith in yourself. The dragaina obviously did.”
I thought about that for a moment, and it did make me feel a little better. I leaned against the counter and looked at the eyes still staring back at me. They all held concern, and I knew that it was for themselves and their loved ones as much as it was for me. Regardless of whether or not I liked the role I was going to be taking on or the choices I’d be facing, I had to try to do my best to deal with it all. There was too much riding on my success for me not to do everything I could to make it turn out right. I rested my chin on the palm of my hand and looked back at Dax, mainly since no one else seemed to want to jump into the conversation.
I couldn’t blame them.
“So, tell me what’s so special about a dragon protector.”
Dax seemed to relax more, possibly sensing that I’d calmed quite a bit. “They’re the fiercest of protectors,” he began, sitting back down, satisfied I guess that he wasn’t going to have to chase me. “They’re exceptionally powerful, courageous, and intelligent. They’re tenacious, with a strong will to win, and are unusually hard to kill. They’re also extremely protective of those they care about.” He stopped talking and seemed to get lost in thought for a moment, then he focused on me again. “There’s more, but I’m not a hundred percent sure I’m remembering the rest of the lore correctly and I’d rather not give you false information, Tennyson. Let me do some research and talk to someone I know who has a wealth of knowledge about The Nye’s creatures before I tell you anything else.”
I nodded. “Okay, well . . . I guess I have the answer to the two questions I had after I moved here now. Though I’ll be honest,” I said as I glanced around at everyone, “I thought it’d take a hell of a lot longer to get those answers than just a few days.”
“What questions were those, Tenny?” Ava asked as she opened the fridge, grabbed a beer and opened it, then slid the bottle toward me, knowing I could use a drink. Although, I’d prefer a stiffer, amber-colored one with a name that rhymed with migraine—something I was pretty sure this conversation and its revelations were going to give me.
“I wanted to know what the Creeper wanted with me, and what it was that I felt moving around inside of me since I saw him at Patrick’s.”
Ava’s mouth fell open. “You’ve been feeling the dragaina since that night in Nashville and didn’t tell me!”
“I wasn’t even fucking talking to you back then, remember? I was pissed at you! I thought I was pregnant or something, and when that test came back negative each time I took it, I started looking into other possibilities.”
“Like what?”
“Like tapeworms and shit. I even named whatever the parasite was that was in me Fred. I guess I should have been calling it fucking Fredricka, though. Hell, tonight when that fire hit me, it moved so much I thought I was about to give birth to a bouncing ten-pound baby. Before, it was just the feeling of something stirring inside of me, but not tonight. It felt like it was doing a gymnastics routine and was going for gold.”
Ava and Kelsey giggled at that, and it made me laugh lightly, too.
“Well,” Kelsey said, “A dragon is a shit-ton cooler than a tapeworm, that’s for sure.”
Dax looked at his sister and shook his head. I’d think he was upset with the way we were acting about all this news and what had happened in New Orleans with Merrick, but the smirk he seemed to be trying to hide told a different story.
“Not to spoil y’all’s fun, but I’m going to get serious for a second.” He looked at me. “Knowing what I do about shifters, and even though a dragon isn’t the norm for one, I’d bet that something that happened at Patrick’s that night, maybe as simple as when Merrick touched you, caused the dragaina to start to come out of its slumber a bit. But tonight, when Merrick’s spell hit you and you needed her for protection, she fully awakened. That’s also likely how you could feel her so much more tonight than you could before. And it certainly would explain the way you handled the fire and even used it. She may not have been before, but she’s fully awake now.”
“Well, that sounds like as good of an explanation as any right now,” I said as I took my plate to the sink, downing my beer and throwing the bottle away. I placed my hands on the island and leaned onto it, glancing around at everyone surrounding the counter. “All I know is, it’s a good thing those first two questions that I came here with are answered now, because I have about a hundred more since I arrived in Transnye. I’ll be honest . . . it’s really overwhelming.”
Dax stood and made his way toward me, pulling me into his arms and holding me tight. I felt his warmth pushing into me and the dragaina stirred like it approved of his effect on me. “We’re here to help you with that Tennyson. How about you tell us which ones you think need solving first, and then we’ll all search for the answers together?”
I nodded with the side of my face resting against his yummy, muscled chest.
I approved of the effect he had on me, too.
“Okay.” I let go of him, even though I didn’t want to. He pulled me in under his arm though as I faced everyone again. It felt good, natural, and safe to be held like that by him.
“I suppose the first thing we need to find out is what me having a dragon inside of me means, how it’s going to affect me. I really, really don’t want to turn into a giant reptile. And I think the next most important thing to find out is how to locate Merrick. I don’t like the fact that he has the upper hand with us by being able to just appear when and where he wants, especially when he seems to be hell-bent on me being with him. If he does take me, I’d like to know that you all might have a chance of finding me.” I looked up at Dax as his eyes shifted quickly from blue to amber, and I wondered if it was from touching me, or because he was angry about Merrick getting to me again. Then I saw a slight glow in them, and I felt a warm flush in my chest from the answer I just got. The dragaina moved again. Yeah . . . I was pretty sure she liked Dax, too. “I think I’d like to focus on those two things for now.”
Dax smiled and nodded, then kissed me on the forehead lightly and let me go. He moved away from me and started making himself a sandwich, too. “You should finish your food, Tennyson.”
I looked at the sandwich I’d taken only one bite from. I was still hungry, but the thought of eating anything now made me feel like it’d just be a waste of time. It’d likely come back up, anyway. “No. I’ve lost my appetite.”
I yawned, suddenly feeling tired. “Okay. I guess that’s enough mind-bending information for one night. I’m going to bed. I promise to do my best to not unknowingly set the house on fire in my sleep or spontaneously combust. Who knows what my dragaina is going to do when I’m unconscious, though.”
I hugged Ava and Kelsey, and then hugged Patrick and gave him a kiss on the cheek, to which I’d swear I heard a growl coming from Dax’s direction when I did. “Thank you, Patrick, for helping me tonight. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t shown up.”
Patrick smiled and looked into my eyes for a long moment with more tenderness than I’d seen the entire time we dated. I ignored it, though. What we had was in the past, even if it was a recent part of it, and that’s where the romantic and sexual side of our relationship needed to stay.
“Good night, Dax,” I said as I passed behind him. Feeling bold, I let my hand run along his ass as I did. He looked over at me with a crooked smile like he was thinking naughty things, and there was no mistaking the amber color of his eyes or the even more prominent glow they held. I felt my core warm and my stomach flip. And, yes, this time it was my stomach, not the dragaina. I smiled at him before looking away and making my way to my room.
Tonight, I found out the answer to another question I’d had since arriving at Queens’ Right—Dax was definitely interested. I closed the door to my room behind me, or maybe I should call it my lair now that I was part dragon, and my smile fell. It wasn’t because of knowing the dragaina was inside me, though. It was because there was something else I intended to find the answer to that I couldn’t let anyone know about.
Especially Dax.
And that was finding out what was on those scrolls. Dax would be livid if he found out I was messing with them, but I was the only one who was going to be able to, who could also be trusted with the information, and we both knew it. I just needed to try to figure out a way to do so without drawing closer to Darkness . . .
. . .  and closer to Merrick.




To be continued . . . 
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Thank you to my daughter, Piper, for making me feel like a best-selling author even though we all know I’m not (yet). I love you more than you’ll ever know and cherish how much you root me on and want to see me live my dreams. And to all my family and friends who have supported my little adventure . . . you all rock. Oodles of thanks to you.


To the sweetest human being God ever created, my mother, I hope you’re looking down on me from heaven with a smile on your face. I miss you terribly.


To my beta readers—Mekisha Elias, Kathryn Vanessa Spell Grimes, Tammy Hemmer Ethridge, and Laura Lee Price—and my editor, Sarina Bosco (www.saileigh.com),  
thankyouthankyouthankyou. I couldn't have done this without you. I have enormous gratitude for everything you all did to help me get this book finished. And finally, to my cover designer, Ashley Slaughter at Cover Couture (bookcovercouture.com), thank you for my beautiful cover design!  
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