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      To my husband

      

      Thank you for all the late night snack runs, for your willingness to act as a sounding board for even the wildest of ideas, and for holding my hand through the highs and lows.
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      As the ancient fae assemble for the third deadly game, the stakes have never been higher.

      

      Cassidy Wright remembers arriving in Silvery Pines, Colorado, to pack up the cabin her birth mother left her, staying on to compete in the Winterfest Games, and, of course, Roman, the gorgeous bartender at the Lodge where the games take place.

      

      The avalanche that killed some of the competitors, fractured her ankle, and gave her an amnesia-inducing head injury? Not so much. Just a nagging sense of foreboding she can’t quite shake.

      

      But when the games resume with a scavenger hunt for ancient relics, Cassidy realizes her unease was justified...and danger lurks in the dark spots in her memory. Serenity, the orchestrator of the lethal games, wants Cassidy dead almost as much as she wants her to unlock the secrets of the hidden relics.

      

      Stuck in a game she can’t win and betrayed by the person she trusted most, death is a certainty unless Cassidy can once again tap into the magic just beyond her reach.

      

      When it comes to an ancient fight for power and revenge, it’s anyone’s game.

      

      Dive deeper into a breathtaking world of ancient magic, betrayal, and romance in Winterhunt, the third exhilarating book in the Midlife Trials series.
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      Vacations were supposed to be about discovery.

      Some people jaunted off to discover fun. Some people whisked away to discover themselves.

      Apparently, I flitted off so I could forget.

      Literally.

      I frowned at the empty drawers of the armoire, unable to fathom what in the world had possessed Past Cassidy when she’d packed for her stay at the Green Huntress Lodge.

      My effects? One pair of yoga pants. A single blue hoodie. A green jacket and black sweatpants that were in dire need of a wash, the most hideous Elmo-red sweatsuit I’d ever had the misfortune of laying eyes on, and the pajamas I was currently wearing were all issued by the lodge. Besides those garments and two pairs of socks and underwear, I had zilch. No suitcase anywhere, and only the bare minimum of hotel-issued toiletries. My cell phone was MIA too. And when I probed my pothole-riddled memory for the reasons behind the poor decision-making in the packing department, I drew a complete blank.

      I turned too quickly toward the four-poster bed, caught the toe of my boot on the rug, and tripped. Hot pain erupted in my left ankle. “Son of a biscuit!”

      I glared at the black walking boot on my foot. The injury pointed out yet another hole in my shoddy memory.

      I recalled driving out to Silvery Pines, Colorado, to pack up my birth mother’s belongings after she died in a hiking accident, and I remembered staying on to compete in the Winterfest Games.

      Lodge? Check. Mountain adventure? Check. Screams and thundering sheets of falling snow carrying me down in a natural disaster of death-inducing doom, which was how I’d supposedly acquired the ankle fracture?

      Nope.

      Apparently I was lucky to escape the avalanche with only an ankle fracture and a memory-wiping head injury. Tragedy had stricken several others who’d been on that mountain. Not everyone had survived.

      As I attempted to rack my brain for details, a pleasant haze swept the worst of my worries away. I was on vacation, staying in a beautiful suite for free. Everything was fine. Better than fine. While the lodge staff worked to ensure the surrounding areas were safe to restart the games, all of us contestants were getting the royal treatment. Barring another freak encounter with an avalanche, what could I possibly have to worry about?

      Climbing into the four-poster bed, I sank onto the down comforter and admired my surroundings. The roomy, swanky suite featured a crackling fireplace, glossy cherrywood furniture, and stunning, floor-to-ceiling views of the same snow-topped mountains I supposedly almost ate it on.

      I was okay. I’d survived. And this bed was really, really soft. Marshmallow soft. And, oh, that fireplace. The flames frolicked, happy and fed.

      I yawned, and as if someone had injected me with a hit of liquid Xanax, any lingering anxiety puddled away. A warm, dreamy peace bathed my insides instead.

      What was I thinking about again? Oh, right. Resting up. If I wanted to be ready to compete in the next round of games, I needed my ankle to heal. I had Winterfest to thank for the upgraded luxury suite, complete with the white, goose-down comforter I’d cocooned myself in while sleeping.

      As I zoned out, the gentle pops and flickers of the fire’s light held me in a hypnotic trance. My eyelids drooped and my body went full-on wet noodle against the pillows and the still-mussed blankets.

      Vacation, Cassidy. Go back to sleep.

      I snuggled into the pillow-top mattress and Egyptian cotton sheets with a moan. “Ahh, that’s it. You know what I like.”

      I froze when a double knock sounded against my door. A soft, uncertain, maybe even frightened knock. Like whoever stood on the other side had overheard my dirty talk with the bedclothes.

      Housekeeping? Doubtful. I had the Do Not Disturb door hanger on.

      A sinfully seductive, masculine voice called my name. “Cassidy?”

      Oh. My. God.

      I rolled onto my back, fixing my horrified gaze on the ceiling. I opened my mouth in a silent scream of abject mortification.

      Because that voice? It belonged to the hottest bartender this side of the Rockies.

      And that face, that man. Well, he was someone I could never forget.

      Roman.
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      I combat-rolled out of bed with a thump. Thankfully, the carpeted floor cushioned my fall and prevented me from breaking any more bones.

      “Cassidy?” came that deep, velvety voice again. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine!” I raised a hand he couldn’t see before slamming it against the bed. “Hold on.”

      “Do…you have company? Should I come back la—?”

      “No!”

      God no, I don’t have company. Just a pillow. And we aren’t serious, I swear.

      “Wait right there!” Somehow, by some miracle, I found my way to my feet. “I’m coming.”

      I started to lurch in that direction but then I remembered my hair. It probably looked like I’d had a run in with a woodchipper and lost.

      I limped to the bathroom, where the toiletries matched the rest of my meager belongings. A travel-sized tube of toothpaste and hotel-issued toothbrush. A plastic, hotel-issued hairbrush, which I used to quicky tame my rat’s nest.

      “I can come back.” Even through the door, the hesitancy in Roman’s voice was obvious. “If you’re…indisposed.”

      I winced and wasted a few seconds casting an evil glare at the bed. Stupid fancy sheets. I’d never once accidentally given off sex vibes while snuggling with my synthetic discount-store bedding. “No, hang on, I’ll be right there!” I tossed the brush onto the bathroom counter and gallop-limped to the door.

      When I opened it, I had to catch my breath.

      Because the view? Well, it gave the one outside my window a run for its money.

      A breathtaking man with broad shoulders, long, dark hair, and the chiseled bone structure of a Greek statue stood at my threshold, regarding me with gray eyes possessing enough sheen to pass for silver. The air around his entire body seemed to shimmer, like he just gave off that much heat.

      Or maybe I hadn’t fully awoken yet.

      As the seconds ticked by without me saying a word, his expression pinched with growing concern. “Cassidy?” He lifted a hand as if to touch my cheek but dropped it to his side before making contact.

      “Yes, that’s me. I’m awake.” I opened my door wide, so he’d see I’d only been talking to myself.

      “Are you sure everything’s okay?” A concerned note entered that seductive voice, calling my attention to his utterly kissable lips.

      A flash of memory surfaced. One that placed me in Roman’s arms, cradled against his chest. The memory slipped away in a blink. Had that happened or was my imagination running wild like it had during my sleep last night, when I’d dreamed about Roman and me out in the snow, lip-locked in a passionate kiss?

      Not that it would come as any big shock if Roman had infiltrated more of my sleeping fantasies. He’d made my pulse race from the very first moment I’d laid eyes on him when I’d stumbled into the Green Huntress’s lounge and spotted him fixing drinks behind the bar.

      He gazed down at me, his dark hair framing his face in waves. Staring back at him triggered an ache deep in my chest. I couldn’t put it into words, but his eyes seemed to bore straight into my soul. It almost seemed as if he were waiting on something. Like a kiss…

      …Or a response. Right. He’d asked me a question. Ankle. How was I? Wakey, wakey, Cassidy. “Fine. I’m fine.”

      And so are you.

      “May I come in?”

      I stepped to one side and swept my arm in invitation, immediately regretting the action when I felt like the world’s lamest doorman. “Sure.”

      As he stepped past me into the room, I caught his scent. Deep and earthy, like the forest with notes of cedar and pine.

      Suddenly feeling warm, I flapped my hand in front of my face to fan myself. “You’re so hot.”

      Oh, crap. Did I just say that out loud?

      He froze. “Excuse me?”

      Heat rose to my cheeks. “I mean, me. I’m hot. It’s so hot in here. Um. The thermostat is stuck, I think. Do you speak thermostat?”

      The corner of his mouth twitched up, like he was biting back a smile, but thankfully, he ignored my mortifying stream of babble. “I’ll let the front desk know. They can send someone up to check.” Roman held out an ornate glass bottle. “For now, I’ve brought you something to help with your ankle.”

      “Something from the bar?” I uncorked the bottle, sniffed the contents, and recoiled. “Holy… What is that, licorice marinated in lighter fluid?”

      My eyes watered as the alcohol burned my nose. The pungent smell had surely cured me of all sinus issues for life.

      “It’s a special medicinal concoction. To speed your healing.” 

      “How? By redirecting all the inflammation in other parts of my body straight to my stomach?”

      I waited for Roman to laugh or at least crack a smile, but he did neither of those things. In fact, as I studied him more closely, something seemed a little off about him. His broad shoulders remained stiff with tension, and his silver gaze would only meet mine for a second or two before focusing at some point near my shoulder. Almost as if he were afraid to look at me for too long.

      “I promise it’ll help.” When I hesitated, a soft, beseeching note entered his voice. “Please, try it.”

      Had anyone else offered this tar to me, I might’ve told them to kick rocks, especially after taking a whiff. Roman’s pleading was difficult to refuse, for reasons I couldn’t put into words. If drinking his nasty concoction would make him feel better, what harm could it do? Beyond maybe burning a hole in my esophagus.

      “Cheers.” I toasted him before limping to the dresser where the ice bucket and glasses waited, sharp pains shooting through my ankle with each step. 

      “Drink some now. Just a shot will do.”

      “You want to share?” I cautiously poured some into a glass, praying the drink wouldn’t taste as putrid as it smelled. 

      “No, thank you. I don’t need healing.”

      My intuition screamed that his statement was a big fat lie. That he was broken on some hidden level, and despite his protest, he did need healing. Maybe even more than I did. “If you say so.”

      I wrinkled my nose. What was up with me lately? This was so unlike me. My ex and I hadn’t managed to work through our issues in therapy enough to save our marriage, so why on earth was I dwelling on the hidden emotional injuries of a man I barely knew?

      I swallowed the shot, grimacing as the spicy-hot, licorice-flavored elixir sent a brush fire down my throat and an inferno into my stomach. The lava liquid cooled to a simmer and seemed to take the sharpest of my pain away, leaving behind a dull throb instead.

      “It’s best to have a shot with each meal.”

      “Yeah,” I wheezed. “Could’ve warned me first. I think I’ll order some room service now.”

      “You’d do better to head downstairs. Breakfast is being served in the café, and I believe I saw your friends heading toward the waffle bar when I passed by a few minutes ago.”

      I put my full weight on my bad ankle to find the dull ache had further downgraded to a twinge. Could it be I’d misjudged Roman’s home brew? I tried a flamingo stance, impressed even more by the drop in my pain levels, from an eight to a two. Wow.

      “Good thinking. Maybe I will head down while I’m feeling so good.”

      He glanced at the door. On impulse, I grabbed his hand. “Wait.”

      I licked my dry lips, and his mercury eyes fixed on my mouth. Heat spread through my limbs like warm butter across toast as he stepped closer, and my pulse pounded like a herd of stampeding elephants.

      When he spoke, his voice was huskier than usual. “Yes?”

      Tension built between us as a delicious tremor slid along my skin. “I, um…just wanted to say thank you. Apparently you were the one who carried me to the lodge after the avalanche.”

      He flinched and freed his hand from mine, as if my words had pained him in some way. But that was silly. How could a thank you be hurtful?

      “I’ll let them know you’re on your way.” He offered me a stiff nod and turned to the door, giving me a gorgeous parting view of his luxurious dark hair that practically begged for fingers to run through it. And maybe I peeked at his butt too. Sorry, not sorry.

      After Roman’s departure, I hurried to get dressed in the yoga pants and hoodie combo. Once presentable, I ventured into the hall. I took a deep breath, hoping to catch a lingering whiff of that that earthier essence that was so signature Roman. I tracked only traces of coffee.

      A man wearing a Green Huntress security badge greeted me with a nod as I headed toward the elevators.

      A strange aura surrounded him too. As I passed by, he seemed to glow, his pale skin almost shimmering. How was that possible? Trick of the light.

      But in the back of my mind, a tiny alarm bell went off. It was silenced in another spill of hazy warmth.

      I hadn’t bothered to ask Roman what was in his special home brew. Alcohol, for sure, but what else? Maybe he’d slipped psychedelics into the mix. Pain reliever with a hallucinogenic kick.

      Wouldn’t have pegged him for a hippy, but then again, he did have that luscious long hair…

      Downstairs, the main lobby gave off ghost town vibes. Hardly anyone sat around the great stacked stone fireplace. I didn’t much care for the deer head mounted above, but as I crossed the room, I couldn’t help noticing how lonely Bambi’s father seemed up there all by himself. Even the chairs by the large picture windows sat empty, and there was almost always someone snuggled up in the cushy wingback chairs, reading or watching the snow falling outside.

      Beyond the lounge, however, the café buzzed with activity. People lined the booths along the edges of the room and packed the dark wooden tables in the center.

      The lit-up and loaded-down breakfast buffet beamed like a beacon, its serving bins and surfaces overflowing with waffles, omelets, bacon, croissants, fresh fruits, and juices.

      Across the room, my lips tipped into an inadvertent smile when I spotted a familiar strawberry blond wearing a cozy sweater that hung off one shoulder with skinny jeans. Bobbi Burke possessed an effortlessly chic fashion sense all her own. Her slender figure always dripped with style, starting with the first time we’d met at the lodge bar on my inaugural night in Silvery Pines. We’d bonded over cocktails and our mutual appreciation of the gorgeous bartender who’d crafted them. Roman, of course. Even though we hadn’t known each other long, the younger woman’s bubbly personality made it seem like we’d been friends forever.

      Gliding through the crowd, Bobbi carried a plate overflowing with fruit and waffles toward her table. Cleo Dawes followed, her tawny hair a wild mane around her face as two plates of fluffy Belgian waffles weighed down her strong arms.

      I grinned at the sight of her. I’d met Cleo my first night in Silvery Pines too. My bio mother used to let Cleo crash at the cabin I’d inherited whenever she was in town, so we’d been roommates for a short while. Funny how I could remember those details just fine, but other memories of my stay in Silvery Pines had gaps the size of the Grand Canyon. Brains were weird.

      I started in their direction but paused when another hint of a shimmer—like the one I’d glimpsed haloing Roman and the guard—flared around Cleo. For some reason, the sight prompted a barrage of sorrow, and an invisible knife stabbed my heart.

      I rubbed my chest until the feeling subsided. What was going on with me? Were the early throes of perimenopause striking again?

      Here’s hoping a good meal fixes it.

      My stomach growled as the scent of coffee and bacon teased my nose. I made a beeline to the table where Bobbi and Cleo were taking their seats.

      “It’s the Boot Babe.” Cleo pulled out the chair next to her and patted the seat. “Finally, she makes an appearance. How’s the ankle, by the way? Come take a load off and I’ll get you a plate.”

      “You’re a gem, thank you.” I eased into the chair with a grateful sigh as Cleo rushed off to make good on her offer.

      Bobbi spread her napkin on her lap. “You sleep okay last night?”

      I wiggled my hand back and forth. “So so. I’d nod off just fine, but every time I tried to roll over, I’d catch my boot in the sheet and wake up.” I motioned to her plate. “Hey, go ahead and dig in. Don’t let those waffles get cold on my account.”

      Bobbi flashed me a grin and picked up the bottle of syrup. “Well, if you insist.”

      My stomach rumbled as she poured the syrup and used her knife to spread it evenly over each square before taking a bite. “How are they?”

      She held up a finger while she finished chewing. After she swallowed, she released a happy sigh. “Delicious.”

      Cleo raced up to the table, pushing a plate of waffles in front of me before sliding back into the seat by Bobbi. “So, how’s the ankle?”

      I reached for the syrup. “The good news is I will not be having a peg leg installed. I’m healing and the pain’s much better.”

      Bobbi’s fork clinked against her plate as she cut another piece of waffle. “Do you think you’ll be ready for the games when they start back up?”

      “With any luck.” At the mention of the games, dread pulsed through my stomach. It vanished a moment later.

      “Good.” Cleo sawed her knife through her double stack of waffles. “We should try to stick together. That avalanche during the race down the mountain was a close call.”

      Reaching into the depths of my mind, I struggled to recall the games we’d played so far as I cut into my own waffles. I remembered vague flashes of skating on a frozen lake for the first ice derby challenge. A game of dodgeball in the snow. Trekking down the mountain. The memories kept fizzling to a white screen like an old VHS home video on the fritz. Images of throwing snowballs and sliding down the mountain were interrupted by flickers of blank, staticky nothingness.

      Bobbi dabbed her napkin against her mouth. “They made an announcement this morning, before you came downstairs.”

      I popped my first bite of waffle into my mouth and almost moaned my happiness over the fluffy, syrupy goodness. “What did I miss?”

      Bobbi’s eyes lit with excitement. “The lodge, in an effort to offer us a big incentive to stay, and to ramp up the competition, decided to make the grand prize a stake in the lodge’s new sister property.”

      “There’s another lodge like this one?” I blinked as my mind processed the new information.

      Cleo nodded. “Apparently. It’s not fully open yet, but they showed us a model and some maps. In a word? Swanky.”

      “Being part owner of a ski resort in Colorado. Could be lucrative.” I’d rather win money, but the earning potential might make for a little extra retirement security.

      “Can you imagine?” Bobbi nibbled on a piece of cantaloupe. “Ski vacations for life.”

      Her enthusiasm was adorable. Then again, she was already wealthy. For her, it would be a vacation haven.

      Now that I had a few bites of food in my stomach, my cells were clamoring for caffeine. “Just remember us if you’re the one who wins it in the end. That goes for you, too, Cleo.”

      Her mouth full, Cleo gave me a thumbs-up as I stood and headed for the coffee station.

      It all sounded exciting, if not a little too good to be true. Still, I couldn’t shake the uneasiness slithering across the back of my neck. The avalanche meant these games were dangerous. My injuries were proof of that. And the holes in my memory only made the situation worse. Part of me wanted to play the games and be the one to win the grand prize, but that part of me also felt…hollow.

      Maybe that odd emptiness in my chest was because other Winterfest participants had died in the avalanche. Maybe I was grieving on a subconscious level, even if I couldn’t summon a single image of a face or name.

      My memories were like slippery fish. Every time I thought I was about to latch on, the stupid things wriggled out of reach. But why did I feel so conflicted while everyone else seemed excited?

      What hid in those dark spots that my memory refused to let me see?
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      From his spot behind the bar, Roman fixed a Bloody Mary on the frosted-glass countertop while tracking Cassidy out of the corner of his eye. She’d pulled that sexy bed-head hairdo back into a short, blond ponytail and exchanged the lodge-branded pajamas from the Green Huntress gift shop for a pair of yoga pants and her blue-hooded sweatshirt. Despite the potion he’d given her, she still seemed unsteady on her feet, but determination gleamed in her gray-blue eyes as plate of steaming waffles in hand, she hobbled back over to her friends’ table.

      He watched with a heavy conscience as conversation and laughter bubbled around her. The cacophony of voices blended with the clatter of silverware and the clanking of plates. Even with his sensitive hearing, he couldn’t pick up on Cassidy’s specific dialogue through the din.

      The pleasant aroma of brewed coffee wafted in from the café, tempting Roman even more to head over there. A coffee run was a perfectly casual way for him to eavesdrop on the trio.

      But as much as he wanted to, Roman couldn’t chance it. He’d already risked breaking Serenity’s trust with his earlier visit to bring Cassidy the healing potion. And facing her after what he’d done had been difficult for its own reasons.

      The shadow of guilt weighed on him, as if he were a bug waiting to be crushed under a giant boot. If only he had let her go, Cassidy would be safely back home in Jacksonville and reunited with her daughter.

      She should have left Silvery Pines when she’d had the chance.

      He sucked in a sharp breath as his memory flashed to her cradled against his chest, hurt but sedated. She’d felt so warm in his arms. So helpless. The meds from having her ankle set kept her in a twilight state of awareness. He’d worked fast. He hadn’t removed her memories so much as shrouded them, while persuading her mind to let go of any worries that arose if she were to notice anything amiss or any gaps in her timeline. The rush job was akin to throwing drop cloths over furniture in the attic when in a perfect-case scenario, the furniture should’ve been removed.

      All he could do now was hope Cassidy wouldn’t stumble through the room of her subconscious, find the drop cloths, and yank them back off. At least, not right away.

      In addition to dousing memories, with a few deft mental maneuvers he’d also convinced her subconscious that magic wasn’t real. His psychic touch had whispered new truths, recording over faces and events with hazy patches. He blended away the revelations she’d gained about vampires and shifters too.

      He’d also smudged Cassidy’s knowledge of her own powers into an indecipherable blur. Worst of all, though, was how he’d carried Cassidy right to Serenity’s lair like a gift. His arms could still feel the weight of her body. Without her, they almost ached. But it was too late to go back now.

      He knew better than most that history couldn’t truly be erased.

      In return for his gift, he’d won the trust he needed from Serenity.

      The way Cassidy had smiled when he came to deliver the potion to her room showed the damage he’d done. So innocent and trusting. And the hint of desire in her gaze as she’d locked eyes with him proved she remained oblivious to his betrayal.

      He was detestable. A mongrel groveling for the approval of his mistress. Not a good look for him, even if it was just another mask.

      These days, he wore too many masks…enough that even he had begun to question who the real Roman was.

      On answering her door, Cassidy had gazed up at him as if he were someone worthy. He pictured the betrayal that would fill those luminous, wintery eyes when she learned the truth.

      Why did it hurt? It wasn’t like he was in a position to entertain amorous thoughts surrounding Cassidy. Despite the circumstances, though, her presence sang to him in a song reminiscent of the old world. Something about those eyes, too, brought him a solace he feared. Because embracing it—embracing her—meant he’d have to let go of so much else. And he was too close to his goal to shift his attention now. No matter how beguiling a distraction Cassidy Wright represented.

      Roman shoved a celery stick into the Bloody Mary with enough force to splash red droplets onto the counter. Muttering a curse under his breath, he snatched a dish towel and mopped up the mess.

      What was done was done. With his offering of Cassidy, he’d solidified his place in Serenity’s inner circle. She’d even taken him to a virtual meeting with the infamous fae behind the games.

      And one of those bastards on the other side of the magical, realm-bridging mirror was one of the two fae Roman had been hunting for centuries.

      A familiar blend of grief and rage flooded him. He was finally on the path to get everything he’d wanted for so long, and all it took was offering Cassidy to Serenity like a sacrificial lamb.

      Watching Cassidy from across the café, Roman traced every graceful curve of her face, noting the sensuous way her lips curled around her fork as a bite of waffles disappeared into her mouth.

      He gritted his teeth. He glared at the already gleaming bar top, which he’d have to force himself to clean again if he couldn’t wrangle his renegade guilt and get a grip. Still, how could he have done such a thing? Trade one woman’s soul to help him earn retribution for another who’d been taken from him so long ago?

      As much as the glow of her spirit warmed him, he couldn’t allow its radiance to melt all the ice that had frozen his heart...or cause him to cast aside his long-held plans. Not even if that cost him what remained of his decency.

      Maybe he was a monster after all.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. Maybe it didn’t need to be black and white. There was still time to free Cassidy from this mess. He could right that wrong and undo his crime while learning the reasons Serenity was trying to break down the barrier between this realm and the one that currently contained the Unseelie bastard he’d hunted for so long. He could exact his revenge on Brigid’s killer and any other monster hiding within the other realm. He’d make sure of it. And he’d restore Cassidy’s memories while doing so.

      Across the way, Cassidy was in her own world, no sign of pain in her expression. She smiled and laughed with her friends, and she looked to be savoring every bite of her waffles.

      The potion was doing its job.

      He’d paid enough for it. The old wizard he’d bought it from promised it would heal all her wounds, including the one Roman had inflicted on her mind. So, it really was only a matter of time.

      How long did he have before Cassidy remembered the truth? Between the healing potion and that magical journal of hers, he expected her memories to start returning within a few weeks at the most. The journal that Cassidy had inherited from her recently deceased mother had appeared blank to him, but he knew better. He’d seen the handwritten entries with his own eyes when Cassidy had consulted it in front of him. He’d even watched the thing shuffle through pages on its own.

      If he’d been acting in his own best interests, he would have kept the journal for himself, or even handed it over to Serenity as another show of loyalty. Instead, he’d allowed sentiment to rule his logic and made sure the book remained safely tucked away in Cassidy’s backpack.

      Would he have time to get Cassidy out of the lodge and Silvery Pines before the potion healed her memory and revealed the truth?

      “Roman.”

      The voice yanked him out of his thoughts and pulled his gaze up from the mimosas he’d been pouring.

      Serenity stood before him, arms folded, fierce eyes burning with intensity. An imposing figure in an immaculately tailored pantsuit, high heels, and perfect posture, she commanded both attention and respect.

      Had his senses become so dull that the arrival of his boss had gone unnoticed? As much trust as he had earned from Serenity, one wrong move could cause him to lose it all…or get him killed.

      “You seem distracted.” The words came out as a warning as she scrutinized him. “We can’t afford to be distracted.”

      “Apologies.” Roman swallowed hard but kept his nonchalance in place. “How can I assist?”

      Her eyes narrowed for a moment and then softened. She tossed a sheet of long, black hair over a shoulder and waved at him to follow her. “Come with me.”

      The shift in his boss’s expression made Roman’s gut pinch with worry. Did she suspect him of something, or had he truly earned her trust?

      Did he really have another choice besides playing along to find out?

      With a respectful nod, he summoned an image of Brigid to his mind, pushed his regrets over Cassidy aside, and followed Serenity out of the bar.
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      Once I made it back to my room, I sank onto the edge of the bed with a disgruntled groan. I had hoped that filling my belly would take away some of the unease weighing me down, but neither that nor the trip to the spa with my friends helped to put my mood right.

      That same dark, nebulous worry kept banging at the back door of my mind. Something was the matter. Something was off. And, possibly, one of those somethings was me. That nagging sense of foreboding was constantly swept away in a flood of calm and contentment, only to return later with irritating insistence. Still, I couldn’t break past the barrier of logic, where everything appeared just hunky-dory. And so, unless my Spidey-senses started producing evidence, I could only lie around in my room and heal until the games officially restarted.

      Rummaging through the lodge-issued backpack, I came across Sylvie’s journal. I missed her so much. If only she had told me the truth about our relationship while she was still alive.

      Unbeknownst to me for my entire life until recently, Aunt Sylvie hadn’t been my aunt at all. She was my birth mother. I hadn’t found out the truth about her until after her funeral, which made her sudden death pack a surprising double whammy. But while the revelation was a shock, it also explained a lot of things. Sylvie and I had always been close. The same couldn’t be said about the rest of the family I grew up believing were my blood relatives. Even when I was a child, my adoptive mom, Joan Wright, had a way of making me feel flawed. Not perfect like my little sister, Tiffy.

      At least now I knew why Sylvie and I were always the black sheep of the family. Like me, Sylvie had also been adopted. She’d grown up as Joan Wright’s sister, and there must’ve always been some small part of my adoptive mom that resented the intrusion. Neither Sylvie nor I shared her blood, and to Joan Wright, that clearly made a difference.

      My heart clenched. I wished I’d gotten to know Sylvie as my mother instead of the eclectic aunt with a head full of fantasies.

      Still, the journal did provide some solace. At least I still had a piece of her. Something to turn to, now that all the real and straightforward answers had left the world on her wings.

      Sylvie had filled her journal with the kinds of magic and creatures that were popular in fiction. She could’ve had a rich career as an author if she’d ever taken the time to turn her ramblings into a complete story.

      Holding the journal to my chest, I fell back into the bed and settled in to read some of her creativity. The last living piece of the mother I had never known.

      After I flicked past entries on creatures like the puca—a type of magical talking horse with green weeds for manes that dwelled in bodies of water—and the Cu Sidhe—enormous, feral, black dog-like monsters—the journal’s pages began to move on their own. They ruffled as if caught by a gust of wind and flipped to a different spot.

      I tried to thumb back to the descriptions of the Cu Sidhe, but they fluttered again until they settled on a longer piece of writing. A story titled “The Dreamwalker.”

      Huh. That was odd. This wasn’t the first time I’d noticed a draft coming from somewhere near the fireplace, but the way it insisted on turning the journal’s pages struck me as a little bizarre. And creepy…especially since the entry appeared to be written in different handwriting than Sylvie’s.

      Shrugging off a shiver, I started to read.

      In the depths of the night, a young woman crept through the dense forest. It had taken her days to build up the courage to venture into the fairy’s realm, and even longer to find the secret cave where the fairy had made its home. But she had finally done it. She was there.

      The walls of the cave seemed to be built of shadows and darkness, and in its darkest corner, she could detect a faint glow of light. She knew the fairy must be sleeping inside. This was the only chance she had to end its cruelty. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and began to forge a bridge between her consciousness and the fairy’s dreams.

      The surrounding air seemed to thicken, and a strange sensation of being both inside and outside herself took hold. Slowly, she made out vague shapes and colors in the darkness and realized she was in the middle of a swirling maelstrom of images. She recognized the fairy’s memories, fears, and desires.

      With delicate care and powerful intention, she wove her own dreams and imaginings into the fairy’s, twisting its fears into a belief that killing her would bring destruction on its own head. Finally, the maelstrom dissipated. She took that as a sign her dream-weaving had worked.

      The fairy awoke and rose to its feet. “What have you done?”

      The girl stood her ground, even though she was terrified. “I have protected myself.”

      “So you have.” The fairy nodded. “You leave me no choice but to let you go free. This time. But I will learn the secrets of your magic and untangle our fates.” The fairy disappeared out the mouth of the cave and into the night.

      The girl stayed in the cave for some time afterward, regaining her strength and reflecting on what she had done. She had changed her destiny, and the fairy’s, at least for the moment.

      “Of course it stops on a cliffhanger.” I tossed the journal aside with a groan and flipped on the TV instead. I ended up dozing off.

      When I woke up from my nap, I ordered room service for lunch. I ate the hamburger and fries on the loveseat. Once I finished, I hobbled over to the dresser, eyeing the strange bottle Roman had brought me earlier that morning. I still had no idea what kind of medicine he’d given me, but my ankle felt better. Almost enough to want to take the boot off and put it to the test. Though if I risked injury now, there would be no way I could compete in the games.

      Opening the bottle, I poured out a shot and then held my breath as I slugged the licorice-flavored liquid.

      It tasted just as bad as the first time, but the second the burning elixir reached my belly, the blissful numbing sensation spread through my body, racing down my leg until it pooled in my ankle. The concoction did nothing to curb my growing restlessness, though.

      Outside my window, sunlight reflected off the snowy ground. Maybe a little fresh air would help me relax. Something about the snow and the crisp, freeze-your-lungs air was always so rejuvenating.

      I tugged my jacket on and then grabbed Sylvie’s journal, stuffing it into the inside pocket before heading out the door.

      Silence permeated the hallway.

      I hesitated as I reached Bobbi and Cleo’s rooms. Should I ask them to join me?

      I waffled another few seconds before deciding against it. I’d left them at the spa. If they were back, they might be napping.

      Turning toward the elevator bays, I hobbled down the hallway.

      A security guard with short, dark hair and a neatly trimmed mustache stood waiting there. He wore a sour expression on his gaunt face, as if he despised his post. His brown eyes locked onto mine with a sharp intensity.

      A faint shimmer hung around him, like the one around the security guard I’d seen earlier, and around Roman and Cleo too. I rubbed my eyes and blinked. Nope, still there. Weird. Hopefully this new bedazzling filter was related to the foul home brew I’d ingested and not a neurological side effect of my head injury.

      Maybe Roman really had given me the good stuff.

      “Back to your room, please, ma’am.” The guard spoke with finality.

      “Just hoping to grab some fresh air.” I stepped closer, and the guard’s gaze sharpened.

      “Contestants are to remain in their rooms except during mealtime or a reserved session at the spa.” He spoke with an air of authority, but it was his imposing height, broad chest, and predatory air that made me pause.

      Not a guy I wanted to get into a wrestling match with. “In that case, I’ll head downstairs to grab a drink and a snack from the café.”

      He crossed his arms. “Room service is complementary. If you want food, call and order it.”

      Was this guy for real? “I’m not allowed to go downstairs to stretch my legs? How about I bring you back a muffin? My treat.”

      “Preparations for the games are being made, and we cannot have any contestants wandering the grounds in an effort to gain advantages during play. If you will please head back to your room, that would be appreciated.” The gathering scowl on his face belied the polite phrasing.

      “Huh.” I shifted my weight onto my good foot. “The muffin angle usually works.”

      I sighed before mustering my brightest smile for the guard.

      No reaction.

      I’d probably have better luck trying to butter up a stone. Taking that as my cue, I turned to head back to my room.

      Once inside, I continued to stew in my boredom. As I paced back and forth across the floor, the draft I’d noticed earlier while flipping through Sylvie’s journal brushed against my skin. I turned toward the odd breeze. I figured I might as well my try to sleuth out the source of the air flow. It wasn’t like I had anything better to do, plus, there was a potential built-in silver lining to finding a problem. If said draft had something to do with the fireplace, maybe I could call Roman back to my room to serve as a handyman. At least then I’d have something nice to look at to alleviate my boredom.

      I hobbled to the fireplace. Stooping to peer up into the flue, I spied something…odd.

      “Is that a lever?” I squinted at the handle tucked up inside the fireplace, just behind the mantel.

      I pulled it. Because that’s what you did with levers.

      With a grating whoosh of air and a heavy creak, a hidden door opened beside the fireplace, revealing a passageway.
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      I cautiously entered and moved through the dark passageway, my fingertips sliding along the stone walls that had probably once formed ancient service corridors. There were faint outlines of doors at even enough intervals to suggest they led to the other guest rooms. A secret way to access the suites without needing a master keycard. An icy chill stormed through my veins as I realized someone who knew about the secret passageway could enter my room at any time without the worry of being caught on security cameras or getting stopped by a dead bolt.

      Great. There went my hope of getting a good night’s sleep anytime soon.

      The winding passageway zigzagged down for what felt like forever, leveled off for a brief stretch, and then continued its journey deeper underground. Corridors became eerier the farther I descended, and the air turned musty and thick. I tasted mildew with each breath, and a sticky film coated my skin.

      Housekeeping? You missed a spot.

      Something whispered in the darkness, the voice far enough away that I could have imagined it.

      My heart started tapping out a frantic Morse code as my imagination conjured up all manner of deadly creatures that might lurk in the shadows, ready to grab me as I turned the corners. Images that felt like distant dreams floated to the surface of my mind. A great, snowy beast with jagged icicles for teeth. Large, mangy dogs, like great black wolves big enough to ride on, with red eyes and claws sharp enough to tear a person in two with a single swipe of their massive paws.

      But no. Those had only been images on a page in Sylvie’s journal.

      I cursed myself for my boneheaded decision as I crept along. I considered turning back, but something deep inside said to press on. I’d come so far, after all.

      As I explored deeper, crackling torches lined the walls and a mildewed root wound its way between sections of crumbling stones. My boot dragged heavily against the uneven flagstones that served as a floor.

      Igor, eat your heart out.

      Joking aside, I hoped I wasn’t about to wander into some kind of underground drug-smuggling ring. Or worse…a PTA meeting.

      A tiny stream of water, hardly more than a dribble, trickled a serpentine path along the floor of the cave. The stream wound in and out of the tunnels as if it had a mind of its own.

      I shivered. Something was definitely off about this place. Something more than just the cloak-and-dagger aesthetic and the musty smell wringing the air.

      Magic, a whisper in my head insisted. Except that was silly. I was forty, not four.

      With great care not to scrape the rough floor with my boot, I crept through the winding tunnel, following the mystical stream until the narrow passageway opened into a larger chamber. I pressed myself to the wall and peered around the corner. Flickering torches mounted to the walls cast the cavernous space of gray rock in an ominous orange glow. The limited pieces of furniture decorating the space, identical to those in the lodge, had apparently seen some use.

      Who in Hades carried furniture through this maze?

      As I studied the space, scanning it with care, my gaze landed on a motionless figure. She sat so still that at first, I almost thought she was an extension of the sturdy and ornately carved chair, her cold, perfect beauty rendered even more severe by the torchlight.

      Lucky me. I’d apparently stumbled upon the abode of the Phantom of the Green Huntress.

      And that phantom’s name was Serenity, the lodge’s stunningly beautiful manager.

      The sight of her sent a shockwave through my body as a voice inside my head screamed, she’s not supposed to be here.

      As if in a trance, Serenity stared into a tiny whirlpool at her feet formed by the convergence of the various trickling streams. She hadn’t noticed me yet. Not with her gaze held by the swirling water and her attention seemingly captured by its hypnotic trickling.

      Though I couldn’t make out the words, she seemed to be talking to herself. Or maybe casting a spell.

      The unbidden thought lifted the hairs on my arms, and my fingers tingled with unspent energy as I studied the pool at her feet. The air seemed to vibrate with hidden power and filled me with a strange yearning.

      Magic… A spell…

      Uneasiness danced along my skin as I peeked at Serenity’s face from my hiding spot in the tunnel. Images played through my mind like snippets from a video. Serenity, sending us down the mountain as a terrifying beast roared. Serenity, sneering, winding her elegant fingers through my hair and telling Roman to dispose of me. Serenity, screaming as she was dragged into the forest by a black dog the size of a pony.

      I staggered as a sudden jolt rocked my body and memories flooded my mind like water crashing through a dam.

      Those dogs…the Cu Sidhe. They weren’t just characters in Sylvie’s journal. They were real. Magic was real.

      There had indeed been an avalanche, but that hadn’t caused my injury.

      Cleo, Bobbi, and I had been tricked into competing in the games. Trapped.

      By Serenity.

      For a second, shock held me in place. All I could do was watch Serenity’s bowed, rail-thin figure as it reflected on the pool’s glassy surface like a ghostly apparition. Her lips moved silently.

      What in the damn world was she saying? Was she reciting a spell or calling upon some mysterious force? I had to know.

      Fear stirred inside me as the alarms in my head finally made sense. A Cu Sidhe had hauled Serenity off into the trees. I’d believed she was dead. Obviously, I’d been wrong because there she sat, clear as day. Serenity was back. If she was in charge of the Winterfest Games once again, that meant all the contestants were in danger.

      I eased back a step, teeth gritted, heart jackhammering. Then, unable to stop myself from making a break for it, I spun around and nearly collided with a brawny chest.

      I peered up at the man. He gave off that same strange shimmer I noticed around the security guard earlier, only this time, my sight dipped beneath the mask and saw what the shimmer hid.

      Crimson-ringed pupils. White, pointy fangs visible beneath his curled upper lip. Sharp claws extending from his fingertips.

      Vampire. Because, yep, those were real too.

      Those answers I’d wanted? It looked like I had them now.

      That saying—Be careful what you wish for—had never seemed quite so prescient.
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      The guard spun me around roughly to face Serenity. “Look what I found.”

      My heart pounded as Serenity’s sapphire eyes searched my face, seeking an answer to some unasked question.

      Dread made taking air into my lungs a challenge as I anticipated her next move.

      “You’re awake?” Her voice was barely above a whisper, but the triumph in it chilled my soul.

      It took a moment before her words registered. When they did, my stomach turned into a ball of lead. Suddenly, I knew why I’d been struggling with all the weird memory issues. Serenity must’ve caught me at the lodge and used compulsion on me so I’d forget all the terrible things that happened at Winterfest.

      I worked to tame the fear skittering down my spine. Maybe she was asking if I was awake from a nap, rather than whatever memory spell she’d subjected me to.

      I managed a lighthearted shrug. “Good question. I was kind of hoping this was a weird dream. Guess we’re both disappointed, huh?”

      Her lips tightened. “Funny.”

      I forced a fake laugh. “My friends always say I should try stand-up.”

      “Wouldn’t quit your day job.”

      “Gee, I guess everyone’s a critic these days. I blame social media.” The reply flew out before I could stop myself.

      When in a hole, stop digging. Sylvie always said stuff like that. Did I listen? Nope.

      “How are you standing here when I gave specific instructions that no contestants were allowed out of their rooms between meals?”

      I clung to the tiny sliver of remaining hope that she still thought I was under her compulsion. “Security guards sleeping on the job. I sense one star on Yelp coming their way.”

      The guard piped up. “She came from a passageway in her suite.”

      Serenity’s eyes narrowed on me like a hawk seeking her prey. “Who or what are you?”

      I smiled. “Cassidy Wright. Annoyed human.”

      I held out my hand for her to shake, but Serenity batted it away. “I saw you using elemental magic.”

      Me? Use elemental magic? The fact that vampires were real didn’t make the notion any less absurd. “Is that your idea of a joke?”

      With the speed of a viper, her hand whipped out. She seized me by the jacket and began scouring my pockets.

      I tried to back away, but the security guard was a brick wall behind me.

      Serenity muttered under her breath about some goddess charm as she flipped my pockets inside out, patting me down like a TSA agent. The necklace she wore glimmered when it caught the lantern’s glow.

      Panic raced through my veins as her hand slipped into the inner liner of my jacket and her fingers inched toward Sylvie’s journal. I couldn’t let her see it. That book was my key to all this magic and felt like the only window I had into my birth mother’s soul.

      “Look, I’m flattered,” I blurted, “but I really think you should buy me a drink first.”

      Though the crack earned me a snort from the vampire, it did nothing to impede Serenity’s search. As Serenity’s hand grazed the leather-bound cover, she jerked back with a startled yelp, almost as if the book had electrocuted her.

      That’s what you get for the grabby hands. Guess Sylvie’s journal thinks you’re a real witch too. I covered my laugh with a surprised gasp. “Oh, sorry about that. The static electricity in this place is unreal.”

      With a supernaturally quick movement, Serenity took hold of my wrist and checked the magical tattoo that proclaimed me a Winterfest contestant and bound me to the games. “Whatever power you hold and secrets you’re harboring, we’ll find out soon enough in the next round of games.”

      Oh, yay. The plan was to kill me later as opposed to kill me now.

      “Can’t wait. You got a backup plan for when I win?” I knew I was pressing my luck, but in that moment, it was clear Serenity wouldn’t hurt me. She needed me in the games. Why...I didn’t know.

      “I will enjoy watching you try.” Serenity snapped her fingers and the guard standing behind me seized me by the shoulders. “Take her back to her room. She needs her rest. And make sure she remains there until the games begin.”

      “The games,” I echoed as the guard wheeled me around, steering me back into the passageways. “You might be running them. But are you sure you’re not, in your own way, a contestant too?”

      Serenity didn’t answer. But that was okay. Because I knew she heard me.
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      “Get your vampy hands off me. I can walk fine on my own!”

      “Move, woman.”

      Distant voices, one of which was Cassidy’s, sent Roman’s heart racing. He strained to catch their next words over the constant dripping of water. He held his breath, the mustiness of the passageways lingering in his nostrils.

      The torches crackled, throwing shadows in all directions, his own included.

      “What’s your name?” Cassidy’s voice echoed through the corridors. “I’m lodging a complaint with the…lodge.”

      Cassidy. She’d been caught in the passageways. How had she gotten into them?

      After receiving his summons from Serenity, he’d started making his way to her lair. Now, he rushed down the damp corridor toward the main room, hurried steps echoing against the uneven flagstones.

      In all his time employed by the Green Huntress, he’d never known of the tunnels that ran beneath it. This was only the second time he’d been down here, but based on the masonry and the roots weaving through the crumbling grout, it was clear these hidden corridors had been around for quite a while, possibly more than a century.

      The first time he’d ventured into this underground labyrinth he’d been blindfolded, and Serenity had walked him through the forest beforehand to ensure his sense of direction would be skewed. Only after the investors had approved him to work with Serenity did she reveal other ways to get to her secret lair.

      “Would you quit shoving? I am so about to find a new place to stick this medical boot.”

      Cassidy’s voice rang clearer now as Roman closed in.

      Rounding one last turn, the central chamber came into view. He was too late. Cassidy was already being escorted through the passages by one of Serenity’s security team.

      Roman backed into the shadows, making sure they wouldn’t see him as they passed. When the coast was clear, he slid into the cavernous space to find Serenity bristling, fists clenched at her sides.

      He’d missed the conversation between Cassidy and his boss but recognized the frustration in Serenity’s eyes. No surprise there. He’d seen Cassidy in action and been on the receiving end of her sharp tongue more than a few times, and her feisty spirit impressed him. It took a lot these days for anything to elicit that reaction. Never mind the way she made his heart ping and hum, proving he still had the capacity to feel something close to all the emotions he thought had died with Brigid.

      Before Roman knew of Cassidy’s powers, he’d found her at-times fiery temperament amusing. Like a little ankle-biter trying to take on a Doberman. Powers aside, though, Cassidy was no shrinking violet. And if she was healing enough to start regaining her memory and magical abilities, she posed a serious threat that Serenity wouldn’t be able to ignore.

      “Please forgive my tardiness.” Roman gestured over his shoulder. “I will commit the tunnel system to memory so that I don’t get lost again.”

      As he closed in, Serenity’s seething anger swelled. It radiated off her in waves. “Why does this Cassidy Wright, a human, stink like magic?” she growled.

      “I’ve been wondering that myself.” He needed to tread carefully. A single mistake could ruin everything for him. On one hand, he had to maintain the appearance of loyalty. On the other, he wanted to protect Cassidy from the consequences of her incessant need to stick her nose into everything. “She’s an enigma.”

      “She’s a nuisance,” Serenity corrected. “How can a human use magic without a source to tap into? She has nothing. Nothing that I could find.”

      “Are you sure she doesn’t have a hidden source? Surely, she must if she can use magic.” Roman leaned in, trying to catch her gaze before he continued. “Would you like me to follow and get a closer look? I could try to bolster the compulsion and get her to talk.”

      “Your compulsion is starting to fail, if it hasn’t completely failed already.” She wheeled on him, fuming.

      Roman didn’t miss a beat. He couldn’t afford to. “We’ve obviously underestimated her. Whatever magic she’s wielding must be dissolving the compulsion too.”

      He’d expected Cassidy to start regaining her memories, thanks to the journal he’d made sure had stayed with her in her room. And the healing potion was supposed to further accelerate that process. But not this soon. That threw him for a loop. Fortunately for him, Cassidy’s powers had thrown Serenity for a loop too.

      Was the wizard’s potion that powerful or was Cassidy’s natural magic helping to speed the potion’s effects along?

      Hopefully, not all her memories had resurfaced. Keeping her safe would be ten times harder if she no longer trusted him. “It might be wise to tread carefully until we know more about Cassidy. She is clearly powerful, but how and why she has this magic is what we’ll need to figure out.”

      “We?” Serenity scoffed and crossed her arms, glaring at him.

      He arranged his features into a concerned expression. “I don’t want you to put yourself in danger unnecessarily. She’s unpredictable.”

      Serenity narrowed her eyes. “I have already dealt with her once, so don’t think to patronize me.”

      “Apologies.” He bowed his head reverently. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I was—”

      “Overstepping.” She tucked her raven hair behind her ears, a nervous tic. “I will let you know when I need you to do something. Until then, I want you by my side. I still have preparations to complete for the next games. And if all goes well, our Watchers will have a more active role.”

      “Whatever you need.” Roman kept his voice low and respectful.

      “Good.” Serenity smiled at him with self-satisfaction. “Head to my office and have my new office assistant, Fritz, pull everything on the Artemis Chalet for you to look at.”

      New assistant?

      He shifted his weight and worked to show no reaction to that news. Her previous assistant, Desmond, had become a problem. Operating under Serenity’s orders, Desmond had tried to kill Cassidy. Which was why Roman had separated the young vampire’s head from his neck.

      Desmond’s subsequent “disappearance” had been tough for him to cover up. Delivering Cassidy to Serenity the way he had, though, had assuaged most of Serenity’s suspicions that Roman had been the one to dispatch her crony.

      Now, he had Desmond 2.0 to deal with. All while still playing his part of helper as Serenity created a bridge between realms. Splendid, just splendid.

      He still remembered the jolt that rocked his body when the familiar face appeared in the window she used to communicate with the fae’s realm. The face was the star of his nightmares…and his most satisfying revenge fantasies. The face of one of the two fae who’d murdered his beloved Brigid so many centuries ago.

      The thought of finally getting his revenge made his claws itch and his fangs ache.

      “Fritz,” Roman repeated. “Got it.”

      “I’ll be along shortly when I’m finished here.” Serenity turned and faced the pool of water in the center of the room.

      Roman turned away to head back to the office, but a flash of light in his periphery drew his attention back to an image forming between the ripples in the pond.

      He stopped and rotated to get a better look.

      A wizened face, one mapped with wrinkles and adorned with white facial hair, stared back at him. Shock rooted Roman in place. The face was familiar.

      The man blinked before vanishing. Or…had he winked?

      That face belonged to the old hermit wizard from whom he’d bought Cassidy’s healing potion.

      The water. Of course. Serenity was using it to scry, an archaic but useful way of spying on others through the use of water.

      Serenity had to know the method worked both ways. Yet, he wouldn’t put it past her to think she was above being spied on in return.

      Still, that didn’t answer what the wizard had been doing in Serenity’s private lair.

      Or what he’d overheard.
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      The luxury suite, spacious and modern as it was, became my gilded cage while I awaited being called down to the games.

      Over and over again, I paced from bed to couch and back again, trying to stifle the panic that kept building inside me. Though I still walked with a faint limp, my pain level remained low. I needed to get out of this room.

      With every passing hour, the stifling walls of the lavish suite seemed to close in like a vise, but each time I attempted to leave, I was met by Serenity’s guard, who loitered outside my door, blocking my escape route. 

      I tried to call Bobbi and Cleo, but the phone had no dial tone. Serenity had isolated me completely. I couldn’t even order room service to satisfy the impulse to devour an entire pint of ice cream.

      Time crawled by as the sun started its steady dip toward the horizon. The longer I remained a prisoner, the more my anger and frustration festered.

      There had to be a way to escape this room.

      I tried the hidden lever to trigger the secret passage again, but the door refused to spring wide as it had last time. I imagined it could be blockaded by an even bigger goon than the one at my door.

      I walked to the door again and pulled it open. “Serenity won’t be happy if I die of starvation before the games begin!” I didn’t bother with my friendly voice. Friendly had gotten me nowhere so far.

      “I can have a tray sent up.”

      “Get my phone unlocked so I can order what I want, or maybe I’ll take a bite out of you.”

      “Only if I can return the favor.” The vampire’s eyes sparkled with anticipation. He opened his mouth and lazily ran his tongue along the tips of his razor-sharp fangs.

      An image zipped through my head of a different vampire, burying his fangs into the neck of a woman dressed in a ballgown. Blood dripped down her skin as he guzzled it like lemonade.

      I suppressed a shiver. I wouldn’t let the guard see my fear. Something told me that it’d serve as an aphrodisiac.

      Lifting my chin, I propped my hands on my hips. “How am I supposed to order food if my phone doesn’t work?”

      “I’ll order for you.”

      Crap. His ordering for me did me no good. I’d hoped to call room service, and then ask them to transfer me to the bar so I could get in touch with Roman. Even with the gaps in my memory, I seemed to recall him helping me fend off a group of hungry vampires and saving me from Serenity’s employee when she’d ordered him to kill me. But without access to a phone and no way out of my room, I was sunk.

      I slammed the door in his face, deriving a childish satisfaction from the loud bang and resulting reverberation. So much for plan A. And as of right now, plan B didn’t exist.

      Since when had I been cast as the lead in this twisted remake of Groundhog Day? The games were set to happen all over again. And thanks to the stupid tattoo on my arm and guards everywhere, I was trapped.

      I struggled to remember everything that had happened since I first stepped foot in the Green Huntress Lodge. While some of my memories had returned, my mind still sported a Swiss cheese pattern when it came to recollecting the recent past. I wasn’t even sure what day it was. My cell phone seemed to have vanished into the ether, and without internet access or a calendar, I had no way to check.

      Frustrated that my mind was taking too long to fill in the gaps, I resumed my frantic pacing, pausing every so often to glance out the sliding glass door that led to the balcony.

      Serenity’s games would restart soon. But without fully knowing what I’d endured the last time, I couldn’t prepare for what was to come in the next round of events.

      One thing was for sure. The Winterfest Games equaled death.

      And this room represented the prison that held me while I awaited certain execution.

      The fireplace lever had been disabled. The door opened to Vampire-topia. My friends had been given a compulsion cocktail topped off with a twist of, “Winterfest, yay!”

      But I was Cassidy Wright. And Cassidy Wright didn’t play the lie-down-and-die game. She did, however, refer to herself in the third person while contemplating windows and ledges.

      Because, compared to going back into those games, what was a five-story drop?
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      I walked to the window and gazed out at the pine trees surrounding the lodge and the snow-covered mountains beyond them. From this vantage, five stories didn’t seem all that high. Since it was winter, darkness was already falling, even though it wasn’t much past five o’clock. In the waning light, the heavy layer of freshly fallen snow resembled a fluffy cushion.

      Luckily, I could see the moon hanging low and big in the sky, glowing soft white light on earth below. The only thing worse than trying to climb to my escape from this many feet up would be trying to do it in the pitch dark.

      Who was I kidding? I was a forty-year-old woman, not some stunt performer. And even if I were a paid daredevil, I wouldn’t risk a fall from this height, especially in my current state, clunking around in an orthopedic boot with an ankle that probably couldn’t withstand a jump off the bed.

      But there was a method to my current madness.

      I remembered that they’d housed all the contestants on the same floor during the last set of games. That increased the likelihood they’d done the same this time around. If I could just get into Cleo or Bobbi’s suite—or any unlocked suite, for that matter—I might stand a chance of escaping. Maybe their rooms had secret passages too.

      And Serenity would have no reason to be in any big hurry to lock their passageways.

      I doubted she’d expect me to consider escaping through the window either. Probably because it was a terrible idea.

      In my head, it seemed plausible. Just hop out and walk the ledge over to the next room and peek inside. Rinse and repeat until I find one of my friends.

      Easy peasy.

      My gaze drifted over to the dresser where the elixir Roman had brought to me sat. I walked over, opened the bottle, and downed another gulp. It burned my throat like liquid fire. For a moment, the mixture fought to come back up.

      It took all I had to keep from puking, but two shakes later, a flood of the warm fuzzies radiated out from my stomach and every ache and pain, including my hunger, vanished.

      Damn. Either Roman had mad skills himself when it came to cooking up magical elixirs, or he knew a good supplier. As horrible as the foul concoction tasted, the benefits were well worth it. He could make millions selling that stuff, even if he only called it a hangover reliever.

      Grumbling, I headed over to the glass doors that led out onto the balcony.

      “Am I really going to do this?” I pushed out into the snappy air, which whisked at my ponytail, loosing fly-aways.

      A few snow flurries danced before they dusted the balcony floor and patio furniture.

      I turned my head to the left, spotting the ledge just beyond the railing, which hung over a precipitous drop and more balconies. One slip and I’d be ping-ponging between them all the way down.

      My stomach lurched as I approached the ledge and took hold of the frosted banister.

      “C’mon. Pull yourself together. What’s the worst that could happen? You break your other ankle, or maybe your neck? Or there’s always option number three…knocking yourself out and dying of hypothermia.”

      I was never any good at pep talks, and that had been one of my better ones. My grip tightened against the wood as if my fingers had a mind of their own.

      Steeling my courage, I took another deep breath, cooling my lungs with the crisp winter air.

      Now or never.

      Hiking my booted foot over first, I straddled the railing, keeping hold of the banister. Then, I dismounted, officially on the other side of safety. From there, I shimmied onto the protruding ledge.

      I had a couple of feet of concrete to work with, so my heels weren’t hanging off the ledge. That was a bonus.

      At least until I risked a glance down.

      Vertigo rocked me. Despite the cold, my palms slicked with sweat.

      I took a moment to breathe and calm my racing pulse. I tried to imagine my old gymnastics days as a child. If I were walking this ledge at ground level, it wouldn’t be a problem. I just had to ignore the lurking drop into snowy oblivion. So, basically, as long as I didn’t look down again, I’d be fine.

      One foot in front of the other. Step, clunk, step, clunk. I inched my way along the ledge, keeping my weight against the wall as I felt for anything to grip with my fingertips.

      The first room I came to was empty, so I continued on. Step, clunk, step, clunk.

      Each time my walking boot hit the concrete ledge, it sounded like the strike of a hammer. At least the potion was doing its job. My ankle felt stronger than it had that morning. At this rate, it’d soon be healed completely. My confidence grew with every step.

      Then I got too confident.

      My booted foot landed without the usual clunk. Gravity yanked my ass down, and my foot flew up in front of me. My heart lunged into my throat as I flung out my hands, reaching for anything I could latch onto. I fell onto my ass on the hard ledge. My left hip hit the wall and Sylvie’s journal, tucked in my jacket pocket, high-fived my ribs.

      Gasping for breath, I clung to the wall, ready to abandon the plan. But that presented another challenge. How was I supposed to stand back up on this thin ledge to get back?

      A giant raven cawed, growing larger with each flap of its wings. Its inky, iridescent-black feathers caught the moonlight, and its eyes glowed eerily in the darkness as the bird headed straight for me.

      Great. Just what this scenario needed…a visit from a Poe-inspired fiend to come peck out my eyeballs.

      I was too petrified of falling to let go of the ledge and shoo it off. All I could do was pinch my eyes shut, hold on for dear life, and hope it wasn’t Death himself coming to collect.

      Feathers fluttered as the creature lighted on the ledge beside me. Its cold, hard beak pecked at me twice before it tugged at my sleeve.

      I opened my eyes to face the demon bird. “Go away! Shoo, you feathered menace!”

      The raven glowered at me with what I could’ve sworn was a reproachful look. Then it opened up its massive beak and screeched. “Go baaack.”

      Okay, that settled it. Roman had fed me liquified shrooms and I’d just OD’d.

      The bird fluttered up from the ledge. Sharp talons tugged my arm, digging in until they pierced my jacket. “Hey! What the—?”

      Its massive wings flapped, creating a draft as it heaved me upward, enough to find my footing again. I flattened my back against the wall and tried to fend off a rush of dizziness. How had the bird managed such a feat?

      As soon as I started moving again—back in the direction of my own window now—the bird flew off. It circled a short distance away, supervising as I maneuvered back toward my suite.

      Was it the potion? My wild imagination?

      Or had I just been rescued by Big Bird?

      Wait. Big Bird. That reminded me of something. Hadn’t a giant raven appeared overhead during the ice derby competition and helped by dropping a snowball? Or was that Roman’s elixir talking? Because, even knowing that lynx shifters and vampires were real, that seemed a little far-fetched.

      If I’d asked myself that question a week earlier, I would be searching for a good therapist. But after all the crazy I’d experienced since coming to Silvery Pines, it seemed reasonable as far as inquiries went.

      A riddle better unraveled in the safety of my room.

      I glanced at the ground below, and my head started to spin.

      Yep, plenty of time to ponder the bird conundrum back in my suite. I just needed to make sure I reached it without splatting into a Cassidy pancake first.
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      I stumbled into my suite and threw myself onto the bed, still in my jacket, and buried myself in the covers. I’d been so foolish to consider even attempting the ledge.

      What was wrong with me? I used to be so cautious. I guess desperation could make people do the most outrageous things.

      Wrapped in my warm cocoon, I must have drifted off for a few minutes, because the next thing I knew, I was waking up to the sound of my suite door screeching open and the guard’s voice.

      “Get up,” he barked.

      “Excuse you!” My heart pounding, I shot the guard a scathing look. “Ever heard of knocking?”

      He ignored my complaint. “Get ready. Serenity is having all the contestants eat dinner together. You have two minutes.”

      There was no mistaking the threat in that statement as the door shut behind him.

      I threw off the covers, still wearing my clothes from earlier, and hopped out of bed. My ankle twinged, but not enough to stop me from moving. I rushed into the bathroom and ran the hotel comb through my hair. I made sure Sylvie’s journal was still in my pocket before heading out the door.

      The guard led us to a banquet room filled with golden light, courtesy of the crystal chandeliers. The aromas of roasted meat and grilled vegetables wafted through the air. Deep-green cloths draped long tables, the excess fabric pooling on the floor. Posh chairs upholstered in velvety gold fabric surrounded the tables.

      Despite the opulence, I shivered. The vibe might be fancy dinner party, but to me it felt more like the Last Supper. Serenity’s way of fattening up her little sacrificial lambs.

      Everywhere I looked, faces were unfamiliar. Most of the new recruits had a cheerful, determined glint in their eyes, ready to take on whatever the Winterfest Games had in store for them. They were under a spell.

      I hadn’t paid much attention at breakfast this morning, but now that my memories were starting to return, I took the time to size up my fellow competitors and was struck by a disturbing realization.

      Why are there kids in here?

      The only kid I recalled from the last games was a seventeen-year-old boy. Miguel. How could I have forgotten about him and his mom, Maria? I glanced around but didn’t see them anywhere. I could only hope that meant they’d managed to escape somehow.

      My blood ran cold as my gaze swept over several other teenagers loitering near pockets of clustered adults. One of them couldn’t be much older than thirteen. Surely, Serenity wasn’t planning on putting kids in danger?

      Silly question. Of course she was.

      “Cassidy, over here!” Bobbi waved at me from a table on the far-left side of the room.

      I hurried over to find my name written on a little note card by one of the place settings. “What’s the deal with the assigned seating?”

      Cleo shrugged. “Beats me. The food is great, though. You should grab some of the fettuccini before they run out.”

      The mention of food made my stomach lurch. I didn’t need food. What I needed was for them to understand the danger we were in.

      I perched on a chair and dropped my voice to a whisper. “Did you know there are secret passages leading to all our rooms?”

      Bobbi’s eyebrow arched. “Kinky.”

      “No, creepy. I found a lever in the fireplace. It opened a secret passageway.”

      “Let me guess...” Cleo leaned closer. “You went in.”

      “I did. There are passages on every level...and they go deep too.”

      “Did you take more pain meds? I hear they can mess with some people’s heads.” Cleo winked at Bobbi as if sharing an inside joke.

      I gritted my teeth. It was either that or scream in frustration. “I haven’t taken any pain pills.”

      “We’re worried about you.” Bobbi’s tone was soft like she feared she might trigger me. “That avalanche was no joke. Aside from your injury, we know you’ve got to be dealing with some trauma. I mean, you’re lucky you survived.”

      The word trauma echoed in my skull. Another rush of memories came flooding to the surface.

      I’d been in conversation with Roman, in a room with people sleeping on cots. The infirmary. We were talking about the trauma and PTSD Bobbi had just mentioned. Roman wanted to take away their memory of the pain. Somehow, despite my hesitancy, I’d let him.

      My heart twanged with guilt.

      I’d agreed to let him use compulsion to smooth their memories. In my defense, at the time I’d believed that Serenity was dead, and we were free. I’d been in shock, and severe pain, and probably not in my right mind.

      If I’d known we’d end up back in the games, I never would have let him tamper with their thoughts.

      Hindsight was twenty-twenty.

      Serenity strolled in through a side entrance. She wore a black pencil skirt, red blazer, and a tastefully ruffled white blouse. Her red pumps gave the ensemble a punch of sophistication that seemed in poor taste given the circumstances. She strolled over to the table in front that was set up like a dais and tapped the microphone.

      The room quieted. Every head swiveled toward Serenity as she raised her arms in a welcoming gesture. “It’s time to announce the next game, which will commence tomorrow. We’re taking you into the great outdoors for a river run scavenger hunt. How does that sound?”

      The crowd erupted with cheers and shouts. Thoughtful of her to leave out the “you’re all gonna die” part.

      “Can anyone guess where the finish line is going to be?” Cupping her hand to her ear, Serenity mimed listening for the right answer.

      A man’s voice rang out. “The new lodge? The one that’s part of the grand prize?”

      “Someone is using his brain.” Serenity pointed her finger at the stocky male contestant with glasses. “Stand up and tell us your name.”

      He flushed as he rose. “Jerry Richards.”

      Serenity glanced at a paper in front of her. “Congratulations, Jerry Richards. You’re now the captain of the red team.”

      Applause erupted around the room as Jerry took a bow and sank back into his seat.

      “Now that we have a captain, we need to see who’s on his team.” Serenity fanned her arms out wide in a very Oprah-esque move. “Everyone, please, reach under your seat. There, you’ll find an envelope taped to the cushion.”

      The shuffling of chairs grew to a roar. And then a blend of gasps and cheers took over as everyone discovered their team assignments.

      I ripped my envelope open.

      “Red,” I announced as I waved the little colored paper for Bobbi and Cleo to see.

      Bobbi pouted and held up a blue piece of paper. Cleo too.

      An invisible vise squeezed my ribs. Suddenly, the assigned seats made all the sense in the world. Serenity had landed a blow that I might not be able to bounce back from.

      Separating me from my friends.

      I swallowed the sudden knot that formed in my throat. Stupid, so stupid. How did I not predict this?

      “Get to know your teammates.” Serenity directed a wicked grin right at me. “You’ll be spending a lot of time with them. Now, a little more about the game...”

      Serenity had said she would enjoy watching me try and fail. I’d wondered how exactly she planned to do that. Now, I knew.

      She’d set a cunning trap. The ultimate catch-22.

      I fought the urge to leap from my chair and launch myself at her like an attack dog. If she thought I’d hurt my friends to win her stupid game, she was wrong.

      As Sylvie had always said, there were more ways than one to skin a cat.

      Or, in this instance, a raging bitch.
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      While Serenity droned on about the competitive spirit and upcoming games, I excused myself. “I’m feeling sick to my stomach. I need to find the ladies’ room.” I stood and dropped my napkin on the table.

      Some of my memories were still fuzzy, but I had been here before the games had started. I’d spent plenty of time sneaking around the employee hallways and—with everyone distracted by the banquet—this might be the only chance I had to find something to help us escape. A working phone, a weapon, anything.

      Scooting around the perimeter of the reception room, I made it out through the doors without being spotted. After a few false starts, I found the door for the stairs halfway down the empty hallway.

      Bingo.

      Moving as fast as my walking boot would allow, I made my way down the stairwell and exited onto the first-floor employee hallway. I passed Serenity’s office and headed to the door that led to the bar. Upon reaching it, I eased the door open.

      The bar was empty. No guests, and worse, no bartender. A quick peek into the lobby revealed the security guard stationed there.

      I crept back into the employee hallway, stopping in front of Serenity’s office. The doorknob turned beneath my hand. I hadn’t expected Serenity’s office to be unlocked, but I wasn’t about to let such a golden opportunity pass me by.

      With any luck, her speech would last long enough to provide cover, but I didn’t have much time. If I dallied too long, Serenity would no doubt take note of my absence.

      My heart raced with adrenaline. I was here. But what did I need to find? What could help me and my friends escape?

      I shuffled through the top layer of papers strewn across Serenity’s desk. Near the back sat rolls of architectural plans for the Artemis Chalet that Serenity had mentioned. Notes written in tight, looping scrawl made my mouth go dry.

      How many sacrifices?

      Will artifact work?

      Cassidy Wright

      The bit about sacrifices made a bead of sweat run down the back of my neck. And why the hell was my name written there?

      The doorknob to Serenity’s office twisted.

      Terror shot through me like lightning, and I froze in place. The door opened and a young man walked in.

      He couldn’t have been older than his late twenties, by my estimate. Clean-shaven and dressed far too nicely in a charcoal-gray suit to be one of the servers. Not human, though. Vampire.

      “Who are you?” Hand on the doorknob, he stopped and gawked at me.

      When caught in a compromising position, fake your way out.

      Channeling my inner Serenity, I folded my arms and gave him a haughty look. “I could ask the same question. I haven’t seen you before. What’s your name?”

      “I just got here today.” He dropped his hand from the knob and held it out. “Fritz. I’m Serenity’s new assistant.”

      “Well, Fritz.” I took his hand and gave it a formal two-pump shake. “Now that you’re here, you can help me find the staging ground plans for the Artemis Chalet. Games start tomorrow and the investors want to make sure everything is in order.”

      “Right. Of course.” He snapped to attention like an eager little soldier and crossed the room to the file cabinet next to the desk. “Here’s the copy I made today.” He handed me a small folder with a happy-to-oblige smile on his face.

      “Thanks, Fritz. I’ll get these off to the investors.” Before he could say anything to stop me, I beelined from the office as fast as my feet could carry me.

      With everyone up in the banquet hall, no one was guarding the elevators. I scurried inside one, hit the button for the fifth floor, and rode it back up to my suite.

      Luck seemed to be on my side. At least for now. And I planned on using it to my advantage.

      Once inside my suite, I went to work, poring over every note, map, and drawing in the file Fritz had given me.

      The Artemis Chalet appeared to be a replicate of the Green Huntress Lodge. Everything down to the placement near a lake, the gondola, and the connection to the Green Huntress by the same river snaking through the mountains.

      Why would Serenity have a duplicate of the lodge built? Was there a magical purpose?

      I set down the file and reached for Sylvie’s journal, hoping to find helpful information in there. I seemed to recall new entries popping up in the past, in different writing than Sylvie’s. The journal was hit or miss, but I knew it was magic and my only resource at the moment.

      I cracked it and the book fell open to a page with weird symbols on it.

      I reached into the dark holes of my memory. There was a warm lake, like a giant hot spring. That’s where I’d seen those kinds of marks. They had been burned into the trees. Runes.

      I didn’t know what they meant, but I understood that wherever they were placed, magic had to be close by.

      A strange name was scrawled at the bottom of the page in blue ink.

      “Who is Benedict?”

      I tried to flip the page, but the book returned to the one marked Benedict.

      The book had done this before, and while I was still under compulsion, I’d chalked it up to a draft. There’d been no draft, though. The journal was talking to me and clearly, the book wanted to make sure I saw the name.

      Or maybe it was the symbol written next to the name that Sylvie’s journal wanted me to focus on.

      It reminded me of a pinwheel with each spoke ending in a trident. More ornate than the simple runes I hazily remembered seeing burned into the trees surrounding the strange hot spring lake. The longer I stared at the circular rune, the more elements popped out at me. I could see some of those simple rune shapes mingled into each of the individual spokes. Like a word written within the pinwheel shape.

      Did that combination give the symbol a special meaning? Did this Benedict fellow, whoever he was, possess powerful magic? Or was this how he wrote his name?

      “Sometimes, you’ve got to treat me like a five-year-old,” I groaned. “I’m still new at all this magic stuff, remember?”

      I didn’t expect an answer. The book had spoken. It was up to me to understand.

      “Okay. Thanks, I guess.”

      Whoever this Benedict person was, I was aware of him now. For whatever good that would do.
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      The morning of the inaugural river game, Serenity’s heels clicked against the ancient flagstones, her steps echoing down the long corridor. The cloying scent of mildew had her crinkling her nose, but the distant flicker of torchlight waved her forward like a welcoming friend.

      As she turned the corner, she picked up on a familiar, earthy fragrance. Roman had come down this way.

      She stopped to touch the rough stone wall as she inhaled his lingering scent in the otherwise musty air.

      The aroma’s potency suggested Roman had only just passed through.

      Serenity resumed her confident stride, expecting to find Fritz, her newest assistant, waiting for her when she entered the hidden lair.

      Torchlight threw wicked shadows along the walls in the chamber. One of those shadows belonged to Roman. All the others belonged to the inanimate.

      Well. This wasn’t the assistant she’d expected. Where the hell was Fritz? He was late. Roman, however, had materialized out of nowhere.

      He’d worked for her for the better part of a year and yet his history, along with the cogs and mechanisms of his mind, remained a mystery to her.

      Lately, he’d been working hard to earn her favor. Perhaps even a little too hard.

      He stood, arms folded, in the far corner, watching her as she approached.

      “Have you seen Fritz this morning?”

      Roman smoothed the cuffs on his black, long-sleeved shirt. “We spoke. Briefly.”

      Serenity gritted her teeth, annoyance rankling her. “If I’m reading your body language correctly, I’ll need to add finding another new assistant to my ever-expanding to-do list. Maybe I should’ve made it clear that your position at the lodge doesn’t come with decision-making authority.”

      “Maybe you should thank me instead.” He spoke without remorse. “Your little vampire pet was squirreling away information on the chalet. Who he might’ve been gathering it for, I couldn’t say. I know how much you prize secrecy in all your matters, so yes, I made an executive decision to nip that problem in the bud.”

      Serenity pursed her lips and tilted her head. Roman certainly was cut from a different cloth. He was fae, at least partially so. And strong enough to hide his true self behind a powerful glamour that even she couldn’t break.

      That alone gave her reason to be suspicious. And weigh his worth against the potential risks.

      But he had been one of the few employees she could rely on to do their job without fail. And competency was worth a lot.

      She huffed an annoyed breath. Fine. But she was putting Fritz on Roman’s tab.

      “In the future…” She rolled her eyes. “When you have the itch to dispatch an employee, please clear it with me first. Remember, your official title is bartender, not chief of staff. I’m down two assistants in two weeks now. I still can’t believe Desmond took off without telling me.”

      The particulars of her last assistant’s disappearance still baffled her. Desmond’s loyalty had been secured by the most ironclad bond there was, the hunger for power. He knew working for Serenity was his way of moving up in the world. Then again, the little weasel had let Cassidy Wright escape when he was supposed to kill her, so he’d likely been worried about Serenity’s reaction. Smart, if so. She probably would have executed him for such an egregious failure.

      As long as they were discussing Desmond, Serenity figured she might as well fish for more details. “I still don’t understand how Desmond incapacitated you long enough for Cassidy to get away.”

      Roman echoed her sentiment. “He probably worried about your reaction to his failure to do away with Cassidy. Hopefully, you’ll remember who brought her back to you in the end.”

      She waved an impatient hand. “Yes, yes. And I’d give you a cookie for doing your job, but I already did. His name was Fritz.”

      “That little upstart was the one rooting through your effects. And yet my honor is called into question for making a judgment call? The right judgment call. Have I not earned a modicum of trust for helping to ensure the games are not compromised?”

      He had a point. Roman’s methods may have been questionable, but Serenity couldn’t deny that the man got results. She’d be a fool not to use her resources, especially when Roman offered his skills so readily.

      “The next time you execute one of my assistants without first bringing it up to me, it’ll be tit for tat. You might not have any assistants, but I’ll find something you’ll miss. Like an appendage, perhaps. Understand?”

      Roman bowed his head respectfully.

      Losing Fritz was a minor inconvenience, and the discussion wasn’t worth the time it would take. So, Serenity pushed aside her irritation and channeled her focus back to the issue at hand.

      She turned toward the scrying pool. Its waters swirled, as if excited for her return.

      “Speaking of the games...” Serenity walked toward her favorite spot in the center of the chamber. “Have you finished familiarizing yourself with the Artemis Chalet?”

      “I’ve gone over everything you gave me and committed the details to memory.” Roman pushed away from the wall and stepped closer to Serenity. “If there’s nothing else needed, I’ll return to my cabin to prepare.”

      Serenity quirked an eyebrow. “So eager to leave?”

      “Never as eager as I am to serve. Did you need me for something else?”

      God. Why did she have to get such a high from his well-mannered kowtowing? She could drink it up all day. As with wine, though, she was bound to get a headache if she allowed herself to indulge too much.

      “I was going to check in on our dear little Cassidy Wright.” She gestured to the pool.

      Roman blinked with new interest. “You can do that through the water?”

      She eyed him. “You seem intrigued by her.”

      “It’s you who intrigues me.” He gestured toward the pool. “If you don’t mind me watching, I’d love to see you in action.”

      Serenity pivoted toward the scrying pool, which stilled at once as though in anticipation. She knelt on the cold flagstones before the now-glassy surface of the dark and firelit water. Grounding her energy to the earth, she lifted her hands and held them over the pool. “Observe, then. And take note of how I see more than you think I do.”

      Tuning her senses to the water, she floated her hand above the liquid.

      In her mind, she conjured Cassidy’s image, the slender little nuisance with wavy, chin-length, ash-blond hair who desperately needed a wardrobe update. With that visual in her mind, Serenity pressed her palm to the water, whispered her incantation, and pushed the mental picture of her target into the murky depths.

      The waters churned anew, swirling into a mini whirlpool. At first, the shimmering form remained a phantom, a silhouette. Then, with a ripple, the shadow snapped into focus.

      Cassidy must have still been in the café. The view from her water glass presented the woman at an unflattering angle. Serenity hadn’t wanted a view of her nostrils, but that’s what she got.

      “Do you see her?” Serenity kept her back straight and her eyes down, maintaining her gaze and concentration on the water.

      “Yes. She appears to be upset.”

      “That was my aim.” Serenity shrugged a shoulder. “Emotions are the easiest weakness to trigger, but I’ve only just begun to push her buttons. No need to fret, though. By her own admission, she has little control over her powers. I pitched her a little curveball. The first of many I’ve got locked and loaded. And what is she going to do? File a complaint with management?”

      “I take it you did not place her under new compulsion with the rest of the contestants?”

      “Waste of energy.” Serenity almost turned toward him as she snarled her response. “She’s broken multiple compulsions already. Besides, allowing her memories to return might be a blessing in disguise.” The corners of Serenity’s lips curled into a smirk. “She’ll be more susceptible to triggers if she sees them coming while helpless to stop them. I have bigger plans for our little oddity. I plan to poke and prod every tender spot she has until I learn the truth of what makes Cassidy Wright so...unique.”

      At the risk of jinxing her plan, Serenity kept her reasons to herself. Roman might be loyal, but even he couldn’t be privy to the whole truth. As much of a thorn in her side as Cassidy was, it was possible the woman held some connection to the goddesses. That kind of magic, even if faint, could prove essential to unlocking the barrier between realms and granting Serenity the long-sought-after access to the world and family she’d been cut off from.

      Serenity rarely let herself think of the joy she’d experience if she succeeded and reunited with her family. Dreams of motherly affection and sisterly bonds made people soft. Only after she achieved her goals could Serenity enjoy her reward. Until that time, she had to remain focused on the tasks at hand and ignore the hopes that drove her.

      “I don’t mean to contradict you.” Roman’s voice drifted nearer. “It’s just...with her being so powerful...” He took an uneasy breath. “Unpredictable... Is it worth risking the success of the games to let her participate? If her powers manifest, won’t that disrupt what you’ve set in place for the investors?”

      Twisting around to view him, Serenity searched Roman’s face, wary of his constant attempts to sway her from her plans.

      Was there something he knew about Cassidy? Something he wasn’t saying?

      “If we trigger her…” This time, Serenity kept her annoyance in check. Emotions betrayed weaknesses, and weaknesses opened doors that could prove hard to shut later. Roman had his secrets, and Serenity had hers. They understood each other that way. “We will learn how she reacts. We can watch how her magic manifests under pressure, and that will teach us all we need to know about her.”

      Magic wasn’t something humans were born with. Like Serenity’s father, they were lesser creatures who had to rely on talismans to tap into it, and even then, results varied. The only way to know if Cassidy’s magic was innately bound to her blood was to see how she used it and what it worked on.

      Roman nodded without adding further argument.

      Maybe, finally, he was learning what “subordinate” meant.

      “You think I don’t think things through.” She blinked at him. “But contrary to what you clearly must assume, I’m always a step ahead. Of everyone. Including you, Roman. And, in this instance, if I’m right, Cassidy’s magic will be required to locate the artifacts my investors demanded be retrieved during these games.” Serenity studied Roman’s body language as she dropped this clue. Would he bite?

      He clasped his hands behind his back, standing like a soldier at ease, though his gaze never quite met Serenity’s. “Seems a waste to send the other humans out there if Cassidy is the only one who can do what you need.”

      “A waste? The blood I spill is never wasted.”

      “There are kids in this group.” He shrugged like he didn’t care, like he was only making the most rote of observations. Maybe he didn’t care. But then why bring it up?

      “Is that a criticism?” She rose from the pool and walked toward Roman until she stood inches from him. “Is there some feedback you’d like to share? Please, Roman, tell me how that detail matters. Please, mansplain my plans to me. I must not have noticed the children. The human children who are probably going to die first in the games. They must have escaped my attention.”

      “I’m…simply trying to understand your plan. If you share more information with me, I can help. That’s all.”

      “I’ve given you the information needed to perform your part. The humans may not be able to locate the artifacts, but their sacrifice in trying won’t be a wasted effort.”

      Serenity gestured to the water, sending Cassidy’s image down into the depths of the swirling pool. “Their blood is a key element in my grand design.”

      In truth, she didn’t like thinking about the children either. Human or not.

      But then, at the end of the day, it didn’t matter who she had to send to the slaughter.

      Not if it got that portal open.

      Not if it brought her to her family. The only family that could matter to Serenity.

      The only family she would let matter.
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      After a night of terrible sleep thanks to my memory unlocking the day before and my brain subsequently deciding to torture me all night with worst case scenarios, I rolled out of bed and made sure I was ready for breakfast when the guard yelled. Nerves continued to plague me and tie my gut into knots, but I’d skipped dinner last night. The river game started today, and I couldn’t afford to miss this meal. Not when the future held so much uncertainty.

      I ventured down to breakfast, forcing a cheesy egg sandwich down my throat while tuning out the rest of the contestants’ excited chatter. Coffee in hand, I headed back up to my suite.

      A fresh set of gear awaited me at the foot of my bed.

      Laid out across the comforter the way some epic evening gown might be displayed, a black, full-body dry suit waited to be donned. If Long Johns and Snow Suit had a baby, an ugly baby, it would be this jumpsuit.

      A red stripe slashed across the suit from shoulder to hip.

      Right. Go team.

      The atrocity, couture as it was, would keep me warm, so that was a win. At least they weren’t trying to kill us immediately.

      I sighed and examined a pair of neoprene boots with a rubber sole that reminded me of tire treads. Under that, I found a rash guard, nylon leggings, and some gloves.

      Maybe, if I was lucky, my memory faucet would soon go from slow trickle to gushing. And perhaps that would help me to connect the dots.

      Part of me wanted to try the window again. Even after how fruitless my last attempt had been. There had to be a way to get out of this whole mess.

      But then, bailing wouldn’t help Bobbi and Cleo. My interactions with my friends told me they were still one-hundred-percent committed to the games. They didn’t even bat an eye when we were separated into two different teams.

      I held the suit up again.

      So. New conundrum. How was I supposed to get my bum ankle and giant medical boot into this monstrosity? Even if I managed that, could I count on my foot to support me through the physical challenges I was sure to face?

      If only I could remember how I’d gotten wrapped up in all this. Too bad the inside of my head still reminded me of an Etch-A-Sketch.

      Muttering and cussing, I slipped off the boot and fumbled through dressing myself in the gear the lodge had provided. Then, I hobbled out of the room with a bright-orange wet bag slung over my shoulder and the walking boot back on and secured around a neoprene sock.

      Down in the lobby, I spotted others decked out the same as me. Some had red on their dry suits and others had blue. The only thing missing was a marching band, a cheerleading squad, and a mascot.

      Amidst the throng of contestants, twin teen girls caught my eye. Red marked their dry suits, which designated them as my teammates. They stood mingling with their parents.

      Both girls had long, glossy-brown hair that brushed their shoulders and pale-blue eyes that shone like jewels. Thin and tall in stature, both towered over their mother.

      They reminded me so much of my daughter when she was that age.

      Shay made sure I knew when her height had surpassed mine. She could be taller, but I’d always be Mom.

      The tree of a man standing next to the twins betrayed the source of the genes that had boosted their height. Muscular, straight-backed, and six foot something, he seemed only to be missing his sword and Viking helmet. He would be an invaluable asset to our team for sure.

      Still. I couldn’t get past seeing those young girls, who couldn’t be more than fourteen.

      They smiled and laughed with their parents, like they were waiting to get on a roller coaster. Not into a death match.

      Shay had grown into a strong woman, but I still couldn’t imagine how she would’ve handled being put through life-endangering games at that tender age.

      My heart pounded with anger as it broke for that family. Four of them would enter the game, but even under the best of odds, they wouldn’t all make it back.

      These games would be a scar on the hearts of those lucky enough to survive.

      Maybe, though, I could find a way to help ensure they all survived.

      I walked over, holding my hand out to shake. “Hi there. I’m on the red team too. My name is Cassidy.”

      The mother, a petite, brunette woman, took my hand. “Sabrina Wylie. Nice to meet you. This is my husband, Justin. And these are my daughters, Michelle and Terry.”

      Justin, the modern-day Viking man, bald with a flaming-red beard, grunted a “hello” and nodded.

      Next to Justin, the twin girls smiled.

      “Excited for the games?” I asked the two young girls.

      Their blue eyes lit up with enthusiasm.

      “Oh, yes!” Michelle bobbed her head.

      “We can’t wait to compete.” Terry tapped her sister’s shoulder as she bounced excitedly on the balls of her feet.

      I nodded and stepped back, giving them some space when Sabrina pulled her girls into a huddle to go over some game strategy. My eyes lingered on the trio for a few moments before my curiosity got the better of me.

      I leaned in again. “So, how did you all come to be part of these games?”

      Sabrina’s smile faded. She eyeballed me the same way you would the shuffling vagrant at the gas station who drifted too close while you were pumping gas. “Same as you, I’m sure.” Her voice was kind but cautious, as if she wasn’t sure how much she should share with me. “We heard about it from a friend and decided it would be a great opportunity for our family to have a bonding adventure vacation.”

      “I’m sure you know there are risks involved.” I was hoping to come across as light and friendly, but my tone missed the mark and landed somewhere closer to condescending.

      “We’re aware of the risks, thank you.” Turning to her daughters, Sabrina gave them a reassuring smile. “But my family doesn’t back down from a challenge.”

      Her expression again grew wary. “I don’t mean to be rude, but since we’ll be starting soon, I’d like a few minutes to prep my girls.”

      “Of course. Huddle away.” I waved to the girls. “Stick close to your mom and dad. Stay safe.”

      With a polite smile, Sabrina turned back to her daughters. I listened as she offered words of encouragement, reminding them to stay focused on their goals if they wanted to win the games.

      Her words struck me even deeper than before.

      I wanted to say something, do something...anything to save them from this terrible fate. Slap some sense into them and make them understand that they needed to run far away as fast as they could.

      But what good would it do?

      They were all under compulsion. I could scream to the heavens, but it wouldn’t make any difference while Serenity had control over their minds.

      And I had no clue how to break that control.

      The only way to help them was to join them and maybe try to spoon-feed them a little truth along the way. And, if nothing else, I could do my best to make sure those girls came back alive.

      If Shay had been in their position, I’d have hoped someone would look out for her, especially if I’d been mentally impaired.

      Shay wasn’t here, thank God.

      In a sense, though, I was currently still impaired. In more ways than one. Mentally, without my full memory. Physically, without the full use of my ankle. Emotionally, without my friends.

      So far in this round, the score was Serenity one, Cassidy nothing.

      There was still time to change that, but with the odds so stacked against me, I had to admit the truth.

      As the old Magic 8 Ball from my childhood might have once put it: Outlook not so good.
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      It was mid-afternoon by the time the silver bus’s brakes screeched to a halt at a spot in the middle of nowhere. The big charter-style vehicle had seemed so normal when it appeared in front of the Green Huntress Lodge, and when I’d slipped into a seat across from Cleo and Bobbi, the excited chatter that filled the interior reminded me of riding the bus to track meets in high school. I’d actually closed my eyes and allowed the motion to soothe the frantic pinging of my nerves. Now that we’d stopped, my nerves fired at will, filling my body with a jittery sort of energy that made my stomach dip and dive and my muscles twitchy.

      The doors whooshed open, and the teams filed out. Together, we trudged up the path running through the forest. Each of my booted footsteps fell heavy on the snow-covered trail, my injury a glaring reminder that I was starting off at a disadvantage.

      All part of Serenity’s plan to watch me die in her games.

      I’d promised myself I wouldn’t be afraid, but I couldn’t stop my stomach from clenching.

      Despite the fear that crept up inside me, I couldn’t help but be awed by the beauty of the landscape. Snow frosted the evergreens and dusted their trunks. Silence rang as clean and clear as the crisp, balsam-scented air. Reams of pines jutted over the land. Their ranks climbed the mountains, marching toward craggy, gray peaks. The picture was so scenic, I half expected a giant paintbrush-wielding Bob Ross arm to come down through the clouds and dab one more “happy little tree” by that boulder over there.

      In the distance, the river roared.

      As we neared the water, Jerry, our team leader, glanced over his shoulder as if to make sure none of us had wandered off. We’d spent a little time on the bus ride introducing ourselves, but I was sure I’d need a reminder of everyone’s names. I knew the names of the couple holding hands in front of me were Jesse and Carol because I’d been sitting right behind them. With her petite height, pointed chin, and dark hair, Carol reminded me a little bit of a mouse. Her husband, burly from the time he’d spent working in construction and with a big, square jaw, was her physical opposite. Even though they were both in their fifties, they held hands like newlyweds.

      I prayed that they’d still be able to hold hands and smile at each other once the current game ended.

      The path opened to the rushing, white-capped water which sparkled under the midday sun. Ahead, vampires wearing lodge security uniforms directed the contestants, splitting them into their respective groups.

      I blinked, certain I had to be hallucinating. But the closer I got, the clearer their fangs became. No shimmer of magic cloaked their true nature. The vampires made no effort to hide what they were.

      Gasps from members of the blue team, who were being herded toward their boat, pulled me from my shock.

      The presence of vampires sent a wave of panic through the assembly. Jesse wrapped a protective arm around Carol while one of a threesome of thirty-something men on our team swore to his friends. “What the hell kind of freakshow is this?”

      “By now, you’ve noticed my special employees.” Serenity’s voice echoed over our heads, amplified by what sounded like a microphone or a bullhorn.

      I twisted to search for her, but I found a speaker instead. It was just like her to think she was too good to join the party…even one she’d organized herself.

      “Don’t be afraid.” Amusement underscored Serenity’s words. “They won’t bite as long as you play by the rules.”

      Gee, that was comforting.

      “Each team will be hunting for three artifacts as you make your trek down the river.” Serenity spoke as if she were reading from a script. “Checkpoints along the river are where you’ll find the clues to lead you toward your artifacts.”

      Murmurs of acceptance echoed around the crowd. Apparently, they’d already acclimated to the presence of the two-legged, fang-faced land sharks leering at them from the sidelines. Compulsion. It could twist your common sense into a pretzel and then laugh while you drunkenly snacked.

      “Now, remember,” Serenity teased. “Only the team that shows up at the Artemis Chalet with all three artifacts can win. No switching sides, no showing up missing an item. All or nothing, first come, first serve.”

      That earned a few grumbles. One from me as well. I’d hoped to switch sides so I could be with Cleo and Bobbi. But, of course, Serenity had thought of a way to bar me from that.

      “A final word of caution.” Serenity’s tone lowered. “Stray from the path, give up, or in any other way leave the game, and you will be permanently disqualified by my security guards.”

      I gulped at her not-so-subtle threat.

      Permanently disqualified is to death and dismemberment as snow is to precipitation.

      The vampires grinned and licked their fangs, as if hoping someone would test the theory.

      Jerry didn’t spare the vampires another glance before gesturing us forward. “Red team, let’s get a move on.”

      We all hustled after him, and the blue team scurried forward too. No one seemed particularly eager to stay back and chill with Serenity’s bloodsuckers. Each team had fifteen members and two of the giant, yellow, inflatable rafts apiece. I needed to claim a spot where I could see our surroundings but also communicate with everyone and help to set the tone for our team. So, somewhere in the middle where I could be heard.

      The sight of the rushing river brought back the memory of the strange lake I’d visited before. Magic kept that lake warm enough to be like a hot spring. I suddenly remembered the puca I’d met… He’d commanded the waters.

      And this river, impervious to the cold, flowed freely. Not a shard of ice to be seen.

      Was this the puca’s magic at work? Or had Serenity regained control of his waters, or the magic that made them warm, to keep the river from freezing over?

      It had to be the latter. My memories surfaced one after the other. The puca had learned the don’t-trust-Serenity lesson well enough. He wouldn’t ally himself with her again.

      As the memory of the lake faded, another resurfaced…the trickling water in Serenity’s private lair. Water must hold some importance, and I needed to pay attention to that intuitive hint.

      A shout arose behind me. I whirled.

      As if suddenly realizing the inherent dangers in this contest, a skinny and bespectacled blue-team contestant picked up a paddle and held it out like a weapon. “I didn’t sign up for this shit,” he growled, holding the paddle in a white-knuckled grip.

      Before anyone could take another breath, one of the vampire security guards sprang forward and seized the man. A garbled cry arose too late, and the man’s glasses cracked against the frozen turf just as the vampire sank fangs into his neck.

      “He…lp!” The man screamed as the vampire drained him.

      But he was beyond help. Bright-red blood sprayed from his throat like water from a sprinkler. The vampire had gone straight for the jugular. Too fast, the man’s complexion paled, and his limbs went limp.

      Gasps of shock and horror filled the air as the vampire looked up from his prey to meet the eyes of the nearest contestants watching in horror.

      A guttural death rattle bubbled from the unfortunate man’s lips.

      My stomach lurched, and I turned away from the grisly scene. It had all happened too quickly for me to help even if I could have, and I didn’t need to listen to the vampire gorge himself or the final pulsing heartbeats of that poor soul.

      The tang of iron and fear drenched the atmosphere as we all worked to pack our rafts with the gear at the quickest possible pace. The blue team took a more haphazard approach to packing, tossing supplies into their two rafts willy-nilly and piling in behind them in apparent eagerness to trade the dangers on shore for those on the river. They shoved away from the bank first and almost capsized in their haste.

      I saw Cleo and Bobbi as they clung to their raft’s hand grips for dear life as the vessel tipped and flopped back down, sending icy droplets up in a spray.

      A man had lost his life. Horrible as that was, the sudden shift in the contestants’ attitudes had proved that the power of magical compulsion wasn’t absolute. That power had a threshold. So, mind control could fade...maybe even completely snap under extreme duress.

      I filed that information away as I joined my team in our boat. The surface rocked and swayed, and my arms windmilled to keep me upright. I hurried to an open spot on the far side of the raft and sat before I lost my balance.

      Once everyone was loaded, we pushed off from the shore to start our journey and search for the first checkpoint.

      As the current carried us, I glanced back at the bank.

      The blood-smeared vampire grinned at me. Then, he pointed with one crimson finger as if to say I was next.

      Maybe I would be. Maybe I wouldn’t.

      One thing was certain, though.

      Now that the games had officially begun, there would, indeed, be a next.
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      Under any other circumstances, I would be in awe of the glorious view that surrounded our raft as the river carried us downstream. On the shore, to either side, evergreens stood tall, blanketed in a pristine coat of white. The subtle blue and green variations in their needles contrasted with the deep-orange sky as the sun slowly sank below the surrounding mountaintops.

      The boat bobbed and rocked as our oars splashed the frigid water. Glittering sprinkles, raining down on us with each stroke, broke the silence as we made our way down the river. So far, the current was wide and sluggish enough that I wasn’t freaking out about capsizing every other second, though I knew that luxury could end once we hit a rocky patch or the girth narrowed.

      Heavy notes of pine mixed with a subtle earthiness saturated the air. I was more than thankful for the dry suit the lodge had provided. But as I looked around, I alone seemed to be impervious to the cold.

      The chill pinched my cheeks, and puffs of fog still plumed from my lips, but the shivering that plagued most of the others didn’t affect me. The effort to maintain a steady rhythm of strokes with my oar, however, did. Before long, the muscles in my arms started to burn.

      The bus trip, unloading, and packing had cost us time. We weren’t on the river long before the sun started to sink from view.

      The two teen girls I’d met earlier, Michelle and Terry Wylie, huddled with their mother and father in the two rows behind me. I wished I had something to offer them, maybe an extra coat or blankets, but with all the water our oars were kicking up, we couldn’t risk pulling the camping equipment from the dry compartments.

      Besides the Wylie family, our raft contained Steven and Noah. Steven was a lanky, dark-haired man with a calm, steady voice, and an easygoing manner. I’d pegged Noah as in his mid-to-late twenties. He had long, sideswept bangs, a silver eyebrow piercing, and a tendency to yelp and yell, “Holy smokes!” any time the raft hit the slightest amount of turbulent water.

      I still couldn’t remember all the names of my teammates on the other raft, but if the periodic male shouts were any indication, one of them went by Leo and another one went by Austin.

      Swirling snowflakes fluttered in the air like feathers around our raft. One landed on my nose. I watched the flakes fall and was struck by the sudden urge to wave my hand and command them to fall where I pleased.

      I gasped as memories from what felt like another timeline flashed behind my eyes. Images of me conducting the snow like a maestro conducting an orchestra…and the snow following my lead. The sensation of a bewitching song filling my body and surging from my hands to conjure a snow cyclone.

      More and more visuals assaulted me, each one centered around my ability to summon snow and command ice. Serenity’s words from the secret tunnels yesterday echoed in my head.

      Elemental magic.

      The truth sucked the air from my lungs. Serenity hadn’t been joking. I really did possess snow magic. But how was that possible?

      “Keep paddling!”

      The yell yanked me back into the present, and I thrust my oar into the water. There’d be time later to figure out how my snow magic might help us, if it could at all. One thing I felt confident it wouldn’t help with was getting rid of the chill.

      My teammates huddled close for warmth and took turns with the oars to share the workload. The sun sank lower. I couldn’t be sure how long we had before darkness fell over the river valley. And despite our efforts to catch up, the blue team maintained their small lead.

      I wasn’t sure what we were looking for. Serenity suggested that we’d know the checkpoint when we found it. But as the sun’s light diminished, so, too, did my hope of finding clues or checkpoints before the day ended.

      “We should set up camp before we lose the light.” I turned toward the man rowing on my left. Sabrina’s husband, the bigger guy who reminded me of a Viking. Large as he was, his arms trembled with fatigue, and he shivered as he pulled another stroke with his oar. He didn’t seem to have heard me.

      If he was feeling the bite of the cold and exhaustion bad enough to show it, the rest of us wouldn’t last much longer. We needed to stop, set up camp, and get a fire going.

      “Hey. Justin.” I cleared my throat. “We should find a spot to camp.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. But didn’t Serenity say we were supposed to find the checkpoint?”

      “She never said when. Only that the checkpoint would lead us to the first clue. But that won’t do us much good if we’re all popsicles before we reach it.”

      “But what about the vampires?” Sabrina chirped.

      She was huddled close to her twin girls. A familiar brand of fear swirled in her eyes. Not the kind you held for yourself. No. The far more terrifying sort a mother held for her children.

      My heart broke for her, and in that instant, I missed Shay so badly. That’s when I experienced a gut-level wave of gratitude that my own daughter was far away from here, warm in her dorm room, or out somewhere laughing and talking with friends. She could have even been in the library studying. Wherever Shay was, she was safe.

      Sabrina’s girls, though?

      I gave Sabrina a knowing nod. Mom-speak for “I feel you.”

      The brief connection did nothing to clear that fear in her eyes. It couldn’t. But maybe it helped her to know someone understood.

      “We were told we could make camp at night, right?” I scanned the shoreline, searching for signs of anyone or anything that might hide among the trees. “We have to stop soon if we want to set everything up before we lose the light.”

      “But what if they grab us when we try to bring the boat ashore?” Sabrina asked.

      “We’ll keep watch as we approach.” I didn’t see anything out there, but that didn’t mean much. A shiver that had nothing to do with the cold weather skittered down my spine. If the vampires were stalking us, we’d never know until it was too late, and maybe that was the point Sabrina was trying to make. But our other option was to freeze in the middle of the water, and that wasn’t an easier way to go. The same went for drowning. “Hey. How about we call out to the other boat? Set up a truce. No vampires are going to attack if we’re all doing the same thing.”

      “Not a bad idea.” Justin nodded before cupping his hand around his mouth. He let out a “Hey!” that sent birds fluttering up from the trees. “Blue team! Time to set up camp before we lose the sun!”

      We all waited in silence while the blue team paused their rowing to deliberate.

      Then someone stood and faced us. With the full body suit, hat, and back to the sun, I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. But then a female voice answered. “Truce. Separate camps.”

      “Agreed!” Justin’s voice boomed across the river. “No boats leave shore until sunrise.”

      They agreed. Seconds later, their oars hit the water and their boat turned toward the shoreline farther downstream.

      Following their lead, our team docked along an open patch where the woods receded from the riverbank. We pulled the enormous inflatable boats up as far as we could onto the rocky beach and anchored it before diving into the dry compartments where the tents, sleeping bags, and food were stowed. I grabbed one of the multi-person tents and got to work, setting it up with Justin’s help while other members of the team did their part to get a fire going and prep rations.

      The overall mood was subdued, probably from fatigue and the day’s stressful events. Bruce was still barely speaking, and who could blame him? He’d witnessed a vampire murder his friend and then discard the dead body into the river like it was roadkill or a sack of trash. Hannah’s bubbly voice and ready laugh provided the one cheerful note as she worked alongside Maya. The blond woman was always smiling and seemed like the type of person who could find happiness during a zombie apocalypse. While I struggled to muster any matching optimism, I appreciated her presence. We could all use an injection of joy to avoid sinking into a black pit of doom.

      Night cloaked us within minutes. The darkness heightened my exhaustion but the worry twisting the back of my mind kept me firmly in look-alive mode.

      After the tent went up and the food went out, I counted heads. All fifteen of us were there. So far, so good.

      Before long, everyone turned in and the campsite quieted. I found an unclaimed spot in the middle of the tent to unroll my sleeping bag.

      Sleep wafted at my temples, but fear about the game gnawed at my freewheeling mind. Plus, the last time I’d slept in a tent with people I didn’t know all that well was during Shay’s first ever Girl Scout campout, and the idea of dozing off surrounded by bespelled strangers was unsettling.

      When I finally did start to drift off, a Viking-sized snore thundered from the tent next to mine. I’d been hoping the long snort would be a one-off, but the snoring settled into a rhythm.

      Poor Sabrina. I couldn’t imagine sleeping next to that chainsaw every night. That woman had to be a saint. Or at the very least, the owner of a decent set of earplugs.

      I tossed and turned, unable to find a comfortable position. The sleeping bag provided little cushion against the cold ground. But even if I’d had a queen-sized, temperature-controlled memory foam bed, that wouldn’t have stopped my mind from replaying the death scene from earlier that day, or from making up similar horror movies starring my friends. Or Sabrina’s girls…

      I prayed for sleep to claim me and tried to remember some of the breathing techniques I’d learned during my brief stint in yoga after Chet left.

      In through the nose. Fill the belly all the way. Then slowly release the breath with a hiss.

      I breathed slow and deep, skipping the hissing bit to avoid annoying my tent mates until sleep finally came to carry me where it would.

      I slinked through the foggy darkness, heels clicking against the flagstones as I trailed one hand along the dank stone walls.

      Dust choked the stale air along with the musty stench of exposed roots and earth.

      Another scent hung in the air, simultaneously acrid and sweet. If television static had a taste, it would come close. Each breath came with a subtle buzz, as though infused with an electric current that tickled my nostrils and tongue.

      Mm. Magic…

      From deep within the darkness, a glimmer appeared and expanded, becoming a door of glass.

      That door. I’d been looking everywhere for it. I’d somehow forgotten that reaching it, traversing it, had been my goal. I remembered now.

      I stepped closer and peered into its shiny, mirrored surface. My blurry reflection met me there and for a moment, the silhouette and I shared a dance of confusion. Then the door, the mirror, ignited with light, unmasking the glass as a barrier between my current reality and a world of brilliance.

      That world. It called to me. Sang to me. I ached to melt into the glass, to fall through and fuse with the heavens beyond it.

      I’d been denied access to that world for so long.

      Not denied.

      Exiled. Sentenced to a mundane existence for reasons that had never been explained.

      A deep sorrow swept in, its edges singed with bitterness. And then I was sinking.

      I should be there, in that other realm. That was my true home, the place I’d been searching for my whole life.

      It had been stolen away.

      Anguish churned in my stomach like hot acid. I pushed this emotion aside along with all others. Emotions couldn’t help me. None except perhaps the galvanizing fire of fury.

      With a screech, I lashed out at the door, ramming a fist down on its glass. The mirror remained impenetrable.

      Desperation clawed at my heart. I had to find a way to breach the barrier, no matter the consequences. No matter the cost.

      I kept trying to tear down the door, clawing and scratching at its smooth surface. My fingers burned as my nails cracked and peeled away from my skin. Blood smeared the glimmering surface, distorting the reflected world I was desperately trying to reach. Despite my efforts, the door remained shut.

      The blood wasn’t enough. My blood wasn’t enough.

      No. That wasn’t it.

      The truth. It was so much worse than that.

      I…wasn’t enough.

      I awoke gasping for breath. Bolting upright, I fumbled with the zipper on my sleeping bag, frantically trying to pull it down and free myself.

      I needed to get out of the tent. I needed to breathe.

      My head buzzed with frantic energy as I scrambled to my feet. On my way to the tent zipper, I tripped when my medical boot caught in the fabric of my sleeping bag.

      That sent me skittering but I managed to remain upright. Shockingly, my midnight panic attack hadn’t woken up anyone else.

      Pawing at the fabric wall, I hunted for the zipper and ripped it open.

      Cold air smacked me in the face as I stumbled outside.

      The pressure in my chest evaporated, and I sucked in as much air as my lungs would take.

      I’d had plenty of nightmares before, but nothing that visceral. The panic and desperation. They’d screamed inside me like a burning witch on a pike. If I could have smashed through that door, even if it killed me, I would have.

      But why? What was the door? A representation of my desire to free myself from the games, maybe.

      No. That didn’t resonate.

      I couldn’t find the word to truly capture the loss and emptiness that had consumed me nearly to the point of madness. The panic and the desperation had flared white hot—though both emotions had been of the blackest sort. Obsession. It had throttled me, making my own skin, my own mind, unrecognizable to me. Almost as if the person I’d been in the dream wasn’t me at all.

      But how could it not have been me? It was my dream.

      Maybe it was a lost memory, trying to rise from the holes in my subconscious? That resonated. There was still so much from the time I’d spent in Silvery Pines that I couldn’t grasp. And there’d been something familiar about that dank and dreary place. I’d been there before. Tasted that same brand of frayed and feverish magic…

      I crawled away from the tent, trying to shake the remaining frantic energy from my limbs.

      The darkness loomed black between the trees. Above, though, beyond the fringe of snow-topped evergreens, the stars burned with half their normal intensity.

      It wasn’t sunrise yet, but it would be in a few hours, and if we had another day of paddling ahead of us, I needed to try and soak up as much rest as I could.

      I turned back toward the tent, but something moved in the shadows. A silhouette. One too large to be a woodland critter. Twisting around to face the blackness, I gulped back the knot forming in my throat.

      A vampire guard lurked between the trees.

      How long had he been there?

      As before, no shimmer of glamour haloed him. He wasn’t hiding his true vampire face, more’s the pity. His smile set off all my internal alarms and brought a memory screaming to the forefront of my mind.

      Winterball. The massacre. I remembered a bloodsucker staring at me with that identical hungry expression.

      This vampire might be one of Serenity’s, but he looked like he was ready to go rogue. Like he was currently trapped in an isn’t it better to beg forgiveness later debate with himself.

      Me? I was having a debate with myself too.

      To scream, or not to scream.

      That was the question.
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      My pulse raced while my heart hammered against my rib cage. I stood rooted in place, my gaze locked with the vampire’s.

      His red eyes gleamed, refracting moonlight. His thin lips parted, flashing gleaming white fangs.

      I resisted the urge to lunge for the tent. One, he’d catch me. Two, tents didn’t stop vampires.

      Was he truly a rogue vampire? Or had Serenity sent him to keep an eye on the camp?

      I could ask. Seemed like the best option.

      Good thing I happened to be a sparkling conversationalist.

      “Nice night.” I gave an upward tick of my chin. “At least it was until you showed up. Any reason behind your prowling? Or did you just get a longer leash than the rest of Serenity’s fang boys?”

      “You should be sleeping.” Amusement tinged the vampire’s voice, as if he were playing a game with me. “Why don’t you head back to your tent?”

      “Sure thing.” I shrugged one shoulder. “I’ll just burrow back into my tent and fall blissfully into the arms of oblivion with you still out here, creeping up the world. Should be a cinch.”

      “Oh, don’t mind me.” The corner of his mouth quirked up in a smirk. “Like you said, I’m just out here creepin’ it real.”

      I had to bite back a laugh. Points to him for a good pun. Though, if he tried to eat me, I was taking them back. “Okay but let me ask you this. Can you not?”

      He advanced toward me, that smile growing wicked. “Keep talking, you’re just making me hungrier.”

      Any hope I had of Chatty Cathy-ing my way out of this vanished as the vampire closed in.

      He didn’t snap up to me with his supernatural speed. Didn’t corn-on-the-cob chomp my neck. No spurting of my jugular, lucky me. Instead, he slunk out from the shadows, which peeled back from him as if they were reluctant to let him go. Dark jeans, black button-down shirt with sleeves rolled to the elbows. Doc Martens that fleetingly made me miss the nineties…

      I gave him a single stiff nod. “Cool kicks.”

      Tall and tawny-haired with a strong jaw and sinewy arms, he might have passed for one of the hip baristas who manned the expresso machine at the local coffee shop if not for the crimson-ringed pupils and fangs. And unassuming looks or not, this creep could have me in his clutches in the blink of an eye. Instead, he chose to toy with me.

      There was nowhere for me to run, and no one would come if I screamed. Not to save me, anyway.

      I needed to think of something. Stat.

      As my heart kicked into overdrive, my memory sparked and flared.

      Why did it have such poor timing?

      In this flash from the past, I held my hand out toward the snout of a great black wolf dog. The moment my fingertips connected with the beast, the creature froze solid.

      I’d done that at some point. Stood to reason I could do it again.

      “Freeze!” I shouted and held my palm out, mimicking my stance in the memory.

      “If you insist.” He stepped up to me, pressing his chest into my open hand.

      Dammit. How exactly did the magic work? Was there a chant or incantation? A magic word. Abraca-frost-o. Alaka-ice?

      My broken memory offered nothing. Just the image of my hand booping the snoot of the great black beast.

      “Are you done?” the vampire asked. “My turn yet?”

      This better work.

      I sucked in a deep breath and met the vampire’s red-tinged eyes. Summoning my courage, I swatted at his nose. “Chill!”

      A beat passed. Then another. He didn’t move, and I didn’t either. But not because either of us happened to be frozen.

      I cringe-grinned.

      He scowled and folded his arms. “They let you wander out here on your own, didn’t they?”

      Shit.

      Plan B. C’mon, Cassidy. Pull one out of your—

      “Hey!”

      He seized my hand and brought my wrist up to his nose, smelling it like one would a fine wine before sampling. “Don’t worry. I’m not like the other guys. I don’t dine and dash. I like to take it slow.”

      “Don’t. You. Dare.” I punctuated each word with a useless yank of my captured arm.

      “Stop me.” He pecked a teasing kiss at my wrist. I yipped, expecting a bite that did not come.

      “Serenity.” My voice cracked, the name leaving my lips like a safe word. “She’ll be furious if you kill me. Steaming ears. Gnashing teeth. The whole nine yards.”

      “Funny. She’s the one who told me to enjoy any contestant that isn’t playing by the rules.” His breath washed cold against my skin.

      “What rules? No one said we couldn’t slip outside for fresh air. Besides, the rules don’t apply to me anyway. I’m the one she’s playing cat-and-mouse with. She won’t like it if you end her fun.”

      The “rules don’t apply to me” line was one I never expected to come out of my mouth. People who believed they were too special to follow the rules…those folks generally got under my skin.

      I was reaching. Bluffing as hard as I’d ever bluffed before. “What will she do to you if you piss her off? How will she end you? Slow, I’d wager.”

      He hesitated, eyeing me hard while his smile disappeared.

      “You know what? Go ahead.” Putting on my best poker face, I pushed my wrist closer to his mouth. “Dig in. Put me out of the misery of these unending, stupid, psychopathic games. Do it. I have nothing to lose, right? I’m supposed to die in these here woods, so take me out now, pilgrim.”

      His eyebrows came together in what I could only guess was a perplexed expression. “Did you just call me ‘pilgrim’?”

      The rustling of leaves and the crunch of boots in the snow pulled the vampire’s attention away from me. His gaze zeroed in on something past my shoulder, and that tempted me to turn and look too. No way I was taking my eyes off him, though, so long as he held my wrist hostage.

      “Hands off.” Menace suffused Roman’s voice as he slipped from the shadows. “Return to your post.”

      With a growl, the vampire dropped my hand and took a retreating step. “Good luck with the games.” He threw me a contemptuous look before turning and stalking away.

      “Thanks for stopping by.” I waved him farewell with an affected smile. “I hate you too.”

      Then, the moment he was gone, I doubled over and did some Lamaze breathing. With the release of tension, my muscles puddled into jelly. I wanted to collapse in a heap on the ground, but as Roman’s footsteps grew closer, more memory snippets struck me and sucked all the air from my lungs.

      Roman, cradling me to his chest…gazing deeply into my eyes. Murmuring be strong just before a foreign presence stroked my mind and slipped inside…

      That bastard had used compulsion on me.

      My heart ruptured as the truth burned away the fog in my mind. Roman had betrayed me. Worse than that, he made me trust him first, and he did it with a smile.

      Tears threatened to spill over, but I swallowed them back, steeling myself against the hurt. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me crumble.

      I waited until he was just a few steps away. “It was you who used compulsion on me. Not Serenity.”

      When he didn’t deny it, I wheeled on him, and my death glare did the job of freezing him in place. God, how could I not have seen that two-faced jackal for what he was?

      I thought I’d long since figured out how to spot—and deal with—a rat. But, nooo. I’d fallen for his wiles and that roguish grin. Allowed myself to get all moony and teen-girl-drawing-hearts-on-her-binder about him too. Because, apparently, I never learned.

      “You have some nerve, showing up out of nowhere like this. Skulking up to me like nothing happened. Like you aren’t the biggest lying snake in the damn grass.”

      “Did he hurt you?” The deep rumble of Roman’s voice beckoned to me, as those guiling eyes shone like twin moons in the darkness.

      “Like you care.”

      He flinched with a blink, but quickly smoothed his expression. “Your ankle. Has it healed?”

      “Don’t try to change the subject,” I warned even while, in that moment, it dawned on me that my ankle hadn’t bothered me all day. The medical boot had annoyed me more than anything. Well, maybe not more than the way my heart beat that Morse code mayday signal through my system whenever Roman came this close. Spoke to me. Entered my sphere of existence…

      Gah. My heart was a traitor. But so was he.

      Another memory surfaced, one of me pushing up on my tiptoes in the middle of the snow and pressing my lips to Roman’s. Something low in my belly clenched as I recalled how perfectly our bodies had fit together…right up until the moment he pushed me away.

      Mortification over my stupidity scalded my cheeks. “I trusted you.” My hands became fists at my sides. I should smack him. Scream at him. Tell him what a rat he was. Anything to keep back the tears that I could not let him see.

      “It’s healed, Cassidy.” He nodded to the medical boot. Like he hadn’t heard a word I’d just said. “It has to be by now.”

      “Thanks to your ‘home brew,’” I allowed. “Yes. Seems I’m fit enough now to be a contestant in the Blood and Vampire Games. Just the way you and Serenity planned.”

      “I had nothing to do with what Serenity planned.”

      “Lies.” I stalked straight up to him and poked him in the chest. “Every word you say is a lie. But here’s some truth. You, sir, are no more than a lackey enforcer. A henchman. A sycophantic, backstabbing, two-timing flunky.”

      Somehow, going the elevated vocab route felt better than cussing him into next week.

      He blinked down at me. “That’s not true.”

      “Are you saying I’ve not hit the mark yet?” I tilted my head at him and gave him another poke for good measure. “They did say you were no longer working the bar. What? Did you move to her bedroom? Are you her personal assistant now?”

      He stiffened. “What a crude insinuation.”

      “Hey.” I threw up my hands. “Who you knock boots with is your business. But don’t come looming up to Camp Cassidy, putting out fires you started like you’re Smoky the fucking Bear, watching out for my welfare when all you’re really doing is spying on me for your mistress.”

      “You have quite a flair for drama. Pardon me if I don’t dignify your baseless assumptions with a response.”

      “Baseless?” I scoffed. Again, I wanted to smack him upside that gorgeous head. Hurt him the way he’d hurt me. “You put me into this situation because that’s where Serenity wanted me. Maybe I’m not special, though. Maybe you get off on wiping women’s memories so you can use and betray them all over again.”

      “I was trying to help you then, and I’m trying to help you now.” He knelt and took my leg, one large hand curling around the back of my thigh, just above the knee.

      “What are you doing?” I had to brace my hand on his shoulder to keep my balance.

      He ignored my question. “You’re like a cat. You slink up to the people who hate you, and hiss at the ones who care.”

      I blinked. Did Roman just admit to caring about me?

      No. Stop it. Don’t fall for it. Figure out how to freeze his ass and give the birds one fine-looking ice sculpture to poop on.

      A loud rip of Velcro. Then another. The pressure around my foot and ankle released.

      I sucked in a sharp breath as Roman freed the boot from my leg before letting it fall to the ground with a soft thump. From there, his strong fingers massaged my calf, following the muscle down to my ankle.

      Heat crawled up from my collar. My cheeks burned against the nipping wind.

      It had to be twenty degrees out here, but please. Someone. Open a window.

      His warm hands met with the chilled skin of my foot. And something about that connection helped to banish the fire. The past washed cool over me, bringing with it prickly and biting emotions.

      I swallowed the hurt, forcing it down into the more useful knot of anger that had taken up residence in my gut. “If you’re going to be a backstabber, why can’t you just a) be consistent, and b) be what you really are to my face?”

      “Take a step,” Roman commanded, ignoring me.

      “Did Serenity send you to do this? To pick me up after she knocks me down? Did she give you that nasty home-brew potion? This gaslighting game is not going to work again, so you can tell her from me just where to put the next elixir she tries to send you off with.”

      Roman rose, taking my hands as he did, like he was about to lead me in a dance. And then, in a way, he did.

      Stepping back, he drew me after him, forcing me to take that step.

      My bare foot met with the frozen ground, and as it did, a lacy starburst of frost flared out from beneath it.

      I gasped at the sudden albeit small show of my power. Here I went again, doing things without knowing how I did them.

      And my ankle… Roman was right. No pain. No weakness. Healed, just like he’d said.

      Roman released one of my hands but kept the other, drawing it to him. He trailed a finger along the tattoo on my wrist that marked me as a contestant in the Winterfest Games, that single skin-on-skin brush bringing back that surge of inner fire. “Removing you from the lodge, taking you away, wouldn’t have stopped any of this. I took your memories to protect you.”

      “You really expect me to believe that.”

      “I made an executive decision.” He squeezed my wrist, like he had to resist the urge to pull another mental sweep to make me believe him. “Instead of asking you to act like I’d removed your memories, I…cloaked them. Insurance in case that aforementioned talent for drama failed you.”

      He made everything sound so legit. Worse, he made me want to buy it.

      I forced myself to scowl. I couldn’t, however, bring myself to snatch my arm away. “Seems to me like you’re just postponing my death rather than saving my life.”

      “You give yourself no credit,” he said, releasing me.

      I drew my tattooed arm in, cradling it like a broken wing.

      “You may not remember how to use your abilities, but clearly, they remain accessible. You’ll surprise yourself soon enough with how capable you are. Goddess only knows you’ve surprised me.”

      I gave him a mordant glare. It was all I could do to keep from melting at his feet. But this was Roman, a creature more mercurial, more changeable, than a storm cloud. And kind words and pretty face aside, I couldn’t afford to be putty in his hands.

      I lifted my chin and pressed forward with as confident a stride as I could muster, putting more weight onto my left foot. He was right about one thing. I didn’t give myself enough credit. And this, at least, the return of full mobility, was a small win. Because it was going to be worlds easier to navigate Serenity’s snap-trap games without the heavy medical boot slowing me down.

      I took a few more steps, then stomps.

      Dammit, Roman.

      Just when I’d written him off, in true Roman fashion, he came through.

      “I meant what I said,” Roman whispered behind me. “And, yes. All of it.”

      When I turned to face him, he’d vanished. In the spot where he’d been standing, there stood a pair of waterproof hiking boots.

      I propped a hand on my hip and shifted my weight to my restored foot.

      “Now who has the flair for drama?” I called into the woods. “Pretty sure you just stole Batman’s schtick. At least my antics are original!”

      Silence radiated back at me.

      I glared at the boots, sorely tempted to turn my nose up at them and walk away.

      Then I sighed, loud and long.

      As far as olive branches went, my own cool, new kicks weren’t exactly something I could refuse.

      Though I still checked them both for snakes before putting them on.
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      I spent a fitful night in the tent, tossing and turning until I finally fell asleep. Jubilant shouts and laughter jarred me from my slumber. I blinked against the harsh morning sun piercing through the thin, red fabric of the tent.

      I stole a glance around to find myself abandoned.

      With a groan, I threw off the covers and shot to my feet, my heart pounding with fear and guilt. Why hadn’t anyone awakened me? And what in the heck was going on out there?

      The raucous voices outside the tent grew louder, inciting a wave of panic to overtake me.

      I scrambled to unzip my sleeping bag and pull on the new boots Roman had left me, grumbling under my breath. “Stupid, hot jerk and his absurd practical gifts.”

      When I emerged from the tent, I found my team huddled around a roaring bonfire passing what appeared to be a flat, rectangular rock from one person to the next. “What is that?”

      Hannah glanced up from the bonfire and flashed me a big grin. It was like the blond woman hid a bottomless well of happiness inside her because every time I’d caught a glance of her so far, she was smiling. “It’s a stone tablet. Maya found it behind a tree near our campfire when she got up this morning, so it must be our clue. So far, we aren’t having much luck deciphering anything. You want to try?”

      I walked over and accepted the tablet from her outstretched hand. The stone was lighter than I’d expected, with strange shapes carved into its smooth surface.

      “They’re runes,” I announced. “I’ve seen symbols like this before.” Somewhere in the back of my mind floated the image of trees with symbols carved into their trunks. They circled the puca’s steaming lake. What these runes meant, though? If I’d known once, that knowledge had deserted me.

      I ran my finger over each rune, tracing the lines and slashes that made up each symbol’s complex form.

      “What do they say?” Sabrina sidled up next to me.

      “I can’t really...” I hesitated. Probably best not to mention Sylvie’s journal, which I kept tucked in my pocket. Compulsion made people do funny things. And, well, we were next to a bonfire. “I’m not sure. But I might be able to figure them out with enough time.”

      Was the tablet telling us to go to that lake? The place from my foggy memory? Or were we supposed to find trees matching these shapes, like a trail of some kind?

      Instead of individual symbols, these runes worked together to create larger shapes. Did multiple symbols make up words, or were these more like sentences...or spells?

      “Why does our clue have to be in a language no one uses?” Justin flopped down next to the fire with a groan.

      I scowled. “Because Serenity is an obtuse tool who uses obtuse tools.”

      Hannah laughed, but I was too busy glaring at the tablet to join in. Ugh. Why me? I had only recently learned what a rune was. How the hell was I going to translate a whole tablet full of them? And clearly, I was the only one in the camp who had any hope of cracking the code. Because I was the only one who’d ever had any exposure to runes. These folks were still reeling from yesterday’s vampire reality check.

      I rotated the tablet like a steering wheel. Any second now, something would snap into focus. Like the rest of my memories.

      Except nothing of the sort happened.

      I sighed. “Tell me we have some instant coffee in our supplies.” I needed to peek at Sylvie’s journal. If anything had the answers, it would be that little book. I handed the tablet to the next group member and turned to head back to the tent. “Because if I have to use my brain this early, it’s going to need a jump start.”

      Another shout arose behind me. This cry wasn’t one of jubilation, though, and its roar-like cadence had me turning. More cries filled the air as people sprang from the trees.

      My brain took a moment to process. Blue-slashed dry suits. Angry faces. Familiar faces too.

      “Give us the clue.” Cleo stepped forward, brandishing her stick like a spear, aiming its whittled point at Sabrina, who stood holding the tablet.

      “We got to it first.” Sabrina clutched the tablet to her chest, giving Cleo her back. “Go find your own clue.”

      Another member of the blue team slid in front of her. “You took it from us!”

      “Honey?” Sabrina called out, but Justin needed no summoning.

      He quickly towered into view, his hulking form sliding in front of Sabrina’s huddling one. He fixed Cleo with an icy stare while Steven, the short and wiry man from our team, hurried to defend Sabrina from the other side.

      Great. This is just the kind of Lord of the Flies crap Serenity wants. And here I am fresh out of conch shells.

      “Cleo.” I held my hands out to her in a gesture of peace. “Simmer down. This is a game, remember?”

      “And we are going to win.” Fire flashed in Cleo’s eyes.

      Before I could utter another word, Bobbi slid into view behind her. She wielded a bat-sized stick, this one sporting some whittled points. It was the glazed glare in her eyes, though, which told me just how well the Kool-Aid was working on her too.

      “You guys can’t be serious.” I opened my arms and let them flop to my sides. “Look at you two. Are you really going to hurt us just to get your hands on this tablet? Why don’t we share it?”

      “There is no sharing.” A stocky male member of the blue team raised his oar in the air. “Only one team wins!”

      Cries of “Yeah!” filled the air, as well as more makeshift weapons, everyone copying the distinctly warlike gesture.

      “This is a competition, not a brawl!” I pointed to a freckle-faced boy who stood among the blue team’s ranks. He looked young, with his rounded cheeks and gap between his two front teeth. High school aged, at the most. “Are you going to be so happy if your desire to win gets a child hurt?”

      “Touch my boy and it’ll be the last thing you do.” A dark-haired woman from the blue team with a high forehead and acne scars dotting her cheeks stepped forward to shove her son behind her back.

      “You’re the ones threatening violence.” I met the woman’s angry eyes, matching her intensity. “Follow the logic to its conclusion. Start swinging sticks and people are going to get hurt. And some of these people are kids.”

      “No one has to get hurt if you surrender the tablet,” Cleo snarled.

      “Not happening, lady.” Justin fisted his hand and cracked his knuckles.

      Cleo cocked her head. “Then, this is on you.”

      With a roar, Cleo charged, the action prompting the other blue team members to surge forward as well.

      And just like that, war erupted.

      Justin and Steven ran forward, and armed only with their fists, they met the blue team’s assault head-on. I grabbed a nearby oar and swatted my way to where Sabrina still cradled the tablet.

      Rocks sailed through the air, pelting her and me. Still, I managed to make it to her side, and pressing my spine to hers, I took an I-will-cut-you stance with my oar.

      The dark-haired woman snuck past the protective barrier of our red team men made up of Leo, Bruce, and Austin, and charged at Sabrina.

      I cursed and gave my oar a Babe Ruth swing. The sharp edge of the paddle clipped her across the side. I didn’t put all of my weight into the strike, but the paddle’s sharp edge still clipped her hard enough across the side to send her toppling to the ground with a cry of pain.

      “If you don’t want a paddling, don’t be a jerk!”

      I reared back to threaten another swing. The woman scrambled to her feet and fled into the cover of trees.

      One down, too many left to go…

      I turned back to the melee. Everywhere I looked, grown adults were yelling and beating on each other like a bunch of overgrown kids with no self-control. This was nuts.

      “Would you all stop?” I screamed over the melee. No one paid me the slightest bit of attention. Luckily, my prowess with the oar seemed to at least be dampening the aspirations of any more would-be assailants to take a swing at me.

      I stayed vigilant, doing my best to bodyguard Sabrina and her girls, who’d rushed in to flank their mother while their father did his part in fighting off any would-be attackers that slipped past Austin and his friends. Off to the left, I caught a glimpse of Jesse’s gray-streaked hair as he locked a brawny arm around another man’s neck from behind, putting him in a chokehold. Hannah and Maya stood on the outskirts of the scuffle, their expressions reflecting the same disbelief and unhappiness that brewed in my chest.

      After what felt like ages, the blue team finally retreated. I wouldn’t say, though, that we could be declared the winners. Not by any stretch.

      We may have kept the tablet, but unprepared as we’d been, we’d taken a thrashing. Sabrina emerged from the battle mostly unscathed and raided our limited first-aid supplies.

      Bruce ended up with a nasty gash on his forehead, courtesy of a rock projectile. Leo was bleeding from the back of his head, and we worried he had a concussion. Carol had ugly, bleeding scratches down her cheeks that she obtained when trying to defend her husband from a sneak attack by a blue-team woman. Almost everyone had little nicks and cuts that needed to be cleaned and dressed to prevent infection, but at least they were mostly limited to hands and faces. If not for the cold weather ensuring that most of our skin was covered, the injury tally would have been a lot worse.

      Austin had the beginnings of a black eye, but he snapped at Sabrina when she tried to check him out and batted her hand away. “I’m fine. Or I will be, once those blue team assholes get what’s coming to them.”

      His pale skin was blotchy with anger, and his hate-filled glare toward the other team made me uneasy. “Hey, I get that you’re upset, but the fight’s over. Let’s all regroup and try to focus on the upcoming task.”

      He mumbled something unintelligible before stomping away. Leo shot me an apologetic glance. “Sorry, he’s always been a hothead. Give him some time and he’ll cool off eventually.”

      Eventually. Great. I made a mental note to not get on his raft if I could help it. This situation was fraught enough without having to tiptoe around my own teammate’s foul mood, and someone who couldn’t keep their anger in check was a liability. His friends could deal with him.

      I shifted my attention back to our final patient. Noah’s right hand was black and blue, with a swollen pinky finger that he couldn’t straighten. Suspecting a fracture, we did our best to splint it by taping it to his ring finger.

      Once we finished tending the wounds, I dragged my palm down my face and groaned. We weren’t even on the river yet and here I was, already exhausted. That seemed like the perfect recipe for a drowning accident.

      Justin’s deep tenor pierced my bout of pessimism. “All right, folks, the show’s over. Everyone on my team, let’s get packed up and ready to go.”

      A few of my teammates were limping and Austin already had the beginnings of a nasty black eye. but they all followed directions, gathering our gear to pack up the rafts. The opposing team members, who weren’t in any better shape, turned and started off as well. As I fell in behind a small group of the red team members to carry tents and sleeping bags to the river, someone up ahead let out a scream.

      “Stop! Get away from our raft!”

      Oh no. Now what?
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      The group of people in front of me dropped their equipment and started running toward the river. I did the same, veering off to one side to try to spot the cause of all the commotion. Austin’s red cheeks stood out in stark contrast to his pale skin as he stood by a raft with a stick in his hand, but my brain took a little bit longer to register why that was so upsetting to Team Blue. Then it hit me.

      The raft he was jabbing the stick into didn’t belong to our team. The asshole was trying to sabotage the blue team’s boats.

      I turned on the speed, hollering as I ran. “Hey! No cheating!”

      Austin continued his frantic jabs. “Those bastards started it by trying to steal our clue! I’m just finishing it!”

      A broad-shouldered man with a fringe of hair on an otherwise bald head from the blue team raced toward him and closed the remaining distance between them. With a howl of rage, he grabbed Austin by his jacket and hauled him away from the raft. His fist connected with Austin’s face, and the fight was on.

      They grappled and twisted, each blow carrying them closer to the water’s edge. I was just about to shout a warning when Austin’s boots slipped on a patch of ice. One second, he was pulling his arm back for another punch, and the next, falling into the river with a loud splash.

      Shit. “Someone grab him!”

      The balding man was beyond useless. He turned his back on Austin and squatted to inspect his raft. One of the women in the group in front of me ran for the riverbank, with me hard on her heels. A sinking pit in the middle of my stomach told me we would be too late.

      Just then, Austin’s head popped up several yards away from where he’d fallen in. His hands clutched part of a rotting log that extended out over the water. “Help! Someone help me!”

      Relief swept me in a dizzying rush. “Hold on, we’re coming!” Over my shoulder, I called out, “Someone bring us one of the ropes!”

      When I turned back, the people ahead of me weren’t facing the man clutching the log, but the nearby riverbank, where a tall figure glided out from behind a tree. The new arrival waded into the water.

      My heart stopped beating. The hint of fang gave him away.

      The vampire swam over to the stranded man as if the current didn’t exist. Fear clenched my chest as he grabbed Austin’s jacket and put him into a lifesaving hold before swimming back toward the bank.

      Maybe I was wrong, and this was the water rescue it appeared to be. Maybe.

      I started running in their direction.

      “Austin!” Leo screamed as he caught sight of his friend and sprinted past me toward the river.

      My heart sank. Neither of us would make it in time.

      A few strokes before they reached the edge, the vampire’s head disappeared beneath the water. Austin’s arms thrashed as he swam toward the bank. His sharp scream pierced the air. It cut off when the river abruptly swallowed him too.

      Leo reached the riverbank near where they disappeared first. “Austin? Austin!”

      I pulled up behind him, along with a growing crowd, keeping my eyes peeled for any signs of life within the rushing river. Leo did the same. When none appeared, he made a choked noise and plunged into the water, wading out from the shore without any indication of stopping.

      Fear pulsed through me. “Stop!” A few more steps, and the current would snatch him away.

      Bruce lunged into the water and hauled Leo back to dry ground by his jacket. Leo struggled, but Bruce wrapped him in a bear hug and refused to let go.

      Noah raced up with a length of rope. “Any sign of him?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet.”

      At least fifteen seconds passed. Around the thirty-second mark, a head began to emerge downstream.

      Someone screamed when the vampire walked out with the man cradled in his arms, his fangs buried deep in his victim’s neck. Austin, the cheater, released a soft moan.

      A woman cried out. “He’s alive!”

      In response, the vampire lifted his head. A smile formed on his blood-drenched lips. By the time the horrible thought formed in my head, it was too late. The vampire took one more step and then hurled the man’s limp body into the middle of the river.

      Leo’s anguished scream tore at my heart. He made a move as if to lunge back into the river, but Bruce held him back. His voice was thick when he spoke. “He’s gone, man. He’s gone.”

      People everywhere were shouting and crying and racing around. I stood in place. There was no sense in running. The damage was done. It would take a stroke of luck for someone in peak physical shape to survive a fall into the middle of a freezing cold river like that. Surviving after a vampire just used you as a blood meal? The man was already gone.

      Guilt clawed at my stomach. Only minutes ago, I’d been griping about Austin and concocting a plan to avoid him. Now he was gone.

      I hadn’t agreed with his attempt to sabotage the blue team’s raft, or particularly cared for his hot temper. That didn’t mean I wanted him dead. No one deserved to be killed in such a horrific fashion.

      Everyone cleared a wide path for the vampire as he climbed onto dry land. He shook himself off like a wet dog. “Why the dirty looks? I was just thinning the herd a little. Besides, everyone hates a cheater.”

      The mood after that was grim.

      We all needed to sit down for a while to recoup before we packed up our rafts and headed out onto the water. I wasn’t excited to be back on the river, but I was more than happy to leave the killer vampire behind on the shore.

      Our day didn’t improve after that. A few hours later, my fellow red team members and I heard screams coming from behind us. We turned in time to see one of the blue team’s rafts bouncing through a set of rocks and rapids that we’d managed to avoid. On the final rapid, the front of the raft smacked the water hard, and a man’s body flew out sideways. The side of his head slammed into a huge rock, and then he sank beneath the surface, never to be seen again.

      My team called it quits well before dusk. No one seemed to have the will or energy to venture on any further. The campfire was going strong by the time the last rays of sunlight disappeared behind the mountains. And didn’t it say something about our demolished morale when, as I gathered the tablet and marched off with it, no one protested or moved to stop me.

      I found a spot near the riverbank and studied the markings, trying to make sense of the runes.

      Sylvie’s journal offered some help. Across various pages, I found entries defining several of the symbols. I worked to understand their meaning and how they could be used to spell out words, since, together, they seemed to equate to some kind of cipher. But either I was translating wrong, or I wasn’t reading them in the right order.

      “Sylvie,” I grumbled, addressing the journal. “I sure could use your help right now. Too bad you took the truth about me, you, and all the weirdness in between with you to the grave.”

      I sighed, trying not to let my frustration, along with my increasing exhaustion, get the better of me. With the blue team out there no doubt planning another attack, I couldn’t afford to sleep. Or to stop searching for the answer to this locked-in-stone riddle.

      Each rune had multiple words associated with it, and while they all had a similar theme, when put together, those meanings refused to make sense.

      I translated the words tree, guardian, and what I hoped meant water. But then I came across the last symbol, and it proved more complex than the others. Almost as if a bunch of the symbols had gotten together and, well, knocked boots.

      How was anyone supposed to be able to read that?

      The carving reminded me of the pinwheel symbol in Sylvie’s journal, only more complex. If I was having this much trouble with it, there was no way the other team could have translated the tablet.

      Unless... Did they have someone with knowledge of spells and magic?

      Doubtful. Cleo might have a little knowledge, but I’d bet money that she’d still need a key of some kind to translate the runes. Like my journal. Also, her head happened to be lodged up that lynx ass of hers. Bobbi had committed to the same ill-advised fashion statement.

      I wanted to be mad at them. I was mad at them. But…I also wasn’t.

      Compulsion had them in its grip. And if the tables had been turned, and it was me out there acting like a damn fool, they would do what I was doing right now. In other words, they’d be trying to crack the puzzle for everyone. To free everyone. Wasn’t that the true prize of these games?

      Still, there was no denying that the introduction of the tablet, the secrets of which apparently only I had the means of unraveling, had the whiff of being a highly convenient twist. Too convenient.

      Did Serenity know something about me that I didn’t...or had forgotten? Maybe she needed me to uncover the clues. But why? What were the artifacts we were hunting? And why wouldn’t Serenity go after them herself?

      Like the meaning of these runes, I’d have to dig for those answers. Serenity certainly wasn’t going to spill her plans to anyone. Least of all me.

      Whatever she wanted to accomplish by sending us out on this crazy quest would only be revealed once we had the artifacts in hand.

      And if I hoped to uncover them, I had to figure out these runes before everything inevitably devolved into chaos again.

      “It’s you and me for the win, Sylvie.” I shifted my attention again to the pages of her journal and sighed. “Go team.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Serenity knelt on the flagstone floor. She hovered her palms over her scrying pool and conjured Cassidy’s image in her mind.

      Calm water swirled into a mini whirlpool as Serenity stared deeply into the hypnotic swirl, waiting for it to reveal what it would.

      A silhouette formed in the pool, and a moment later, the shadow came into focus.

      Another awkward angle. She tilted her head at Cassidy, who sat by the riverbank, which gave Serenity an up-the-nose view.

      The sky behind her gave no clue of her whereabouts, dark as it was. But at least there had been water near enough for Serenity to gain a close-up view of her target. She’d just have to deal with the bad angle.

      Cassidy appeared to be reading a journal, but when Serenity tried to focus in on the words, there was nothing. The pages were blank.

      Where is the tablet? I know you have it. Why are you staring at nothing and not working on figuring out your clues? Scribble in your diary on your own time.

      If she could’ve reached through the pool, Serenity would’ve throttled Cassidy. Knocked some sense into her. But the mirror was only that. A reflection, not a gateway.

      Fuming, Serenity tried to read Cassidy’s lips as the woman murmured to herself, her eyes shifting across the pages that engrossed her.

      Where is her team? Why are they not all huddled together, trying to solve the runes?

      It had taken the red team long enough to find the damn clue. Oblivious as everyone in the games seemed to be, both teams had paddled past the checkpoint and the clue without noticing. Twice, Serenity had to send her vampires to move the clue. Each time, she’d instructed them to make it more obvious, almost telling them to put a great big flashing sign over the damn thing. They’d finally left it peeking out from behind a big tree right by their campfire. Even then, it took someone stumbling into the woods for a restroom break to find the damn thing.

      Serenity grumbled under her breath. “Idiots.”

      So much for all the effort she’d put into making the first part a challenge. But now that the team had their clue, she needed them to decipher it.

      If that woman is lounging beachside, reading some kind of fan fiction, I’ll kill her myself.

      Cassidy’s team should have been there with her. The fact that no one else loomed into view concerned her.

      Teams had been a last-minute addition to the games. A choice Serenity still wasn’t certain was the correct one.

      A free-for-all was better for high body counts, something the Watchers delighted in. But the instant frenzy had the negative effect of killing people too quickly, and that wouldn’t work either.

      Annoying as they were, the humans needed to stay alive long enough to serve their full purpose.

      And one or two needed to remain alive to be sacrificed at the end. Teams existed in an effort to slow the death count enough to provide plenty of carnage over the whole scavenger hunt. The artifacts were priority number one, but a close second was keeping the Watchers entertained.

      Serenity searched the scrying pool for any sign of collaboration. There was only Cassidy, though, hunched over, flipping through the pages of her book with a sour expression on her face.

      Are you acting like a sad loner, or are you hiding from Team Blue?

      Serenity had hoped the skirmish with the blue team would provide a thrilling spectacle, especially with Cassidy on the team opposing her two best friends. That plan had gone awry.

      One day into the games, and it was already turning into a complete mess. Sure, the morning’s fight had provided entertainment, but since then, zip. Watching the teams bandage wounds and repair things was about as exciting as watching paint dry.

      Serenity gritted her teeth. “If the blue team knew about their disadvantage, maybe it would light a fire under them.”

      Cassidy’s image shifted. She adjusted by uncrossing her legs. And then she set aside the book to draw the tablet closer onto her lap.

      “Ah. There you are, tablet. And is that a book...of shadows?”

      Excitement had Serenity’s heart fluttering.

      “I knew it.” Delight galloped through her veins as she clapped her hands. She’d suspected Cassidy had something helping her to access magic. “Proof that you’re no more than a yapping soccer mom with no fashion sense.”

      Cassidy was the only one in the game with a shot at cracking the riddle on the stone tablet. Now, with the knowledge of her magical book, Serenity was certain the woman would succeed.

      What kind of magical lineage was Cassidy from?

      That was a question Serenity hoped to be able to answer soon.

      The hours of darkness waned. Closer to dawn, Serenity planned to switch her view to the blue team to see if they would rise, and again choose violence.

      Only when the final artifact surfaced would the real bloodbath ensue.

      Cassidy would have to choose between horrors. And that was going to be delicious.

      For the Watchers and for Serenity.
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      I peeled back the tent flap to find that predawn had encroached on our camp. A cool breeze greeted me as I scanned the area for Serenity’s vampires and sent up a silent prayer for luck.

      Late the previous night, my team had devised a plan to move out first thing in the morning. We needed to pack up and get back onto the water without being seen.

      The horizon bloomed pale gold, the first rays of sun erasing the lingering shadows of night.

      We’d passed a tough one together. Morale had tanked when I’d returned with the tablet and no solid answers. No one had blamed me, at least not out loud. My teammates had even let me try to catch an hour of sleep while they covertly packed.

      Eyes flicked my way as I emerged into our frosty sandbox prison. Some gazes pleaded, some judged, others had lost all luster, devoid now of any glimmer of hope. Somehow, those listless stares smarted worse than the ones that beamed resentment.

      I trudged over to the edge of the river and stepped aboard our boat to help prepare for the day ahead. My nerves twitched like a jumpy cat. Thankfully, the spaces between trees stayed empty of movement. No voices rose above the rush of the river while my team worked in silence to evacuate. Still, I searched for signs of an ambush by vampires or sneaky members of the blue team.

      Even if we did book it out of here without incident, that wouldn’t deliver us from the horrors that lay behind metaphorical door number two. At the moment, though, the devil we didn’t know did seem to have teeth less jagged than the one we did.

      Back on shore, the rest of my team finished dismantling the tents.

      They formed a line to the boat and began handing things off. I joined them and we worked in solemn, paranoid silence until we had our gear stowed and every member aboard.

      The sun crested the horizon as the last member of my team, the intrepid Justin, stepped into the boat. I let out a long sigh of relief when we parted from land.

      The wind picked up as we paddled away from our former campsite, giving us a small boost of speed. The raft’s quickened rise and fall sent a shiver through my body. I tried to distract myself from what would happen if we smashed into a rock and toppled over. The river might appear peaceful enough on the surface, but I wasn’t kidding myself. Underneath was a whole different story.

      Shivering again, I ripped my attention off the rippling water. Yesterday had been long, but today was bound to give the previous twenty-four hours a run for their money.

      Anxiety, along with a hint of pining, made me glance over my shoulder at the blue team’s camp. My stomach clenched. I hated leaving Cleo and Bobbi behind. Our separation, along with the sense of responsibility that came with knowing I was the only one capable of deciphering the clues on that tablet, threatened to crush me like an aluminum can.

      Last night, I’d spent hours poring over Sylvie’s journal, translating the runes into oddly constructed sentences. Maybe we now had more info than we did before, but it wasn’t enough. I still hadn’t managed to solve the puzzle.

      I needed more time to study the runes in safety. We couldn’t loiter in one spot with the blue team so dead set on playing offense.

      Our only hope was for me to translate as we traveled. I prayed my team members wouldn’t miss any of our next clues along the way. Especially with the blue team being so grabby. Not to mention attack-y.

      The wind rifled frigid fingers through my hair as we paddled downstream. The breeze toyed with the pages of Sylvie’s journal too. Or, rather, it tried to. But instead of flurrying whenever a frigid gale swooped in on us, the pages only flittered, like the journal knew instinctually how to hold its pages in place for me. And who knew? Maybe it did.

      I only paused to rest my arms once, rolling my neck in an effort to work out a crick. I froze, though, when a strange energy crackled the air and sang a silent song of beckoning. The pull grew stronger as I became more aware of it, until I could no longer ignore its coat-tugging presence.

      I set down the tablet and journal. “Guys, I think I know where to go. Can we course correct a smidge?”

      Justin chuckled. “Whatever you say. You’re the only one who can decipher those hieroglyphics.”

      Following my lead, we paddled toward the shoreline until we reached an isolated part of the bank.

      I stepped off the boat and wandered toward the thick tree line. The forest insulated us from view, but the blue team’s lurking-out-there-somewhere presence left us jumpier than an over-caffeinated cat.

      The risk of landfall had to be taken, however. Especially with intuition luring me to something in this area. But what?

      At first glance, the trees all looked the same. But then, to my right, an old, imposing evergreen, twisted by the ravages of time, drew my focus. All the surrounding trees wore glittering coats of white snow. This one, though, preferred to go commando. Its needles flared like bristles and its trunk, visible beyond sparse foliage, pretzeled its way toward the sky, the bark and wood resembling the ascending swirl of soft serve ice cream.

      And what else could have managed this kind of natural reconfiguring? Magic, of course.

      This had to be it.

      I approached the tree and placed my hand against the trunk. The bark, brittle and rough, flaked at my touch, shedding blackened bits that the wind whisked off like dead embers.

      A memory popped into my head. One featuring a dryad. The tree spirit had appeared to me first in the form of a maiden before merging into the trunk of an evergreen.

      I yanked my hand away. Great. If a dryad inhabited this tree, did that mean I’d basically just done the plant equivalent of feeling it up? “Sorry. I just wanted to get a closer look at you.”

      No response. Thank goodness. The last thing we needed was for me to get thrown in tree jail. Although, if I remembered correctly, the dryad’s solution to perceived slights had been light on incarceration and heavy on murder.

      Luckily, I wasn’t sensing a tree spirit’s presence today.

      I continued around the tree, inspecting its trunk, thicker than those of the other evergreens. It took me several rotations to find the rune. The marking was hard to see. Whoever had carved the symbol had done so many years ago. It presented like an old scar, blending in with the rough edges of the tree’s bark. But at the right angle, the lines blazed in an unmistakable way.

      Excitement injected my veins with a pulse of energy. “This is it! Bring the tablet here.”

      Now, I just had to figure out what to do. No pressure.

      I parked myself in front of the tree, staring up at the rune carved into its trunk, and compared it to the ones on the tablet and my notes from Sylvie’s journal.

      “Tell me what to do.” I groaned in frustration. “I don’t speak ancient emoji or whatever the hell this language is. I need a little nudge in the right direction, please.”

      The creaking of the old tree’s branches swaying in the wind mixed with the gentle rush of the river. But neither served as an answer to my plea.

      Maybe I was overthinking it. Serenity might’ve been tricky, but I wasn’t sure I’d tack the title of “genius” onto her well-earned status of “evil.” Aside from that, she wanted us, me, to crack this nut. Maybe I was trying to summon more dots to be connected when I already possessed what I needed. What if the symbols were simple representations?

      The symbol carved into the old tree appeared, at first, to be a random bunch of slashes, but when I compared it to the listing of runes in Sylvie’s journal, they weren’t random. Each individual symbol was linked to a keyword or phrase. I just needed to put it all together and unravel the message.

      I studied the journal until my head ached, but finally came up with what I hoped was a serviceable translation.

      Warrior bestowing power to this place.

      I was no expert, but that sounded like a protection sigil to me.

      I bit my lip and pondered out loud. “I wonder if I can use a symbol like that to reverse or break through protective magic too?”

      I hadn’t really been talking to the journal. Still, I wasn’t surprised when the pages started flipping. I didn’t understand the magic that powered Sylvie’s book. That didn’t mean I planned to look a gift horse—or maybe I should say puca—in the mouth. Although, now that an image of the puca’s huge, needle-sharp teeth was materializing behind my eyes, I decided I was better off sticking with the horse.

      The book eventually stopped on an entry for crafting magic symbols. One I was positive I’d never seen before. Apparently the journal was up to its old tricks of creating new entries whenever the mood struck.

      “You need any help?”

      The voice startled me so much that I yelped and dropped the journal. Hannah crouched down to pick the book up, offering it to me with a chagrined smile. “Oops, sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I took the journal with a disgruntled sigh. “It’s not your fault. I was so focused on deciphering this stupid thing that I lost track of my surroundings.”

      A stupid mistake, and one I knew better than to make while competing in one of Serenity’s games. I was lucky it was Hannah who’d caught me off guard, and not a violent blue team member or hungry vampire.

      Hannah knelt beside me. “I saw you checking that book. Is there something in there that can help?”

      I drew in a deep breath to keep my frustration in check. There was no easy way to explain Sylvie’s journal, and I didn’t have the patience right now to try.

      I scoured my brain for a polite dismissal. “I’m not sure…” A glance into her guileless blue eyes and my annoyance softened.

      As if sensing my shift in mood, her smile brightened. “I know I’m only a kindergarten teacher, but in my free time, I do lots of brain puzzles and play video games where your avatar is sometimes called upon to decode secret messages.”

      Another second ticked by before I decided, what the hell? My temples pounded with the start of a killer headache already. Maybe having another person to bounce ideas around with would help.

      “Okay, let’s give it a whirl. Just…please don’t ask any questions about the journal.”

      She held her palms up. “No problem.”

      I flipped back to the list of runes and their meanings, and we discussed the ones that best fit what I wanted to do.

      DNA-looking symbol: peace.

      Lightning bolt symbol: Invoking the power to make a change.

      Tip of an arrowhead symbol: Give me a vision or reveal the knowledge I seek.

      Kissing triangles symbol: My will directs this transformation.

      Upside down letter f: By the goddess, bring me success.

      The journal instructed me to draw the symbols on the thing that would invoke the magic. I pulled a pen from my bag. I started to sketch the symbols in the journal, but Hannah’s hand on my arm stopped me. “Can I make a suggestion?”

      Impatience bubbled up inside me again. “What?”

      “Instead of journal, why not try drawing them on your skin instead? In my fantasy games, at least, there’s a lot of power in using flesh or blood as a way to conduct magic.”

      Once again, my irritation vanished. Mostly because her words resonated and a buried instinct deep inside me urged me to listen.

      Holding up my left hand, I carefully drew each symbol in order, attaching them in a spoke pattern on my palm.

      “Here goes nothing.”

      Walking up to the tree, I placed my palm over the top of the rune carved into the bark and recited the spell, focusing all my energy into a singular intention to break through the protection placed on the tree.

      At first, nothing happened, but I continued to chant the incantation, imagining the trunk opening up like a doorway to reveal its secrets.

      A chill sparked at the center of my palm, like a strike of cold lightning. I jumped back and pulled my hand to my chest.

      A blue-white glow illuminated the rune that had been carved into the tree. The rune itself then unraveled, liquid light trickling down the tree and into a molten puddle at my feet.

      Whoa.

      Hannah clapped her hands together and breathed a giddy laugh. “That is so cool. Maya, everyone, come check this out!”

      “And bring the shovel!” I kept my eyes locked on the puddle, afraid that if I looked away even for a second, the glow would disappear before I could find out what it was pointing to.

      I waited for the others while the tiny glowing pool of liquid pulsed like a heartbeat at the base of the tree. As I watched, I could almost feel that pulse syncing with my own heart.

      As soon as my team members arrived, I pointed to the spot. “I think we have to dig there.”

      Jesse, Justin, Steven, and Leo took turns working the single shovel we’d been provided into the frozen ground. Luckily, the hole that needed to hit paydirt wasn’t all that deep.

      Jesse stripped off his jacket, sweat gleaming on his brow despite the frigid air. “And here I thought I’d be done with hard labor after I retired from construction work.”

      Carol snorted from the sidelines. “No more complaining about a bad back the next time I ask you to pull weeds. You look like you’re holding up just fine.”

      Justin snickered. “Now you’ve gone and done it. Should’ve left the shoveling to the rest of us instead of blowing your cover.”

      Jesse grumbled good-naturedly and continued shoveling. After a few minutes, he handed off the shovel to Justin, who worked for a while before giving it to Steven. Bruce took the tool next and dug deeper into the earth. None of them asked Leo to help. He was still too shell-shocked from Austin’s death to do much but sit and start off into space.

      On Leo’s fourth or fifth attempt, the end of the shovel clanged against a hard object. “I hit something!”

      I dropped to my knees and brushed away dirt until I uncovered the ivory box. Someone had carved more protection runes into the sides of the box while the top displayed a beautiful snowflake inlaid with silver. Inside, we found what looked like the pointy end of a broken, double-edged sword.

      My breath caught in my chest. The metal gleamed with an inner radiance, almost as if it were alive. Power leapt from the artifact and danced along my skin like an electrical current. An urge to touch it all but consumed me, and my hand reached out without any conscious request from my brain. When I trailed fingertips along the center of the shining metal piece, a buzzing sting zipped up my arm, along with a fierce sense of need.

      The sword hungered.

      With a yelp, I yanked my hand free. Though I didn’t realize I’d cut them on the blade, my fingertips came away bloody. Crimson droplets stained the box.

      Okey dokey. That wasn’t creepy at all. Apparently, this portion of the blade belonged to a functional weapon. One with freaky juju.

      Maybe it would be satisfied with a Big Mac and a large fry, but somehow, I doubted it. I was pretty sure that sword hungered for one thing only. Blood.

      I sucked on my cut fingertips. Creepy violent sword or not, I counted it as a victory. A step closer to the end of this heinous round of games.

      I turned toward my team with the box and tilted it down to display the sword piece.

      Smiles melted scowls. A few cheers went up, but they were the quiet, single-fist-shaking sort. None of us wanted to betray our whereabouts. Especially now that we’d gained a sound lead.

      We made camp. Even with the first artifact secured and our competitors still out there, staying put seemed far wiser than getting caught on the river at nightfall.

      While the team enjoyed some well-earned downtime, I turned my attention back to the tablet. My new understanding of how to interpret symbols reinvigorated my motivation to study and unravel the previously cryptic runes.

      Of course, leave it up to me to overthink the magic.

      Magic was complex, that was true. Like most other things that ran in the blood, however, it was also simple. Didn’t I always have the most success with magic and my powers whenever I just…allowed them to take over?

      Ah, but there lies the rub.

      Getting out of my own damn way was a constant struggle. That, and losing socks in the dryer. Maybe if I got a handle on the overthinking issue, I’d live long enough to overcome my sock woes too.

      In the meantime, with any luck, I’d do my best to scrounge together enough hope to see all of us through this nightmare.

      Red team and blue.
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      Blinding light flooded through a wall of ground-floor windows that overlooked a spectacular view. Snow-covered mountains gamboled along the horizon, their bases fringed by meandering strands of frosted pines.

      Opulent and sprawling, the ballroom teemed with women in gowns and men in tuxes.

      The sight echoed of memories. Recollections I couldn’t place. Even the music, supplied by a live quartet garbed in formal wear, stoked dormant images that refused to take full shape.

      On the black-and-white checkered dance floor, couples spun, ballgowns flaring.

      Pieces on a chessboard. Players in a game.

      Glancing down at my hand, I studied the stunning diamond. I was never sure why, but I had a habit of checking to make sure the center stone was still there. That it hadn’t fallen out. That the ring was still okay. As if, as long as it remained intact, I would too.

      “Darling, there you are.”

      That voice. Husky and beguiling. It was a voice that stirred a thrill deep inside me.

      I turned to him. To Niall.

      His ice-blue eyes chiseled into mine, that small up-to-something smile he always wore testing the strength of my knees. His dark and coiffed jet-black hair caught a gleam from the lights. Out of habit, I straightened the bowtie he wore. Though it was fine, I’d just wanted to touch him. Be sure he was here. With me. Real. Sometimes, he was so beautiful, it hurt me to look at him for too long.

      “Dearest, I’ve been looking for you.” He looped a hand around me and drew me to him.

      Before I could reply, his lips sealed mine in a silencing kiss.

      Yearning and fear shot through me like an electric current. No man had ever made me feel so desired. Or inspired such a never-ending desire within me.

      Taking my hand, he led me toward the dance floor. “Dance with me.”

      I didn’t get a chance to tell him I didn’t know how. Not before he put his free hand on my waist and, with commanding steps, forced me into the first of too many revolutions.

      “Niall, I’m—”

      He yanked me into the next turn, pulling me along like a dog on a leash.

      I needed to stop. I couldn’t keep spinning like this. The dizziness made my head whirl and my stomach flip. Much more, and I’d heave all over the floor.

      Panic set in, and I peered up at Niall with pleading eyes. He laughed on, oblivious to me as he whipped his head from left to right, surveying all those who surrounded us.

      When I looked, too, I found myself walled in by revelers in masks. Not the pretty gilt and feathered masquerade kind. These masks boasted fangs and snouts, bulging eyes and lolling tongues.

      Facades. Everywhere, facades…

      The people guffawed behind their masks, mouths agape, real fangs lurking under fake ones.

      And their laughter, along with their gazes… All of it was aimed at me.

      Niall’s grin turned mocking as he swung us into another hectic revolution. “Dearest. Watch the next step, would you? It’s a real doozie.”

      I shrieked as I toppled down into a black abyss. “Niall!”

      My ring glinted as I reached up for him.

      He stood with his hands in his pockets, watching me fall while his mocking laughter followed me into the devouring nothingness.

      “Bobbi!” I sat upright as I shouted into the tent, my hand reaching for her outstretched fingers, even though in the dream, those fingers had been mine. Despite the chill, sweat dampened my back.

      A few of the contestants sharing my tent groaned and sat up. Their groggy gazes asked me if I was okay. I nodded that I was, even though I wasn’t.

      Needing a little fresh air to help clear my mind, and to avoid further disturbing my teammates, I headed outside, taking Sylvie’s journal with me.

      Early morning sunlight painted the sky coral and pink, turning the nearby mountaintops a brilliant orange. The river’s surface shimmered gold under the gorgeous light. Calming ripples beckoned me over. I reclaimed the rock I’d turned into a study seat the previous night and picked up where I’d left off before my eyelids had officially gone on strike.

      The horror of the dream lingered, though, and did a number on my focus.

      That wasn’t my nightmare. I was certain of it. I’d never met Bobbi’s husband, but I understood the deep scars that narcissistic love could carve into the heart. I’d guessed that Niall was fae the very first time that Bobbi showed me his photo, back when I’d visited her suite before Winterfest started. There was just something about the lines of his face, the gleam in his eyes.

      If that diamond ring was doing what I suspected, Bobbi lived in a constant state of compulsion. It made sense, if the new memory that surfaced was to be trusted. One time before Winterball, she’d been super pissed at Niall for abandoning her on their vacation. As soon as she started toying with her ring, though, her mood underwent an abrupt one-eighty. Suddenly, she was all heart, eyes gushing over how much she loved him.

      My heart broke for her.

      I might’ve been Bobbi in that dream, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t experienced fully that feeling of giving every part of myself to someone who didn’t truly love me. Chet might not have used a magic ring to keep me under his spell, but all those lip service promises that things would get better had taken a similar hold over me.

      These dreams. Where were they coming from? Most nights, my exhaustion-induced fantasies fluttered away like butterflies.

      The dream of Bobbi, however, remained burned into my brain cells.

      And then there was that other dream. The one where I’d gone apeshit on that glass door.

      If my most recent dream truly belonged to Bobbi, which I was beginning to think it did, then whose dream had I been seeing when I’d tried to crack through that mirror?

      The mirror dream didn’t have the same feel as Bobbi’s. If last night’s dream had actually been Bobbi’s to begin with. The only way to know with certainty would be to speak with her, which wasn’t nearly as simple as it sounded. If my thoughts about her ring were true, she was currently dealing with a double dose of compulsion. One dose from her husband and another courtesy of Serenity. Even if I could find a way to approach her in private, I doubted it would do much good. Not when her brain was thoroughly saturated in blue team brine.

      “Riddle me this,” I muttered as I flipped through Sylvie’s journal. I wanted to find that story about that girl and the fairy. At the time, I hadn’t read it very carefully, but I knew there’d been a dream involved.

      The journal had other ideas. As soon as I located the Dreamwalker story, the pages flipped to a different spot.

      I tried to shift them back, but it was no use. Each time I found the page I was looking for, the journal fanned forward.

      I gritted my teeth and turned again to “The Dreamwalker.” “For the love of…please. Stop helping.”

      Not two words into reading, the journal shuffled a third time, landing on the page marked with runes and the name Benedict.

      Struck by a sudden urge, I stood, seized a stick which lay on the nearby ground and used one end to trace the symbol into the snow and mud underneath, right at the edge of the water.

      The river lapped at my crude drawing with a small wave, and a lightning-like spark shot out from the shore and ran deep into the river. The surface glittered with more than sunlight, like the lightning had erupted into fireworks.

      Through the glow, an old, wizened face rippled into view.

      “Benedict here. May I ask who’s calling?”
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      My mouth fell open, and my eyes bugged. First, talking birds, now chatty rivers. Not only that, but I seemed to have magically butt-dialed this mysterious…Benedict.

      Either that or my sanity had started to crack.

      “Hello?” The old, wizened face spoke from below the rippling surface of the river. “You summoned me, didn’t you? How long you gonna stand there catching flies?”

      “Um.” Blinking, I made a gesture of apology with my stick. “Hi. I’m just…confused. It’s not every day I get to FaceTime a river.”

      He smiled, crow’s feet crinkling into view. His kind eyes sparkled with the river, full of mirth, good humor, and a touch of mischief.

      “I might be old and wise, but not like these waters,” he said. “I won’t claim to be the river. But I do claim to be me.”

      He had a long, white beard that I imagined might hang to his waist. But I couldn’t be sure since the river only provided a portrait-style view of his head and shoulders. His image rippled just beneath the surface of the water, like the picture on a submerged, oval-shaped television screen. His voice rang clear, though, instead of garbled like I imagined it might. And when he turned his head or shifted, his beard seemed to catch in the current. The pendant he wore around his neck glinted and gleamed. Hard as I squinted, I never quite got a clear view of the charm.

      Trippy was the word that came to mind. But I was all out of Roman’s home brew, so this had to be real. Right?

      The unexpected thought of Roman was like a surprise puca kick to the chest. I sucked in a breath and flinched. Since learning of his betrayal, I’d done my best to banish him from my mind. So far, the artifact hunt had assisted me in that endeavor. Every now and then, though, a thought would slip behind my defenses, bringing with it a fresh round of pain.

      Squaring my shoulders, I shoved Roman into a far corner of my brain. There’d be plenty of time to dissect his actions later. If I survived this stupid game.

      The watery Benedict stroked his beard. “I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess that you’re Sylvie’s girl. You’ve got her nose. And her eyes. I sure miss her.” His smile turned rueful.

      “You knew Sylvie?” I edged up to the shoreline, a hint of desperation sneaking into my tone. Of course, Benedict’s familiarity with my mother would make sense, given that I’d found his name in her journal.

      “She and I used to chat all the time.” He laughed. “About the weather and plants and a few other odds and ends. We’d swap recipes. She had a killer one for lasagna. We’d always argue over ricotta versus cottage cheese, though. If you don’t have the recipe, I can get you a copy. Cottage cheese, by the way, is the prime choice.” He winked.

      “I’m in the middle of nowhere taking cooking tips from a river wizard.” I turned my head to address the stick. “Given the circumstances, you should feel free to chime in any time.”

      “You have no idea what you’ve done, have you?” Benedict frowned.

      I marveled at the contours of his expression. But if Benedict popped out of the water, there was a good chance I’d scream. I edged back a teensy step and shook my head. “Nope, no idea at all. Story of my life lately.”

      Benedict grinned. “You’ve used magic and my symbol to call me.”

      “So, like a magic spell?”

      At this, he laughed outright. “Yes and no.”

      Well now, since that’s cleared up…

      “There are different ways to tap into the magic all around us.” Again, he winked. “Some of us have magic built into our genes. And others...well, we use symbols and talismans to help us connect with magic.”

      Thanks to Sylvie, I guessed I had the built-in kind of magic. But which type applied to him? He looked human. But in Silvery Pines, looks didn’t mean squat. And just because I couldn’t detect a glamor through the veneer of the water, that didn’t mean there wasn’t one.

      “So, there’s more than one way to make the magic happen,” I concluded. Maybe, if I was right, he’d give me an A.

      He nodded. “More even than the two I’ve mentioned. But magic is a tool and not a toy. You remember that. Some people get all up in their head when they make something happen and it rots out their minds.”

      Serenity could be the poster child for that description…

      Time to grab the wheel of this conversation in case my magic river Zoom meeting ran out of minutes. Intriguing as the lasagna was, I had bigger sharks to sauté. “Actually, I’m in a bit of a jam thanks to a magic-user like that. Do you know anything about the Winterfest Games?”

      He stroked his beard, face scrunching while he scanned his memory. “Can’t say that I know what those are.”

      Disappointment settled into my bones. “Really? Seems like everyone else around here has been obsessed with them.”

      “Mmm,” Benedict mused. “Magic and obsession. When mixed, they tend to create a powerful foe. Either in yourself, or another.”

      That sounded like the basis for a fascinating philosophical discussion. Too bad I had neither the bandwidth nor patience for one at the moment. “Getting back to Winterfest…I’m stuck in these games and could use any help you could offer. Me and the other players, we’re all magically bound to find artifacts. People are being compelled to fight to the death. Hordes of vampires out there stalking us to make sure we don’t quit.”

      “Sounds like quite a pickle you’re in.” Benedict nodded, but his expression remained neutral, as if oblivious to the dire nature of my situation. “Vampires and humans don’t mix too well. You know, with them drinking blood and all.”

      I slow-blinked. So not helpful. “It’s been fun. You should stop by.”

      Benedict either didn’t catch my sarcasm, or he was playing along. “Never trust a vampire. That’s my motto.”

      Another contender for the Least Helpful Statement Ever prize. I cleared my throat. “Actually, they’re kind of at the bottom of my worry list right now.”

      “You should be careful, too, being on the water. Especially playing games. It’s a conduit, good for more than taking your party downstream. You never know who’s eavesdropping.”

      I cast a leery glance at the river. The water rushed along like usual, giving no sign that anything or anyone was listening in. “Could someone be eavesdropping right now?”

      “It’s always a possibility, but I did take precautions on my end to make sure our little chat stays private.”

      “Good to know, and thanks for the heads up.” I backed away from the water’s edge, antsy to return to my team.

      “Wait!” Benedict called. “I know something that might help you harness the water to your advantage.”

      Hopefully, he was talking about the river and Winterfest, and not methods for boiling the most perfect lasagna noodles. Despite the urge to write him off as a funny old man, I gave Benedict the benefit of the doubt and peered into the water again, brows raised. He had been friends with Sylvie and seemed to understand magic. “I’d love any insight you can provide.”

      “The good news is the water belongs to you as much as it belongs to them. You can use it the same as they do. And if you’re Sylvie’s girl, you know how. That knowledge is inside you. You just have to uncover it, and then you’ll always find what you seek.”

      I blinked a few times, trying to sort the positive-thinking meme talk from the pertinent information. “By ‘them,’ you mean the people who put me in this game? How are they using the water?”

      “Scrying, girl!” The water actually splashed with this exclamation, and I jumped. “Aren’t you listening to a word I’m saying? Use the river to help you see.”

      “How?” My frustration getting the better of me, I flung my stick aside. If this guy didn’t stop Obi-Wan Kenobi-ing me, I was going to turn to the dark side and skip a rock off his pointy nose.

      When he threw up his hands, the ripples in the water made his arms wavy, like an abstract painting. “By being quiet—and patient—enough to listen. If you go off yelling at the water, it won’t want to tell you anything. And neither will I, young lady.”

      Young lady? Wow. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had addressed me that way. Then again, for all I knew, Benedict was five-hundred years old. In that case, forty was a drop in the bucket of life.

      I held up my own hands. “Sorry, sorry. I’m just under a bit of pressure right now. A lot of lives depend on me getting my act together. I don’t want to die, and I would like that lasagna recipe for when I do make it out of this mess. So, please, enlighten me. I’m listening.”

      “It’s easy to remember.” Benedict held up a finger, and the water rippled with another quiet splash. “Scrying is spying. It’s the art of gazing into a reflective surface, like water, to discover hidden knowledge or see someone far away.”

      Oh, crap. Did this mean Serenity held the power to watch me without my knowing? Listen in on my conversations? “This scrying thing. Is that how we’re talking right now?”

      “Similar, but not exactly. That rune you drew is special. It calls out to me like your modern-day telephones. And I choose whether to answer.”

      “So, summoning? Not scrying.”

      He beamed. “Now you’re sounding like Sylvie’s girl!”

      A more subdued version of his smile found its way onto my face, borne from the note of pride in his voice. A bittersweet pang tugged at my heart. Maybe I’d never known I was “Sylvie’s girl,” as he put it, but I sure wanted to cling to that title now. Own it. Live up to it. And maybe if I made Benedict proud with what I could absorb, and accomplish, I could be more assured I would have made Sylvie proud too.

      “Scrying then is like watching a video feed.” I wanted to make sure I understood the distinction. “And summoning is like sending a meeting request with GPS.”

      “That’s a new-fangled way of putting it, but I think you’ve got the gist. That said, it’s good to know summoning requires a bit more magic, so you just focus on scrying for now.”

      “Baby steps.” I chuckled to myself.

      “Walk before you run.” Benedict nodded. “Start by gazing into a reflective surface, like still water or a mirror. There, truths can be accessed. But you must be willing to see them.”

      I had no idea how I was supposed to “see” anything in the water, let alone access hidden knowledge from it. But Benedict seemed convinced that I could do it, so I nodded to indicate he should continue.

      He held up a pair of fingers. “There are two primary methods of scrying. Active and passive. Active scrying means having a direct target for your vision. You direct your full concentration toward a specific target or person you want to see. The reflective surface you look through becomes a tunnel, a conduit, and the image you intend to behold will appear. Concentration is so important here. You must clear your mind of all other things. Be deliberate and specific regarding the target you wish to view. You can enhance your vision using runes to help you channel your connection if you do not already have a powerful source of magic to tap into. But you’re Sylvie’s girl, so chances are you’ll have the process down pat without the need of relics and runes.”

      If only I could conjure as much faith in me as this guy seems to have. “What about the passive method?”

      “Think of that one like meditation.” He clasped the mystery charm hanging around his neck, a motion that came across as both practiced and unconscious. “You let the water, or whatever surface you’re using, show you what it wants. Downloads from the universe. Messages from your ancestors. That kind of thing. But I wouldn’t try that with this river, especially if others are manipulating the waters right now. Good luck to you. And I’ll see if I can scrounge up that recipe. Pretty sure I stuffed it in the bread box...”

      I opened my mouth to ask him where the heck he thought he was going, but the water cleared before I had the chance to utter a single syllable, and he was gone.

      Now who needed a lesson on manners?

      I stood there for a few minutes, digesting his instructions. I was determined to make something of this skill he’d instructed me on. And maybe all that fortune cookie advice had helped me more than I’d thought it might too. We all needed encouragement. Even if it came out sounding like it belonged on a Hang in There cat poster.

      Retraining my focus on the water, I took a calming breath and set my intention, my target.

      Shay. I want to see my daughter, Shay.

      As I focused, the surface rippled until an image materialized. Shay smiled as she chatted with friends in her dormitory hundreds of miles away.

      My heart ached with the longing to enfold her in my arms and tell her I loved her, even though she knew. I stepped closer, squatting and reaching out as if to stroke her cheek through the water. As I did, the connection broke. The vision faded as quickly as it appeared, leaving me yearning for home and family.

      But the only way to get home was to win these games. To do that, I needed to finish translating the second clue on the tablet.

      After a quick check-in on my camp, I returned to my rock with some coffee.

      Thankfully, the java juice helped to get the wheels turning with more success. Also, the dangling carrot of seeing my daughter again infused me with new motivation.

      I devoted the next couple of hours to focusing all my attention on translating the second clue from the tablet. By the end, my head throbbed like someone had turned up the bass too high, but I did it. I managed to come up with a translation that made sense.

      Well, sort of.

      Crescent moon where land frames an endless drain

      Water swirls and sinks into the unknown domain

      Secrets here are protected

      Locked behind a hidden gate, undetected

      Craft the key if blessed you be

      Blood and sacrifice will let you see

      Give two marked with your key to turn the lock

      Only with sacrifice, the gate will unblock.

      If I’d read that correctly, I needed to find a sinkhole near a crescent-shaped beach. That sounded doable. Ish.

      But the other line suggesting a sacrifice and blood worried me.

      In the distance, angry shouts distracted me from the puzzle in my hands. I was too far away to help, though, and too mentally drained to even try. Someone else could play referee for now.

      Turning back to the riddle, I double-checked the last rune and compared it to the translation in Sylvie’s journal.

      To gain the success you desire, a sacrifice is needed.

      Great. Just what I was hoping for…more violence and blood. Not.

      I rose, arched my stiff back, and started pacing. Blood and life were the two most obvious types of sacrifice, but they weren’t the only kind. What if the sacrifice was just bravery? Sacrificing fear and the willingness to go down into the swirling waters. That sounded scary all by itself.

      But maybe “marked with your key” meant the adventurer in question would be protected? How else were they supposed to retrieve the item? Surely, they’d have to come back up, otherwise sending them down there would be for nothing.

      A surge of confidence pulsed through me. I might actually pull this off, without hurting any contestants in the process. If all else failed, maybe we could offer up a bug, or worst-case, a squirrel? Though, finding and catching one in the midst of winter might be a challenge.

      Craft the key if blessed you be.

      I’d been blessed enough when I cobbled together the unlocking symbol for the first artifact. No reason that the same sigil wouldn’t work again.

      The clue asked for two, though. So now all I needed was to find another willing person to let me draw the symbol on them, so they could go down the sinkhole with me.

      Once my attention was broken, I realized that the angry shouts from earlier hadn’t stopped. Armed with this new translation, and a coffee-infused bloodstream, I scurried back to camp to see what kind of terrible event was taking place now.
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      Roman soared above the water in his raven form, pausing in his flapping when he could to sail the wind currents that carried him.

      Far below, the river snaked through the wintery landscape, a vein of blue splitting the rambling expanse of unending white.

      He swooped lower, the crisp and invigorating breeze rifling through his fanned feathers as he scanned the red and blue teams’ campsites, both visible from this vantage point. Two men belonging to the red team emerged from the forest carrying armfuls of sticks. They dropped the wood off with a pair of team members who were tending the waning fire before heading back into the thick line of trees, presumably to collect a second load.

      His attention caught by flickers of blue hiding in the forest, Roman coasted between the tops of the evergreens, following the firewood gatherers. As he winged a slow circle through the sky, he discerned four members of the blue team, creeping stealthily through the woods alongside the two men from the red team like a fog drifting between the pines.

      Roman sent out a warning caw, but the red team members paid him no heed. His bird heart increased its already rapid pace to beat in double time.

      The attack came swiftly.

      The four members of Team Blue pounced on their unsuspecting prey, subduing a man with a shaved head and another with light brown hair from the red team and shoving makeshift gags into their mouths in seconds. The band of abductors then vanished with their hostages into the cover of the trees.

      Roman dove for a barren aspen. With a triple flap, talons outstretched, he lighted on one craggy, snow-dusted branch. The perch gave him a clearer view of both camps. The blue team must’ve come stalking the red. They must’ve purposefully set up close to their unsuspecting rivals, forgoing fires so as not to alert their enemy of their proximity.

      Clever.

      As he craned his head toward the red camp, his bird eyes caught on a spot near the river’s edge, where someone had pushed the snow aside and carved a rune symbol into the dirt. A certain willowy and blond someone, no doubt.

      Roman lifted off and descended again, talons clicking as he landed on a large rock positioned close to the rune Cassidy had drawn. The edges of the symbol were eroded, but he could still identify the marking as a rune, even if he couldn’t interpret this specific one.

      He ticked his head, perplexed.

      Runes and sigils were a crude way to access magic, especially for someone with an innate connection to hidden power like Cassidy. If she was resorting to trying to connect to magic via the runes, that pointed to a terrible truth. The remarkable abilities he’d seen Cassidy wield during the last games had not returned to her.

      She’d come so close to gaining full control over the ice and snow, mastering all that winter magic could offer. And he’d cut her off with his memory tampering.

      The potion had fixed her body, but must not have healed her mind. Not completely.

      What if it never does?

      And if Cassidy was resorting to any and all means to tap into her power, what was the blue team currently resorting to? Apart from the shapeshifter, they possessed no magic to speak of.

      A scream broke the peace of the morning, startling the sleeping birds from their perches. Roman took flight, too, soaring back to reclaim his earlier perch.

      There. On the water. The two captured men of the red team sat shirtless and shivering in the center of a raft, both bound with rope, blindfolded, and gagged as the four abductors from the opposing team loaded in around them. Someone had carved bloody sigils into their chests, a bleak omen.

      The bound pair screamed and writhed against their constraints to no avail.

      Roman hopped along his branch, torn. He could alert Cassidy, but there was no telling if he’d reach her in time. He still didn’t know what the blue team had in mind for these captives.

      Nothing good, he feared. The shedding of blood pointed to magic. Dark magic.

      The men from the blue team rowed across the river, toward a spot on the other side where the water within that cradle swirled and churned like Serenity’s scrying pool, funneling down into a black whirlpool. Roman took to the air, swooping overhead in time to hear a short, stocky man from the quartet of blue team kidnappers point out the sinkhole and yell. “Throw one in! Let’s see what happens.”

      Roman bristled, feathers puffing with alarm, crest flaring. An involuntary caw left his throat. He had no time to sound a louder warning before the other blue team member hauled one of the red team members to his feet and forced him over the side of the boat.

      A splash split the silence. Restrained as he was, the man from the red team stood no chance against the current, and the whirlpool sucked him into its void.

      Tearing his gaze away from the sinkhole, Roman stole a glance at the red camp. Cassidy stood at the edge of the shoreline, her expression one of abject horror as she watched the spectacle.

      Splash.

      Roman jerked his head back as the second body hit its murky depths. The swirling water boiled like a cauldron of oil that had been fed fresh meat, its hue shifting from dark brown to an eye-searing crimson.

      The dark deed was done before Cassidy could let out the bloodcurdling scream that rang the icicles in their trees. It was too late. The sinkhole had swallowed its prey. In gratitude for the blood sacrifice, the murderous whirlpool emitted a pulsing golden light, one that grew stronger with every beat until a box emerged from the bloody depths and hovered in midair as if hoisted and suspended by invisible hands. The second artifact.

      Cheers erupted from the blue team’s camp while howls of grief echoed across the river from the red team’s side. 

      The blue team paddled close enough to the sinkhole for one of their members to claim the box. Once the artifact was in the stocky man’s hand, the sinkhole disappeared. Still, a smear of red ran down the river, a lingering scar of the violence to which it had borne witness.

      The four members on the blue team paddled back across the water to their camp, where the rest of their team clapped and cheered.

      Downstream at their own camp, the red team assembled.

      Roman opened his beak and sampled the air. Retaliation would come next. He could taste the contestants’ fury, their vengeance, on the wind. Serenity would get what she wanted. The Watchers too. More blood. More carnage. And maybe whatever else they were after.

      The artifacts that had been uncovered over the last couple of days were of magical origin. Serenity had been tight-lipped as to their nature, but even from a distance, he could sense their power.

      These artifacts had not been planted for the games. Instead, the games had been built around unearthing them. Serenity wanted them for something. He’d tried to pry from her the answer as to what that something was earlier, but she’d berated him. Still, she’d dropped hints. Words about needing blood. Allusions to needing Cassidy…

      Grimly, Roman winged his way back toward the lodge. He wanted to gain access to the fae that killed his fiancée and seek his revenge. But at what cost?
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      The image of Bruce and Leo disappearing into the sinkhole was seared into my brain. I wasn’t sure how long I’d stood on the riverbank, rooted to the ground by the haunting visual of their deaths…no, murders.

      Of the group of three men who’d traveled to the Green Huntress Lodge together and been forced to compete, none were left. First, the vampire had killed Austin in the river. Now, the blue team had sacrificed Bruce and Leo in a misguided and horrific attempt to win the game. I wanted to scream my horror and rage to the universe. Anything to help release the stain on my soul. After the last games, I’d banked on having already witnessed and experienced the worst. That had not turned out to be the case.

      I wanted to be above wanting to retaliate. I wasn’t.

      Serenity’s games had poisoned me too. To a point I wasn’t sure I would ever recover.

      But as powerful as the urge was to seek blood for blood, attacking the blue team would only feed Serenity’s insatiable lust for carnage.

      The compulsion she’d placed on everyone in the game had spurred the blue team to bloodthirst. Unlike the red team, they didn’t have someone in their ranks who had been freed from the magic that wrapped them around Serenity’s finger. No one to keep them grounded, tether them to reality. They’d been set up just as much as everyone on the red team, and their actions weren’t their own. Though that fact didn’t diminish the horror of what had happened. Still, we had to press forward and keep moving toward our goal of collecting the final artifact.

      Our team gathered and said a few words for our two fallen members. Terry hid her face in Sabrina’s chest, weeping. Michelle didn’t hide, but the expression in her eyes was haunted. More innocence lost.

      After a heated discussion and a lot of convincing of my part, my teammates relinquished their plan to attack the blue team. Instead, we agreed to move the camp to a spot where we’d stand a better chance of noticing any intruders before they could kidnap us or attack. Small wins at the end of the day. Then again, maybe not so small if they ended up sparing lives.

      Knowing that the third artifact had to be close, we didn’t venture too far downstream. When we set up camp, we paddled to the opposite side of the river. Our new position allowed us to keep a watch on the blue camp while I worked to finish my translations.

      That night, adults took turns as watch guards. We rotated in three shifts.

      I hit the tent only to regret my trip to the Land of Nod when sleep finally claimed me. What had started as strange dreams had become a nightly chaos of jumping into other people’s nightmares.

      Each reality-shifting leap left me exhausted and sore with a headache that pounded like the aftereffects of binge drinking.

      This morning was no exception.

      It had been two days since the second artifact was found. Won, I should say, through the blue team’s terrible blood sacrifice. And if the first artifact, ours, happened to be what it looked like, the broken pointy end of a sword, I could only guess that the blue team now had another piece of that same sword.

      How they’d deciphered the clue about a sacrifice without the tablet was a mystery I didn’t expect to be solved anytime soon. Maybe they’d sent a spy into our camp and overheard us talking, or Serenity might have considered our lead intolerable and spoon-fed the blue team the same clue I’d labored over to crack.

      That didn’t matter now. Even if I had the answers, that still didn’t put me any closer to deciphering our third and last clue. I’d spent the whole day at the edge of the river, stone tablet in one hand and Sylvie’s journal in the other, going over meanings of various runes and combinations without making headway in translating.

      The last clue on the tablet proved to be more of a headache than the previous two. Each symbol held a meaning and could represent a letter or a theme. The theme of the rune was subjective, with a variety of keywords associated with it as the rune’s meaning evolved. If that wasn’t confusing enough, pairing runes could change their meaning, unless the combination was being used as letters to spell out individual words. If it was a symbolic pairing, the meaning changed.

      The same applied to the direction the rune faced, or how it connected with its partner. Above, below, to the side…each tiny change in placement caused the definition to change. And trying to put it all together into some semblance of order…well, beating my head against a brick wall sounded like a fun change of pace by comparison.

      Like the other clues, this one was written in complicated symbols that translated into multiple lines, forming another riddle.

      I wasn’t having luck making sense of the gibberish I’d written down. Either I was translating wrong or terrible at riddles. Or both of the above.

      When sunset came, the symbols on the page and tablet became a shadowy alphabet soup. I continued studying by moonlight, urged on by the threat of paying for any rest with more blood. More lives.

      Michelle, one of Sabrina’s twin daughters, must have noticed me struggling because she suddenly appeared, blanket in hand.

      “What’s up?” she asked. “Thought I’d come see if you needed some toasting up.”

      I flashed her an exhausted smile as she draped the blanket around my shoulders. “You’re sweet. Here, take a seat.” I patted the space next to me.

      She settled beside me, kicking her feet out in front. “Terry’s the sweet one, actually. Dad says I’m the jaded one. Mom calls us sugar and spice.”

      “So that means you’re the Spice Girl, huh?” I laughed.

      She shrugged one shoulder. “I just spit the truth a little more than T does.”

      “Well, you’re always welcome to spit it next to me.”

      She smiled shyly, and my heart contracted, longing for Shay. But I’d never been so glad that Shay’s college schedule had kept her from accompanying me on a trip. Plenty of campuses didn’t return until later in January. If she’d chosen one of those instead of the University of Georgia…

      I shuddered with relief. Guilt pinched me immediately afterward. Shay was safe in another state, but Michelle and Terry weren’t. Like me, they were trapped. It was unfair, and the injustice of it tasted like ashes in my mouth. I needed to keep them safe. Some way. Somehow.

      Michelle’s smile fell when a shout echoed across the water, drawing our attention to the blue team’s camp. A beefy man who I was pretty sure went by the name Carl faced off against a taller, leaner man at the water’s edge. Both of them wielded sticks. Others from the blue team gathered to watch the fray. One of the onlookers even pitched a rock at one of the men, adding their metaphorical two cents to the kerfuffle.

      Lord of the Flies, Part Two. Hadn’t anyone read a happy, peaceful survival book? Something more along the lines of Eat, Pray, Love Your Fellow Players?

      I sighed. They were turning into rabid beasts under the command of Serenity’s compulsion. And this latest kickup of violence? It might currently be happening on the other side of the river, but that didn’t mean my team was exempt from a similar upheaval. Or an outright mutiny. I’d already had to do so much defusing with my own team. Still, the growing tension simmered. One wrong word, one accidental bump, and kapow! A civil war could ignite in my camp too.

      As if I wasn’t under enough pressure already to speed up the translation.

      Anxiety sent my heart into a stuttering rhythm as the dueling blue team members dropped their sticks and went into WrestleMania mode.

      “We’re all going to die out here, aren’t we?” Michelle asked deadpan.

      “No.” Why did it feel like Michelle had just plucked that thought right out of my own head? “We’re all going to get through this. I’m working on the clue. You’re working on keeping your parents and your sister chill. And you put me in the toaster.” I patted the blanket. “The blue team? Well, they’re going to…get it together too.”

      Silence pulsed. And then, Michelle spoke again. “These games are turning us all against each other.”

      To that, I had to nod. Because this was indeed a big truth she had just spit.

      She offered me a wry smirk. Oddly, the expression filled me with a teensy bit of solace. Here was someone who had seemed to evade, at least to some degree, the full effects of the compulsion. Michelle seemed to have enough of her wits about her to comment lucidly about the situation at hand. The bleakness of our shared predicament.

      Maybe being a jaded Spice Girl helped to ground her. And maybe that just meant I needed to take my cue from Michelle and throw some tough love spice at my teammates to keep them from losing their shit à la the blue team.

      “Your parents doing okay? Your sister?”

      She offered me a thumbs-up.

      I tilted my head. “How about you?”

      She frowned and scuffed the toe of one boot in the snow. “Don’t tell anyone, but I’ve been having nightmares since the games started.”

      Poor girl, she was so young to be put through this kind of trauma. Worse, she’d been tricked into thinking she was going on a fun adventure vacation only to be threatened by vampires and forced to stand by and watch members of our team be sacrificed. All over some broken-ass sword.

      “I’ve been having bad dreams too.” I patted the ground. “You want to tell me what yours were about?”

      “I don’t want to bother you.” She nodded to the tablet I held. “I know you’re trying to figure out the clues. I was just checking on you, really.”

      “We Spice Girls have to look out for one another.” I straightened the blanket around my shoulders and held out the end for her. “And, actually, I really could use a distraction right now. My brain is mush.”

      Michelle scooted closer to share the blanket. “Mom went to lie down, and Terry’s helping Dad with the fire. There isn’t much for me to do but go to sleep. But I don’t want any more nightmares.”

      I understood where she was coming from. “Can I tell you a secret?”

      “What?” Michelle plucked a stick from the ground and prodded a fallen sprig of pine needles with it.

      “That’s kind of why I stay awake too.” I nudged her arm. “It’s either bad dreams or bad translations and, right now, this is the lesser of those two evils.” I held up my notebook and the tablet.

      “Just delaying the inevitable, huh?”

      I had to suppress a laugh. Because, yes, jaded did seem to be the right descriptor for Michelle. Insightful was another word that fit.

      “Yeah, I guess you could say that.” Truly, I didn’t have any advice to offer on how else to avoid the trap of nightmares.

      “You’re right that sleep is unavoidable. But at least when I’m awake, I can look back at the dream and dissect it, you know? In my last one, for instance, our team was on the water and suddenly the river rose up and swallowed me. Whoosh.” I used the blanket as a prop, burying my head under it.

      Michelle’s eyes widened. “Seriously, that’s exactly the dream I had.”

      My stomach dipped. Wow. I’d suspected I was experiencing other people’s dreams, but her words confirmed the inkling.

      And if I was hopping randomly into the heads of my team members, could I maybe do it with intention?

      Benedict had taught me how to scry, but he’d also revealed that this technique was likely a go-to for Serenity. Also, he’d warned that the waters were being watched. Dipping into the dreams of others, however, could be useful. Hard to eavesdrop inside someone’s head. If only I could gain some control of the ability.

      Story of my suddenly magical life.

      Michelle stared at me, as if waiting for a response.

      Oops. I forgot to act surprised about having the same dream. Still, I didn’t want to freak her out. Well, freak her out more, anyway.

      “Stress must be getting to us all if we’re having the same dreams.” Best to keep this latest ability a secret. She had enough weighing on her without the worry that some lady could tap into her mind.

      And here everyone worried about the lack of privacy on social media. Little did they know…

      Michelle tapped the stick against the toe of her boot. “Do you think that dream is going to come true? Is that why we both had it?”

      Excellent question. Too bad I had no clue. Still, the mom in me demanded that I at least attempt a satisfactory answer. “Dreams are funny things. They speak in symbols and metaphors. But at the end of the day, they’re just dreams. Our brain’s way of holding a mirror up to us about what’s going on inside. So, I think we’re just afraid and overwhelmed. It’s okay to be afraid. You know that, right?”

      “Kind of in fashion at the moment.” She tossed her stick into the river.

      “Listen.” I nudged her with my shoulder. “No matter what happens out here, you and your sister will be safe. You’ve got your family with you. And as a fellow mom, I’ll do everything in my power not to let any harm come to you or Terry. That’s a promise, okay? I’ll go full-on cayenne pepper Spice Girl if anyone tries.”

      She nodded, though her smile refused to make a second appearance.

      “No river is swallowing you up either. Got it?”

      “Maybe…” She paused and tilted her head at the dancing, silver-light-dappled waters. “Maybe I had the dream because I already feel swallowed up. Maybe the river was a metaphor, like you said.”

      Damn. Here I’d been trying to comfort her and pass on some semi-useful Benedict-style wisdom, and she’d just schooled me.

      “Maybe the nightmares are trying to help us,” she added. “Tell us something we can’t see with our waking minds. Can’t or don’t want to see. Maybe…like you said, it’s our brain’s way of spitting truth.”

      Well, shit, I guess I did say that. Sort of. But she said it better.

      Maybe I needed to sign up for this kid’s mindfulness newsletter. Or hire her as a dream interpreter. “Maybe you’re onto something.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time,” she sighed, a hint of that sass coming back. Then she stood and dusted off the back of her legs. “I smell coffee. You want me to get you some?”

      “Good idea. Caffeine is just the thing to restart my brain.” As she wandered off, my gaze drifted toward the river where a great big face appeared among the ripples. I blinked twice, and the face vanished.

      Benedict’s words floated through my memory.

      You never know who might be eavesdropping.

      Thanks to Michelle, maybe I’d just figured out my own way of eavesdropping too.
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      The night dragged on with Benedict’s warning stuck in my mind like an earworm as I continued to work by the river’s edge. Every time I glanced at the water, I could swear faces emerged under the ripples.

      The faster I could figure out our last clue, the quicker I could put an end to all the madness of these games.

      Split into three shifts, our night watch crew all had strictly defined times to guard the camp and hit the sack. No closer to cracking the final clue, I reluctantly headed for my tent when my designated time for rest came.

      Like Michelle and I had discussed, sleep was a necessity. And while I couldn’t call the sleep I’d been getting restful, it was still better than nothing. According to an article I once researched and wrote for the women’s magazine I worked for, even lying in bed awake with your eyes closed helped to refuel your brain.

      Work. Yikes. I was supposed to be back in Jacksonville by now. If I managed to stay alive, I hoped I still had a job waiting for me once I returned to civilization. Not a very pressing concern at this precise moment, given the present set of circumstances.

      The vampires who patrolled the woods like prison wardens seemed to be working in shifts as well. Tonight, a slender vampire, just at the edge of the camp, swapped out with a stockier vamp who came to relieve him. The slender vampire’s name was Tristan, the most non-vampire name a creature of the night could have. Even better, Tristan had the quintessential California surfer, bleached-blond, scraggly hair to top the rest of his anti-blood-sucker aesthetic.

      In my mind, before I came to Silvery Pines, at least, vampires had always been the hissing, pale-faced, coffin-dwelling sort. In reality, they weren’t dead. Since coffins were out, I couldn’t say where the vampires went when they rested. As living creatures, though, they would have to sleep.

      That gave me an idea. If I could control where my consciousness went, maybe I’d avoid the hangover-like aftereffects of my dreamwalking. And if I could gain control over whose dream I dipped into, maybe I could do one better than scrying. Since Tristan and I seemed to be on the same night shift, maybe we shared the same sleeping shift too.

      Tonight, focus on Tristan, and see where that goes.

      If nothing else, he would be a fun test subject for my experiment.

      Scary how my definition of “fun” had changed since coming to Silvery Pines.

      After I was certain I had a good mental image of Tristan, I ducked into the tent and readied myself for sleep.

      Exhaustion threatened to pull me under the moment my head hit the pillow, but before I could allow myself to be whisked off into dreamland, I focused on my not-so-friendly fanged warden.

      “I will slip into Tristan’s dream.” I forced his face into my mind, scraggly hair and all, and whispered the mantra, “I am totally in Tristan’s dream. Skinny, blood-sucking, surfer Tristan. Dude, I am so stoked to surf into Tristan’s dreams. It’s going to be tubular.”

      I shut my eyes.

      “Tubular.” I repeated the word in a whisper until, at last, I drifted off.

      Orange and yellow torchlights danced along stone walls. A small pool sat in the center of the room.

      I detached from the dream long enough to make a connection as Benedict’s words from earlier surfaced in my mind. Scrying is for spying. Serenity’s scrying pool. Of course. Then the dream caught me up again.

      Two figures conversed in the cave-like chamber. Instead of his jacket and boots, Tristan wore a lavender dress shirt and gray slacks. He kept tugging at his collar and fussing with his sleeves.

      With a sinister sneer curling her red lips, Serenity chastised the vampire in a low, menacing voice.

      I lurked in the shadows, not daring to creep closer in case one of them spotted me. The part of me that realized I was in a dream warned that I might not be safe if they discovered my presence.

      Tristan’s voice quivered with fear. “I’ve been watching for days. The red team isn’t figuring out the clue, and the blue team doesn’t want to risk a direct attack on the red team until they know that the third artifact has been located.” The flicker of torchlight danced over his wide, terror-stricken eyes. “Is there something we can do to give the red team a clue?”

      Serenity leaned forward and dragged her nail across Tristan’s cheek. A thin line of blood pooled to the surface. “Tell the blue team the sacrifice to obtain the third artifact is the blood of all children participating in the games.”

      “I don’t think that’ll motivate them the way you think it will.”

      “No one asked you to think.” Serenity raised her hands, and Tristan levitated, hovering a foot off the ground. “I should make an example of you for such insolence.”

      The part of me that understood I was in the midst of Tristan’s dream wondered if I was intruding on a waking daydream or a memory. So far, the whole thing was oddly literal. Then, light flickered off Serenity’s lacquered talons as she snapped her fingers. Tristan’s head jerked sideways and popped off his neck. A strangled scream leaked from his mouth.

      Tristan’s head flopped onto the ground and started bouncing. It looked as if he was trying to build enough momentum to pop his head back up into place, like the old cup and ball game.

      At once, Serenity vanished. The mysterious force that held Tristan disappeared. The head whipped around in my direction, and his eyes sprang open.

      “How did you get here?” As his mouth roared with rage, his headless body lunged at me. His hands reached for me like those of a cartoon zombie.

      Terror gripped me. On instinct, I threw out my hand, the word “freeze” on my lips.

      Tristan stopped dead when his hand touched mine. His body crusted over with ice.

      Stiff as a statue, Tristan tipped backward and crashed to the ground.

      I awoke in a cold sweat, hunger gnawing at my belly. I bolted upright with my heart racing.

      Tell the blue team the sacrifice to obtain the third artifact is the blood of all children participating in the games.

      Was that command from Dream Serenity real or an echo of dread from Tristan’s subconscious? Serenity couldn’t think, even with compulsion, that parents would willingly let their children be harmed, could she?

      Serenity was evil. No question about that. But would she stoop to that level? I wanted to believe she had some small sense of decency. A limit. But dream or not, I had to consider the possibility that Serenity might take drastic measures to get what she was after.

      I’d be damned if I let a single hair on Michelle or Terry’s heads be harmed. I’d promised to protect them, no matter what.

      Having my powers back, my ice powers, would sure make keeping that promise a lot easier.

      I placed my palm against the nylon fabric of the tent wall, trying to summon that same fight-or-flight response I’d had in Tristan’s dream while picturing snow swirling at my fingertips.

      Nothing happened.

      I let my imagination conjure up great big cartoon snowflakes growing from where my palm touched the fabric. The nylon rippled as a gust of wind blew through the camp but still no snow.

      “Concentrate, Cassidy.” I slowed my breathing. With each inhale, I took in the cold air and imagined that chill moving through my veins. Deep inside me, I remembered a treasure chest, waiting to open. From within it, I picked up the faintest notes of a familiar tune.

      Focusing on the soft melody, I hummed along with it before inhaling one last lungful of cold air. I sent a pulse of that frozen energy down my arms, pushing it out through my hand.

      I pulled my hand away, hoping to find ice crystals. The thinnest layer of frost bloomed across the material.

      Excitement stirred in my chest. Yes! Good enough for now.

      I fell back onto my pillow, exhausted.

      I might not have full control, but the power wasn’t completely gone. A dusting of ice was, at the very least, a promise of something.

      Birds before land. Frost before blizzards.

      Safe kids before a sound victory.

      But then, losing had never been an option.

      Not in my book.
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      When I officially awoke for the day, I went for my coffee, hoping to chase away my lingering exhaustion as the conversation between Serenity and Tristan replayed in my mind.

      How much of what I’d seen in Tristan’s dream was rooted in reality? I wanted to believe Tristan’s nightmare had only been a reflection of his fears, but most of the vampires I’d met didn’t seem to care much for any type of human, adults or children. So that reasoning seemed like a reach.

      Dream Tristan had mentioned the blue team was waiting to act until I solved the puzzle. Which meant they had nothing to work on themselves.

      The proverbial light bulb went off in my head, and in that moment, the reason for the blue team’s Lord of the Flies behavior made sense. The games had to be entertaining. Serenity was organizing them for her investors. Though, I wasn’t sure how she was broadcasting our progress to them, and days upon days of puzzle-solving didn’t exactly render top-notch, reality-TV ratings.

      Dramatic infighting between team members, however, was something to pull out the popcorn for.

      Serenity had to be putting her compulsion to use there, nudging the blue team into a game of Survivor while my team was being given time to work.

      But that time was running short, and what better way to motivate the humans than to threaten the lives of children? At least, as far as Serenity was concerned.

      Whether the dream was real or not, the threat was there. And any threat from Serenity was best treated as credible.

      Coffee in hand, I returned to my tent to grab the tablet and my notes, determined to make headway in solving the final clue.

      Tristan strolled past on his patrol. When his gaze landed on me, he hesitated. A strong emotion flickered in those crimson-ringed eyes. I couldn’t help but wonder if the ice I’d manifested in his dream had zapped him in the real world.

      Did vampires get frostbite?

      “Morning.” I smiled and waved at him like a friendly neighbor to test his response.

      He shook his floppy hair as if shaking off a trance and sneered. “You figure out the clue yet? I’m sick of babysitting your lazy team. All of you, lounging around here like you’re on a vacation.” Tristan’s response was a little frostier than I’d anticipated. Pun intended.

      Frostbitten or not, someone apparently did wake up on the wrong side of the coffin today.

      “Oh, this clue is a total cakewalk.” I held up the tablet. “Not vague, tedious, exhausting, or anything. Thanks for asking, by the way. Also, FYI, you are one ridiculous vampire who looks like he’s seen one too many wipeouts.”

      He stopped in his tracks and turned his blood-red eyes on me. “What did you say to me?”

      I shrugged. “Someone had to say it. But don’t lose your head, Skippy.” I winked. “At least not before Serenity can pop it off for you.”

      His gasp was audible. The whites of his red eyes widened, and fear flickered across his surfer boy features. For the briefest moment, I became the bigger monster. The thought probably should have alarmed me more than it did. Once upon a time, it might have. Back when every day wasn’t a potential battle for my life.

      My monster moment was short-lived.

      As soon as Tristan recovered from his shock, he curled his lip to reveal his fangs. “Solve the clue or I’ll making someone in your camp a midnight snack.”

      Okay. Maybe I should chill on poking the surfer bear. Tristan might look like an easygoing bro dude, but he had the vampire intensity down pat. “Word of advice. Killing people because they aren’t solving a riddle won’t make the process any quicker.”

      “But it will make the process much more delicious.” He licked his lips. “Tonight. Figure out the clue. Or I’m having that brat you’re always talking to for a treat.”

      I curled my nails into my palms. It was either that, or risk launching myself at Tristan to jab him in his eyes. “That’s a good way to get frostbite.” I shot him a don’t-fuck-with-me glare, no longer caring if he knew I’d truly been in his dream.

      “Actually,” he said, “since I can’t tell them apart, anyway, I think I’ll treat myself to draining both.”

      “Touch a hair on either of those girls’ heads and I’ll throw this tablet in the middle of the river and no one will ever figure out the final clue.”

      “Try it, and I’ll do one better.” Tristan walked away, issuing the rest of his parting threat from over one shoulder. “I’ll tell Serenity you have new friends. Twin friends.”

      He’d called my bluff. More than being bound to these games with this stupid tattoo, I’d become bound to my oaths, and to my team. People depended on me. People like Sabrina and her two girls, and the rest of my teammates. People like the young, freckle-faced boy from the blue team. If I tossed the tablet, Serenity would find a way to make me dive for it again.

      She had me right where she wanted, and Tristan had just reminded me of that.

      Maybe I’d been too bold. Hopefully, Tristan hadn’t read too much into my comments about his dream. In hindsight, the last thing I needed was for word to get back to Serenity that I could dreamwalk. The less that woman knew about the tricks up my sleeve, the better.

      Speaking of Serenity, why was she in such a hurry? If she wanted the last artifact so badly, why wasn’t she out here looking for it?

      I doubted it was because she couldn’t stand to sacrifice people, especially if she was planning to tell the blue team to come after all the kids.

      What was so special about these artifacts?

      That question wouldn’t be answered until I knew what all three artifacts were. But, the more I tried to wrap my head around the hundreds of ways the stacked runes on the tablet could be read, the less sense any of it made.

      Time for a Hail Mary.

      I needed to speak with someone who knew something about magic symbols, and my best shot was the strange little man who’d appeared the first time I drew a rune symbol into the snowy earth.

      Sylvie had written his sigil into her journal for a reason. She trusted him, so I hoped that meant I could too.

      I trudged to the edge of the river and traced Benedict’s symbol into the hard crust of snow-topped mud. “Ground control to Major Benedict.”

      As before, a bright spark of magic shot through the symbol and ran deep into the river. A wave of relief washed over me when his wrinkled face again appeared beneath the surface of the water.

      “You call me on purpose this time?” Benedict’s voice rose clear from the water. “That’s progress, if so.”

      “I decided to use my Phone-a-Friend lifeline. In other words, I need your help.”

      “Oh? In that case…”

      The rest of his words warbled as his face sank below the river’s surface.

      My heart galloped into a panicked scamper. “Hey, come back!” I scooted closer to the edge, peering into the inky depths for a sign of him.

      In the spot where he’d disappeared, the water began to froth and foam. A gurgling noise grew louder with each passing second. Then, with a splash that made me yelp and leap back, water geysered into the air. Before my stupefied eyes, Benedict resurfaced. All of him. In the flesh.

      He rose from the rushing water as if ascending from hidden stairs, the crown of his head cresting first. His wispy cobweb hair and long beard caught in the wind. His brown robes waved in the breeze, not a bit of him soaked through.

      “Where did you learn to do that?” I put my hands on my hips, admiring his entrance as he strode up to the snowy beach, a walking stick in one hand.

      “Oh,” he grunted as he found a toppled log to sit on. “You pick up little things here and there.”

      “Oh sure. Little things, I feel you.” Like scrying. And full-body river teleportation. For his grand finale, maybe he’d fly around on a branch, turning pine needles into gold. I was mixing up my mythology, but who could blame me? It wasn’t every day you witnessed an entire person rise from the water like the lost city of Atlantis. “The last time we spoke, you mentioned that you knew something about magic?”

      He conceded with a nod. “Elemental magic. Water is my specialty. But I’ve got a warm spot for fire as well.”

      He angled to face me, bushy eyebrows raised, a small smirk playing across his lips. “None of your other friends tinker in the magical arts?”

      I tilted my head, still marveling at his sudden appearance. “I know a shifter, but everyone else is human and seems magically challenged. How many do you know who are familiar with magic?”

      “Plenty.” Benedict chuckled. “They call themselves mages. Or witches.”

      I forced a smile. “Wait. Is this the ‘You’re a wizard, Harry’ conversation? Coming a little late if so.”

      “Well, wizards are hairy.” Again, he patted his beard. “At least this one is.”

      Awesome. I’d phoned the right friend, it seemed. Because now I knew just what to do. Except, wait…no I didn’t.

      I plowed on. “Here’s the thing. You know I have magic, I know I have magic, the magic knows I have magic, but my tactics for tapping back into my mojo aren’t working. That’s where you come in. I need you to do your ‘Merlin says try this’ thing.”

      “Oh, look.” Benedict waved to someone across the river. A blue team member glared in response. “More friends.”

      “Yeeeeah, a lot of us aren’t exactly friendly at the moment.” I cringe-smiled. “Like I told you, we’ve all been forced to play these games. Everyone but me is under compulsion. Serenity used it to get everyone to sign a magical contract, binding them to the games.”

      Benedict’s expression soured. “Nasty magic, that. Sounds like fae trickery to me. The fae like their games and they like their tricks. Their magic is potent, and if you’re bound to the games, you gotta see them to the end.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.” I’d already had plenty of exposure to fae magic, enough to last a lifetime. “But that’s the problem here. The end,” I air quoted, “means death for most contestants.”

      “A contract’s difficulties do not change the fact that it is a contract.”

      “We were forced to sign up, under compulsion. Where’s the loophole?”

      “You’re thinking of human laws and contracts.” Benedict scowled. “The fae don’t work that way. You signed. They signed. No gray area on how or why.”

      “Okay.” I took a breath. I’d get nowhere fast arguing the minutia. “We’re here. We have to play Serenity’s game. But between the vampires threatening to make a midnight snack of us and the other team over there on the other side of the river losing their humanity, I really don’t know how any of us are going to make it to the end, artifacts or not.”

      “Your friends over there?” Benedict pointed to the blue team’s camp. “They still have their humanity intact. But I’d wager they’re under a lot of stress. That’s what’s cracking the weaker-minded.”

      “The weaker-minded?” I pressed. “I figured they were all falling apart.”

      Benedict stared into the water as if listening to a soft murmur of voices in the gentle rush of the current. “I don’t claim to know everything, but I listen to the water.”

      “Have you been listening to us this whole time?”

      We were already being watched, so this bothered me less than it perhaps should have.

      “I make it my business to pay attention to who and what comes through my territory.” He cupped one ear with a hand. “Best I can tell, that team over there is just trying to bide their time with as little conflict as possible.”

      I wanted to argue, to inform Benedict of how “that team over there” had, only days ago, chucked two innocent members from our team into an underwater whirlpool woodchipper of doom in their bid to win.

      Then again, he did have a point. Maybe I needed a reminder, too, that these games preyed on us first, and that’s what led us to then prey on each other.

      Mind magic was strong. I’d learned that firsthand. Thanks to Serenity. Roman…

      I flinched away from that last name. Nope. Still not the time to wallow in my self-pity. “So, you’re like the friendly Neighborhood Watch for this river?”

      “That’s one way to describe what I do.” He chuckled. “I like my peace and when that is disturbed, I am disturbed.”

      My mind churned. I tried to picture where he might live. Did he have some secret tunnel or hobbit hole nearby? Where did this dude really come from?

      “Here’s the thing about compulsion.” Benedict stood and turned to face me, his expression somber. “A willing mind can be made to do anything. But if you ask someone to do something that fundamentally crosses a person’s, mm, let’s call it their tolerance barrier, if you do that, either the compulsion or the person cracks.”

      I blinked. Michelle again came to mind, and our nighttime riverside chat. She’d been so aware and with it. Still under compulsion, but also cognizant of the fact that this game had put her and her family in dire circumstances. “So, you’re saying the ones who’ve reached their limit squabbling amongst each other over the scavenger hunt and clues might be starting to wake up and…fight back?”

      “It’s a theory, and probably depends on multiple factors. The strength of the being’s magic that performed the compulsion. The innate defenses, magic, and possibly character of the person who’s being compelled.” Benedict again tapped his walking stick against the ground. The snow there shifted, revealing pebbles and rocks that scampered out of the way, tumbling over one another. A show of earth magic? “Or she’s using compulsion to make people fight while she waits for you to figure out your clue.”

      “That’s what I was thinking. But I’m taking too long, so now she has the vampires threatening the children.”

      Benedict tapped his walking stick rhythmically against the ground and stared off into the distance, his brow furrowed. “Everyone knows you catch more flies with honey. And you don’t kill the people you need to finish a game before it’s over.”

      “You’re convinced the threat was empty.”

      He looked me straight in the eyes. “Serenity needs you alive for something. She ought to know there’s power in numbers.”

      “Solving the clue.”

      Benedict turned toward the river. “Then put your focus there, and don’t worry about Serenity making threats with her vampire minions. If she wants that clue figured out, then nothing will happen until after you’ve done that. You’re Sylvie’s girl. You’ll get it.”

      Benedict strode into the water, then down those invisible steps until the river swallowed him whole. Because what was a conversation with him if it wasn’t meandering, full of wordplay, and, ultimately, incomplete?

      I slumped my shoulders.

      I didn’t even get a chance to ask him about dreamwalking. Or the runes.

      Maybe Benedict had done his part. By reminding me I did have friends.

      And if I was still wishing he was here to talk, maybe that just meant I needed input in general. I’d been so focused on figuring out the clue myself, because I was the one with the translation guide, I’d never thought to seek help from anyone else.

      Maybe my teammates didn’t understand magic, but then neither, really, did I.

      I needed a sounding board. Michelle could possibly offer some insight if I gave her the CliffsNotes. Or then again maybe there was someone familiar with the magical world, or at least someone who knew what a rune was.

      I gazed across the river, toward the blue camp. Cleo appeared at the water’s edge.

      She stared me down, eyeing me like a predator stalking its prey.

      Benedict’s words returned to me about being surrounded by friends. And deep down, Cleo was my friend, wasn’t she?

      She was probably the only other person around who might be able to help me.

      I lifted my hand in a wave. Cleo only turned her back and walked off.

      She did, however, glance back over her shoulder.

      A possible sign that she could be reached.

      Maybe, if I was lucky…in a dream?
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      I opened my eyes to the sharp snapping of the tent flaps.

      Seated alone in the center of my team’s empty red tent, I blinked at the white world that waited outside.

      The wind howled, blustering as it spat snow over the nylon threshold.

      I drew in a sharp breath, and though the crisp air filled my lungs, stinging them in a pleasant way, I still grasped that this couldn’t be reality, and that I must be sleeping.

      Through concentration and intention, I’d made it to lucidity in a dream. The question of whose dream, though, remained to be seen.

      I climbed to my feet and ducked through the untethered tent flaps, out into a snowstorm.

      The freezing winds scrambled my hair while clouds of snowflakes careened like falling stars from a night-blackened sky. The pines stood like solemn sentinels all around, stewards of the silence made complete by the buffering drifts.

      No other tents existed but mine. The river, too, had vanished, replaced by hills that rose and fell like frozen white waves. The beauty of the moonlit landscape stole my breath and held me in its thrall.

      At least until I sensed a presence behind me. I spun around to find amber eyes focused on me. Like a pair of polished jewels, they glinted in the gloom, set in the fuzzy face of an all-too-familiar giant lynx.

      Cleo.

      She hunkered in the drifts several feet off from me, muscles tensed as if she’d only been waiting for me to spot her before she decided to launch herself at me and…

      I held up my palm in what I hoped was a nonthreatening gesture. “Cleo. It’s me, Cassidy.”

      Her ears went flat. With a low and throaty growl that sent a parade of electrified spiders up my arms, she advanced on me in a crouch.

      Fear sent me back a step, but I refused to let it take over. I’d made it into Cleo’s dream. That was a win. Now, I had to go for another by trying to connect with her.

      She hadn’t, after all, attacked yet.

      Taking a breath, I planted my feet into the snow and held out both palms. “Cleo.” I projected my voice with all the authority I could muster. “I’m your friend. Remember how we met? Remember Sylvie?” I almost added that I’d make for a very un-tasty meal, but snapped my mouth shut at the last second. It seemed like a bad move to put ideas in her head.

      She paused, sat back on her haunches, and then morphed into her human form. Unlike her real shifts, where bones and muscles bulged beneath her skin as her form reshaped itself, dream Cleo shifted in a blink. “Cassidy? What are you doing here?”

      Whew. That went better than expected.

      I stepped forward, ready to give her a hug, but hesitated. Was this the real Cleo, or Serenity’s version of my friend?

      “New, fun dreamwalking power. Go figure.” I added an awkward laugh, hoping she would join me. “Had to test it out and come find you.”

      “You used magic to get into my dream?” She crossed her arms. “I don’t believe it.”

      Of course she wouldn’t believe it...in a dream.

      How could I show her it was really me barging into her winter wonderland fantasy? Maybe, if I was able to penetrate her subconscious, I could control the dream and make whatever I desired appear.

      Praying I was right, I held my hands out and imagined Sylvie’s journal open between them, the pages bearing the hand-drawn image of Cleo as a werecat. The worn leather binding of the book materialized in my grasp, the pages open, as I’d mentally commanded, to the illustration of Cleo.

      “How did you...?” Recognition dawned in her amber eyes. “It really is you.”

      Her guarded expression melted, collapsing into one of relief. Cleo rushed me, wrapping me in an embrace that sent the journal toppling and squeezed the air from my lungs. How she packed all that lynx strength into such a slender female form, I’d never know. I didn’t care if it hurt. A hug from a friend, even a painful one, made everything seem so much less overwhelming. Even if only for an instant.

      Cleo released me and pushed back enough to meet my gaze. “How...why...what are you doing here?”

      “This was the only way to talk to the real you.” That sounded so much nicer in my head. “I mean. With the whole teams thing, and Serenity’s compulsion, and the deaths...”

      Her shoulders slumped as guilt washed the smile from her face.

      “It’s okay.” My heart ached for her. “I don’t blame you for what’s happened these last few days.”

      Cleo’s mouth drooped, and she dragged a hand down her face. “Bobbi and I didn’t know about the plan to abduct those men. Our team got split down the middle. Some of us wanted to steal your artifact. Some of us wanted to go for the clue. They acted on their own.”

      I nodded. “I believe you.” What else could I say or do? The damage was done, the lives in question lost. Cleo wanted to absolve herself of blame and truly, we both already knew there was only one person to blame.

      The strain I felt was reflected in Cleo’s eyes. “It’s getting worse over here on our side.”

      That didn’t bode well, though I’d suspected as much. “We need to put an end to this fighting.”

      “I wish it were that easy.”

      I took her by the shoulders and squeezed. “What do you know that I don’t?”

      “The last clue. Have you translated it?”

      “I know your team wants to ambush us and steal it.”

      She held a hand up to silence me. “The children.”

      Dammit. Guess that conversation in Tristan’s dream had been real.

      I nodded. “I know about the children. I was hoping it was a lie Serenity was using to push us to fight each other.”

      “The vampires told us the kids had to be sacrificed to find the last artifact.”

      “Your team’s kids, too, right?”

      “Yeah.” She exhaled in a rush, breath puffing.

      “And the boy’s mother, on your team, how willing is she to go along with that?”

      Cleo’s expression darkened. She didn’t need to answer. The blue team was deeply under Serenity’s compulsion. At her command, they might just sacrifice the mother with her child.

      “I don’t care what the vampires said.” I gave Cleo a gentle shake. “No one’s going to sacrifice the children on either team. Serenity wants us to uncover the artifacts and then kill each other so she can claim the pieces for herself.”

      “Her plan is working.” Cleo crossed her arms as a hint of dread seeped into her voice.

      “Which means we have to stop playing the game by her rules.”

      “How?”

      “If we work as a unified team, blue and red together, share the two artifacts we’ve already found, and locate the final one together, maybe we can use them to end the game on our terms.”

      “I can see everyone agreeing to a working truce to find the last piece.” Her voice carried a wary edge. “But all we got was a broken piece of sword.”

      “Us too.”

      “Well, the last item better be amazing, because I don’t see us doing much with a broken weapon.”

      The wind whisked flurries between us, the storm around us softening in intensity.

      “I’m guessing it’s a magical sword.” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, the cold seeping into my feet but not in an unpleasant way. “And by magical, I mean powerful. Perhaps dangerously so. Why else would Serenity need us to risk our lives to find it?”

      I shivered at the memory of touching the sleek metal. Of the power that rushed up my skin, and the blood that welled in my fingertips, despite not slicing them on the blade.

      If the magic in just a fragment of the sword was that strong, how powerful would it be when fully assembled?

      “Entertainment?” Cleo shrugged.

      “Sure. She’s got her investors. Sounds like they’re a group of fae. But I’m willing to bet she’s working this game in her favor just as much as she’s trying to appease her audience.”

      “You think these broken pieces of sword are that important?” Cleo leaned toward me, her defensive posture easing, but doubt still clouded her eyes.

      “Think about it.” I tapped my temple with a finger. “Why would Serenity pick a scavenger hunt with an impossible set of clues for her new and improved Winterfest Games?”

      “Scavenger hunts are fun.”

      “They can be, but all the lulls can’t be all that exciting to watch. Think about it. How many people have died in the last couple of days?”

      Cleo winced and bit her lip before answering. “Three. Yeah, you’re right, that’s kind of anticlimactic compared to earlier games.”

      “Do you remember those games?” I was hoping she might recall something to trigger the strange fragments of time that my broken memory couldn’t piece together.

      “Not...entirely.” She exhaled with a shudder, as if an unpleasant chill had crept over her. “But when I try to think back to them, my heart gets all frantic.”

      Her memory might be clouded, but at least Cleo’s instinct was trying to warn her of danger. “And do you have that same panic attack sensation thinking of this scavenger hunt?”

      Her expression softened as she shook her head. “No.”

      “She’s has the vampires threatening us, although there are less attacks than I expected so far. Serenity’s keeping us alive, but for how long?”

      “Until someone uncovers that last artifact.” Cleo’s eyes widened with realization.

      “Unless we work together. Serenity hopes we’ll pick each other off, so there’s no one left to fight at the end. Then, she can swoop in and take our findings.”

      “Like candy from a baby.”

      I gave her a grim nod. “Exactly. And due to the power in the artifacts, whatever that power is, she can’t uncover them herself. So, she needs us. And that’s the chink in her armor. Because, if we’re working together, she won’t be able to get the artifacts from us.”

      A hopeful glimmer brightened Cleo’s eyes. “Okay. But how?”

      “Everyone’s under whatever compulsion Serenity put on them. But when I talked to Benedict, he said—”

      “Wait...who?” Cleo lifted her hand to stop me mid-sentence.

      “He’s a strange, old man. Think Dumbledore meets Miracle Max from The Princess Bride and you get the idea. “I found his symbol in Sylvie’s journal and sort of summoned him. Anyway, we’re getting off topic.”

      “O...kay.” Cleo smirked. “We’re going to circle back to your little wizard friend later.”

      My cheeks burned with embarrassment, but it didn’t matter if she thought I was auditioning to be the village kook or not. I had to get her as much information as possible before she woke up.

      “Benedict said compulsion and hypnosis are similar in that, as long as the mind is willing, it can be controlled. But each person has a kind of pain threshold for what they can be forced to do. If we hit a person with a hard enough emotional trigger, it can either break them or the compulsion.”

      “That’s a medicine is worse than the disease kind of cure.” Cleo’s expression shifted between shock and skepticism.

      “I’m not saying we have to break everyone out.” I held my hands up to stop her from interrupting. “But, if appealing to their sense of winning and screwing over Serenity doesn’t get them to agree, we have that in our back pocket to try.”

      “Hold on. Does this mean when I wake up, I’ll be back to normal, or will I return to Serenity’s version of normal?”

      “I don’t know.” I sighed. “Dreams are weird. They deal with the subconscious. Which is likely why we’ve bypassed the compulsion you’re under. I want to say you’ll be you again, but…you might not be. Do you remember your dreams since the games started?”

      “Yeah. The only time I feel free is when I’m dreaming. Every night, I run through the snow in my lynx form. It feels like coming home. Like all day long, I’m forced to wear a mask. But not in my dreams.”

      I couldn’t remember seeing Cleo as a lynx since the games began. Maybe blocking her shifting abilities was part of the compulsion Serenity had placed on her.

      I glanced back to the tent, the flaps of which still flipped and snapped. “If you remember your dreams, there’s a good chance that our conversation will stick with you. That might be enough to break through.”

      “It feels like I’ve done this before,” she murmured.

      “Snapped out of compulsion?” I dug into the dark holes in my memory, searching for a fragment of something to latch onto, but all I could come up with was a name. “Lacy?”

      “Oh my god!” Cleo gasped. Tears streamed from her eyes as her cheeks flushed with emotion. She moved her lips soundlessly for a few moments before uttering, “Lacy. She sacrificed herself to save us.”

      I suddenly remembered too. Though Cleo had known her longer, Lacy had been a friend to both of us. A fellow lynx shifter, Winterball had ended with her death. That loss had rocked us both to the core. Cleo, most of all.

      So, it made sense this particular missing piece of the puzzle clicked things into place for Cleo, and the full story of that fateful night unfolded in my mind’s eye too.

      “That was your trigger.” I pulled Cleo into another embrace. She clung to me, squeezing again, but this time without strength. “You’ll have to remember her when you wake up.”

      “Of course I will.” Cleo released me. Sniffling, she wiped her cheeks. “We have to keep her memory alive. To honor our friend’s sacrifice. We have to win against Serenity. For Lacy.”

      “Speaking of friends. How’s Bobbi?” I frowned as those parting images from her dream popped into my head. Her anxiety around Niall represented a throbbing wound that Cleo and I would have to lance at some point. But that was a problem for another day.

      Cleo cocked her head as if wondering where my question was coming from. “She’s injury-free, if that’s what you mean.”

      “I may know her trigger. But I really don’t want to press that button if we can avoid it. We’ve already got too much on our plates.”

      Cleo leaned in closer. “You want to tell me in case there’s a break glass in case of emergency moment with her?”

      I gave a stiff nod. Probably best Cleo had the scoop on Niall. “I think I hopped into her dream. Before I figured out how to do it with intention.”

      “Don’t tell me she was getting it on with Niall.” Her eyebrows shot up.

      I cringed. “We were…I mean, they were, dancing.” I had to remind myself that it hadn’t really been me in the dream with Niall, but Bobbi. I’d slipped into her head. “But it was bad. Like Stepford Wives bad.”

      “Yikes. You mean, like, compulsion?”

      Another nod. “I think it’s tied to her wedding ring.”

      “So...” She pursed her lips thoughtfully before continuing. “I should remove it to trigger her?”

      “That’s my working theory.” I hesitated, meeting Cleo’s eyes, praying she would be able to understand the weight of what I needed to say. “But if what I saw in her dream is any sign of her mental state, she may be too fragile for a jolt like that. Only in an emergency, okay?”

      “Sure.” Cleo gave me a solemn nod of understanding.

      “Remember. If you can find the trigger for other members of your team, try to snap them out of Serenity’s control. But at the very least, we all need to agree to a truce. All or nothing. Otherwise, more people will die.”
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      I awoke that morning with an exhausted body but a renewed spirit, and more hope than I’d had in days. Connecting with Cleo had been the right choice. But now it was time to test if our revitalized friendship could survive in the waking world.

      I stepped out of my tent and greeted Justin and Steven. The duo had ended their night guard shift and must have been on their way to catch some sleep.

      “Anything interesting last night?”

      Justin’s bleary eyes met mine. “The vampires are MIA.”

      Odd. Serenity had those bloodsuckers guarding the campsites morning, noon, and night, just waiting for contestants to step a toe out of line so they could feast.

      “When did you last see them?”

      Steven went to his tent while Justin looked longingly in that direction. It was clear his mind was on one thing, and I didn’t blame him.

      “Don’t worry about it.” I shooed Justin off as I made a beeline for the edge of the river.

      Cleo was supposed to come to the water after she woke Bobbi. I prayed the connection we’d forged in the dream world would carry through to the real one. I needed my friends.

      Time crawled by as I stood at the edge of the water, waiting for her.

      My heart soared when she appeared with Bobbi at her side. Together, they approached the river’s edge on the blue team’s side.

      “Friends!” I called out and waved.

      “Always,” Cleo shouted back.

      “That depends,” Bobbi added with a giggle. “How’s the coffee over there?”

      “I guess you’ll just have to find out,” I hollered. “When you join us!”

      “Okay, here goes nothing!” Cleo put a whistle to her lips and started blowing.

      All the commotion roused people on both sides of the river from their sleep. One by one, red and blue team members came from their tents and walked sleepily toward the shoreline.

      I turned to my team. “Sorry to wake you guys like this, but I have some news.”

      I had a feeling it might take a lot of convincing on my part to get the red team to agree to unite with the blue.

      Cleo and Bobbi faced a similar conversation on their end.

      “We can’t ignore what happened.” Ice laced every word Sabrina spoke. “Those two men were killed by the blue team, and we can’t just pretend we aren’t inviting over murderers.”

      “No way.” Justin nodded his head in agreement. “They threw our people into the sinkhole without a second’s pause.”

      I tried my best to explain how they were being controlled by magic. It was a weak excuse, especially when the people I was speaking to were still tethered by that same magical leash.

      While Justin and Sabrina condemned this new plan, a couple of other guys seemed to be on the side of whatever was easiest.

      Steven held his palms out. “If we can all work together without fighting, that would be nice.” The pacifist approach was easy to get behind, as no one wanted to risk another brawl.

      “Can we blame them if they weren’t in control?” Michelle fiddled nervously with the zipper of her dry suit as she spoke.

      “Of course not.” Terry’s eyes shone with understanding as she backed her sister’s sentiment. “If they were being forced, then we should forgive them, right?”

      Sabrina’s girls surprised me with their levelheaded view.

      Oh, to be young with an open heart and mind.

      The girls didn’t need to know that compulsion probably couldn’t make people commit terrible acts that conflicted too much with their core character. Jaded or not, introducing Michelle to actual monsters was traumatic enough. I didn’t need to go out of my way to prove that humans could be every bit as monstrous too.

      “There’s no reason why we can’t consider this truce.” I focused on Justin and Sabrina, the two dissenting voters. And I understood their dubiousness. They had kids to protect. Then again, protecting all the kids was exactly what I was trying to do. “Think. We could have a bigger team working together and watching each other’s backs. It would be safer for us all.”

      “But how do we know we can trust the blue team?” Justin crossed his arms and speared me with a look of pure skepticism.

      “We can’t keep fighting each other.” I sighed, wishing I’d grabbed a cup of coffee before starting this conversation. “If we join up with the blue team, our chances of surviving and winning would be much better.”

      After a few moments of deliberation, Justin grudgingly nodded. “I’ll agree. But only as long as our team keeps rotating three shifts per day so there’s always someone we can trust watching our backs.”

      “And what about the kids?” Sabrina stepped forward. “They should share a tent with a red team member chaperoning on the three-shift rotations too.”

      “I think that’s a brilliant idea.” Keeping all the children from both teams together and under our watch would go a long way in dispelling the rumor Serenity had spread about needing to sacrifice them. Blue team might have been pushed to the edge of their humanity, but my team, mostly, had more of their sanity in check. “I’ll take one shift. Sabrina and Justin, you can rotate for the other two, and there will always be someone to watch over all the kids.”

      With those caveats in place, as well as one requiring the blue team members who’d murdered our teammates to keep their distance, everyone agreed to try peace. We turned our attention to the blue camp to see if they were ready to formally acknowledge the truce.

      Cleo and Bobbi rowed over to secure the alliance. We united, agreeing to work together to find the third artifact without having to sacrifice the most precious members of our teams to do so.

      That little voice in the back of my mind chose that moment to speak up and ask if this reunion had come about too easily. Were we setting ourselves up for a trap? But as I embraced Cleo and Bobbi, happiness and relief shushed my doubts.

      We spent hours collecting the blue team’s equipment from across the river. Each trip, I braced for the vampires to attack, but they never reappeared.

      The sun had reached its summit by the time we all gathered around the crackling campfire, each team eager to learn what the other had found during their quest.

      Together, each team’s artifact formed a length of broken sword. But the blade remained incomplete, missing the hilt and a bit more length of double-edged steel. That had to be our third missing piece.

      I pulled out the stone tablet and handed it to Cleo, hoping she might make some sense of the symbols carved into it.

      Cleo ran her finger along the creases etched in the tablet. Her lips moved silently, forming unknown words before she shook her head and let out an exhausted sigh. “These runes are more complicated than anything I’ve ever come across.”

      I scoffed. “You can say that again.”

      Bobbi stepped forward to scowl at the tablet. “Where’s our bottom of the Corn Pops box rune decoder ring when we need it?”

      “We can’t give up now.” I injected as much fake-it-‘til-you-make-it conviction as I could muster into my voice.

      “What about the vampires?” Sabrina fussed over fixing Michelle’s zipper, which must have snagged when she’d been fiddling with it. “Why did they disappear? Are they waiting in the woods to pick us off one by one?”

      Bobbi shivered and paled. “Maybe they won’t come back.”

      The sudden disappearance of the vampires that had been guarding us from day one unnerved us all, but we couldn’t let this new uncertainty dismantle our fragile new truce.

      “Maybe Serenity realizes how hard this clue is.” Okay, so maybe that sounded a little sales pitchy. Serenity, after all, wouldn’t give a rip about how easy or hard she made our lives. She had reasons behind her reasons that probably equated to an impending rain of fresh hellfire. But it was a bone I could throw my new and improved team. Something to chew on until we found tastier morsels of more substantial truth. “Maybe she loosened the pressure a little to give us time to think. And now that’s backfired on her.”

      “I wish I had your optimism.” Sabrina had switched her fussing to Terry, who wore a mortified glare while her mom rubbed at a spot on the shoulder of her suit.

      While Michelle met her twin’s gaze and rolled her eyes in understanding, my sympathy again went out to Sabrina. She didn’t care about a stain. She didn’t care about the zipper. She cared about her girls and what she perceived as their suddenly increased vulnerability.

      “The vamps will be back at some point.” I spread my arms, addressing everyone. No point in arguing that fact. “I don’t know how long it may take them to regroup and come at us with something new, but what I do know is that we must stay united. Together, we are strong. Together, we stand a chance.”

      Surprising me, everyone clapped.

      Wow. My first successful pep talk. Maybe there was hope for me as an inspirational speaker yet. I only wished I could feel the conviction I’d put into my words.

      With everything so uncertain, so tenuous, I was just going to have to lean on my bravado. And my friends.

      And, hopefully, if I could somehow manage to reconnect with them, with my one-of-a-kind, badass, I’ll cut you with a blizzard ice powers, we’d all survive this.

      An explosive splash from the river yanked my attention toward the nearest bank. Way bigger than the one which had yielded Benedict.

      My limbs turned to ice as I braced myself to face this latest threat.

      If only my ice powers had fully returned.
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      Springing up from the great explosion of water, a green-black horse dripping with waterweeds charged toward our team’s beach.

      “Cassidy!” My name emerged from the horse’s—no, puca’s— mouth as his hooves cracked the icy crust at the edge of the river.

      Shocked murmurs rippled through the contestants as everyone sprang back in surprise. People pointed and whispered, many of them wide-eyed with wonder and fear.

      “Yes!”

      The puca cantered to a halt and tossed his great head and dripping waterweed mane, sending a spray over the onlookers, who yelped and sprang back. “Gaze and admire, humans! Aren’t I something?” Before his crowd of admirers, if one could call the shocked human onlookers admirers, the puca pranced in a little circle. His green tail swished behind him like an algae-bristled mop.

      My heart leapt as I made my way through the crowd to meet him at the rocky beach.

      “I know you.” I closed in, hoping against hope that seeing him up close might jog more of my memory.

      “I should hope so.” The high-pitched voice coming from such a huge body seemed incongruous somehow. He whinnied a laugh, then sobered, leveling me with a pointed stare, that all-too-humanlike gaze infused with curiosity and maybe even…concern. “What has happened to you, Cassidy? You look at me with different eyes.”

      My fingers itched to take a sodden leaf off his mane. Something about those waterweeds had another reminiscence knocking. “Someone’s put holes in my memory, and I haven’t plugged them all up yet.”

      The puca snorted a hot breath that fogged the air between us. “You must remember.” He stomped a hoof. “The waters aren’t safe. None of it. Not for a long time. You have to remember!”

      “If only it were that easy.” I sighed, struggling against tears that threatened to fall. I’d been trying to piece together the jumbled thoughts, dreams, and visions for over a week now.

      The puca gave another angry stomp, pain in his voice. “They’ve taken my rivers and my lakes.”

      I bit my tongue to prevent myself from launching into an old nineties hit about waterfalls. Not the right time, Cassidy. Besides, I highly doubted this magical creature would get the reference. Unless his rivers and lakes came equipped with satellite radio.

      “My streams and ponds too. It all belongs to them now. I have nothing. My waters are mine no more.”

      Something about his distress dredged up fragments of my submerged memories. Tidbits from a journal entry surfaced in my mind.

      Puca were knowledgeable and sometimes even prophetic. They liked to embellish the truth but wouldn’t lie. Widely known for their mischievous nature, puca were both menacing and benevolent, and willing to chatter with anyone who crossed their path.

      Funny how I could remember something I’d read, but no actual memories of interacting with the puca galloped through the dense mist of missing details in my mind.

      There were blips here and there of him taking me on a wild ride and punching a yeti through the eye. He was a spectacular fighter.

      Somewhere in there, I could’ve sworn he tried to drown me, but the memories refused to snap into a single, chronological line of order. That particular memory, however, I did manage to pop free with some digging.

      He hadn’t tried to drown me. My vision of the underworld came into sharp focus. The puca had taken me there, to a strange liminal space where Serenity had total control. She’d been using it to hold the previous game’s contestants in some kind of suspended animation. I had not only been there, I’d smashed through the barrier to bring back those that Serenity had trapped in the otherworld.

      The memory shifted from the snow-covered ground to an endless sky filled with suspended mirrors. Each held a strangely out-of-focus face within its reflective surface. The mirrors floated like a conga line through my mind. I searched each mirror for a face I might recognize. None were clear enough for me to make out any distinctive or identifying features.

      Those mirrors had framed the faces of Serenity’s investors. Creatures that viewed the game as a spectator sport. Who knew? Maybe they even placed bets on us.

      A creeping sense of dread settled over me like a wet blanket in the winter wind.

      “Cassidy!” The puca whinnied my name as if to reclaim my attention. To the best of my knowledge, I’d never learned his true name in return. The fae and their ilk kept their names close. For some reason, I was certain he’d given me something by which to call him. What was it?

      I snapped my fingers. “Blue!”  Short for Blue Magic. The lesser known of the My Little Pony bunch. “Sorry, I—”

      “My waters. Just look at them. Look at them now, and you’ll see!”

      Frowning, I glanced toward the river. Then I gasped.

      Across the water, dozens of ethereally beautiful faces stared back at me.

      Scrying is for spying. Benedict’s rhyme ricocheted through my head again.

      Justin’s voice came from behind me. “Who are they?”

      My mouth tightened into a grim line. “Monsters.”

      I seized a rock from the shore and lobbed it into the waters. The collage of faces dispersed, but not before grins and smiles broke into view. Laughing. They were laughing at us. At me.

      The puca was right about the waters. So was Benedict.

      Ice water surged through my veins, and not in a pleasant way. All those times I’d seen something from the corner of my eye or thought I might have a guardian angel or friendly magic wizards like Benedict looking over my shoulder, it had been them.

      The water had replaced the mirrors during these games, but we were again the entertainment. That part hadn’t changed. There was no prize. Not really. No one would live to obtain it.

      Rules didn’t apply either. The only thing that mattered was blood, carnage, and a steady stream of misery for us.

      The puca trotted over. “The old ones have been watching for a long time, and they’re not happy.”

      “Let me guess,” I murmured. “Not enough death.”

      The puca trotted to stand next to me. “These creatures don’t belong in this realm and should never have been granted any access to it. All they live for is violence and chaos. Serenity is no different. She’s as addicted to destruction as the rest of them. If you do not give them what they want, they’ll force it from you.”

      “So, you’re saying they’ll throw whatever wrench they need to if it means busting up my new team.” I glared at the waters. “I don’t think so. I didn’t work my ass off to broker peace between our teams for some ethereal couch potatoes to screw it up.”

      The puca smiled. If you could call it that with all the crocodile teeth he exposed just by peeling back his flappy lips.

      “You helped me before, Blue. We stopped Serenity then, and she’s the one doing their bidding. Join us. Help me stop Serenity for good. Whatever connection she’s manifesting for them will stop, and your waters will be your own again.”

      A moment passed before he spoke. “You’d make a deal with me?” His ears twitched with interest.

      Again, from my very limited knowledge of fae, I remembered that I needed to be careful when striking bargains. However, I was pretty sure that Blue was a friend. And if not, well, I didn’t have the luxury of turning away any offers of assistance. “You came here to speak to me. Are you saying a deal wasn’t the reason?”

      “I came because worry itched my mind. And no one likes an itchy mind.”

      A small smile tugged at my lips. “You can sure say that again.”

      “I am blue.” His tone was equal parts wary and weary. “As blue as this name that is not truly mine. As blue as my waters. I am supposed to be green. But I will be red too. For you. Just don’t try to ride me again.”

      I must have been really tired, because that almost made sense. Almost. “Okay. Fair enough. But I need you to shoot straight with the color wheel talk. Does that mean you’re on board?”

      He shifted his head my way, those eyes searching mine. Then, he smiled again, and that mouth full of razors had me gritting my own teeth and suppressing the urge to step away.

      “Do pucas like to chat?”

      Finally, a question I knew the answer to. “They do.”

      “Do I?”

      This one wasn’t quite as easy. “Uh…only if I can keep the compliments rolling.”

      He bent one foreleg in what I assumed was his version of a bow. “Then you have your answer and your price.”

      “In that case, oh beauteous and magnificent water horse…” I flashed my own smile. “Deal.”

      Here’s hoping I wasn’t making a huge mistake.
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      After sitting in the camp our newly unified teams had made near the riverbank for hours, performing an exhaustive study of Sylvie’s journal with Cleo and Blue, I stumbled across a potential game changer to unlock the last artifact.

      “Guys. I think I’ve got something.” I dropped the journal onto the top of my sleeping bag and pointed at the passage I’d been reading. “There’s nothing in here that says the blood needs to be fresh. In fact, nowhere in here does it say we have to kill anyone.” I breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that the rumor about sacrificing kids was, in fact, a lie. “If I’m right, no one has to die to unlock the artifact. The text stipulates only that blood is required, which can be donated.”

      “Everyone knows fresh blood works best.” The puca lay at the mouth of the tent, his head alone poking in through the unzipped flaps.

      “Let me see that.” Cleo snatched the book and reread the passage. “Cassidy has a point. It does not explicitly say fresh. But it demands a decent quantity. That’s not exactly something you can pick up at the store, you know?”

      I kneaded the back of my stiff neck. “Let’s focus on potential solutions. I really need a win right now.”

      “Magic is finicky.” The puca’s reply was monotone as he studied the book. “I wouldn’t try to go cheap, especially with a spell like this.”

      “Cheap?” I snapped. “Blood is blood, Blue. Bottled or fresh it’s still costing the donors the same level of iron deficiency. Surely, you’re not suggesting we do sacrifice someone.”

      “Don’t shoot the messenger, they say.” He snorted. “I’ve got a few more years of working magic than you, and I’ve made a deal to help. You want results, you need a fresh sacrifice. Cut your corners, and those corners will cut you.”

      “What did you just say?” A male bellow shook the tent. “I knew it! You’re planning to double-cross us!”

      I popped my head up from the book. Through the tent flaps and behind the puca lurked a stocky, balding man from the blue team.

      My muscles tensed. If I wasn’t mistaken, this was one of the men who’d snatched our two red team members and sacrificed them to the sinkhole. He wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near our tent in the first place. I had a bad, bad feeling about this.

      The man whirled and cupped his hands around his mouth. “They’re going to kill someone!”

      With a growl, I lunged forward, exiting the tent as Blue did too. “No! That’s not what’s going on. You’ve got it all wrong.”

      Shaking with rage, the man launched himself at me. He rammed his shoulder into my sternum, and the force of the blow knocked me to the ground. I managed to keep my skull from slamming into the snowy dirt, but the impact reverberated up my spine.

      Before I knew what was happening, his bulk landed on my chest. The air squeezed from my lungs, making it impossible to breathe.

      As I tried to get up, a giant, furry body burst from the tent. Cleo, in lynx form. A snarl escaped from her black lips as she pounced, sinking her teeth into the man’s arm.

      He screamed and thrashed as she dragged him off me.

      “Stupid magic bastards! You’re in league with the vampires! Probably spies sent to make the games harder. No wonder you can’t solve the last clue!” The man stumbled back, clutching his arm where Cleo had bitten him. “And I’m going to make sure the rest of the camp knows the truth about you...you...monsters.”

      I scrambled to my feet. “That doesn’t make any sense, and you know it. You’re reacting out of fear. If I was sent to make these games harder, I wouldn’t have—”

      “Monsters!” The man turned and stumbled toward the campers clustered around the fire. “They’re planning to kill us!”

      “I know who we could sacrifice.” The puca pawed the ground with a hoof, unfussed by the sudden flare of drama.

      I bugged my eyes at him. “Not helping.”

      Cleo sat on her haunches as if waiting for an order while chaos erupted by the fire, the other contestants pushing, shoving.

      “You’re the plant!” Justin roared. With a bone-jarring heave, he sent the blue team town crier toppling to the ground.

      “Dad!” Michelle scurried over, arms waving as she tried to divert his attention from his target.

      My chest tightened painfully as I tried to make sense of what was happening around me. All our hard work trying to find peace...up in flames. Kindled into a forest fire by a few errant words.

      I rushed to grab Michelle, but Cleo snagged my sleeve and tugged me back. A shriek rose from the battling contestants as weapons entered the mix. With a wild howl, Carl from the blue team grabbed Noah’s eyebrow stud and yanked, ripping it out of his face. As Noah yelled, Carl picked up a rock and crashed it down against Noah’s skull. The younger man collapsed with blood streaming down his face, shrieking in pain.

      Horror flooded me. “Stop! Everyone, just calm down for a second!”

      That’s when the puca leapt into action, inserting himself between a pair of warring women. When one of them slashed at the puca instead of her opponent, Blue reared on his hind legs before lashing out and punting her into the air. I spun, searching for floating mirrors. Our audience… Visible or not, they had to be close. Soaking this all in.

      A deep weariness sank into my bones. Too much. This was too much. All that fresh hope I’d experienced after arranging the truce vanished without a trace. Anger bubbled up to fill the void. Everyone needed to get their shit together, and quick.

      I caught sight of Cleo as she dodged an attack from a blue team member—one of her own—armed with an oar.

      Without thinking, I extended my hand and willed the snow to halt her assailant’s second attack as Cleo again backtracked. Only a pitiful puff of frosted vapor escaped my fingers.

      By the still-smoldering campfire, Bobbi guarded over Michelle and Terry while a pair of men approached with balled fists.

      One was the Carl. The guy who’d kicked this shindig off. I was pretty sure the taller one was his partner in crime. “If someone has to die,” the taller one said, “it should be one of the kids.”

      Carl nodded and cracked his neck. “They’re bound to die, anyway.”

      Oh, hell, no.

      Cleo must have had a similar reaction. She sprang past me, and with a spine-ripping roar, pounced on Carl’s back, knocking him into his partner.

      Bobbi threw a mean hook as the two men toppled like dominos. Her knuckle kissed his jaw at just the right spot, and his head twisted as he hit the ground.

      Behind him, Cleo had Carl pinned.

      If I knew how to use compulsion, hell, I’d be tempted to inflict it now. At least so I could send everyone to sleep. And here, I’d believed we were making progress. How had violence broken out yet again?

      A short distance past Cleo, I spotted two bodies on the ground. A man and a woman. A third person was on her knees, grasping the dead woman’s hand as she rocked and keened. I recognized her sharp cheekbones and dark bobbed hair. Maya. That meant the blond woman on the ground was Hannah.

      My heart wrenched. Hannah, with her unbridled optimism and ready laugh, was dead. Maya had lost her partner, and the world had lost a beautiful soul.

      My powers had failed me. And my plan had failed me too.

      The tempers of these people were beyond tamping down. Their minds might’ve once been strong, strong enough even to fight off the compulsion. Our circumstances, though, the games, had chipped away at us all. I’d hoped to be the strength both teams needed.

      My efforts hadn’t been enough, though. I hadn’t been enough. Here I was, still trying to do it all on my own.

      I needed help. Better help.

      Turning, I seized a stick and hurried to the water’s edge. I cleared a spot of snow and used the stick to scrawl Benedict’s sigil into the hard earth and prayed the wizard would come.

      The river rippled and churned until Benedict’s figure, clad in brown, shot up out of the rapids to stand atop them, the sudden burst sending a shower of spray over me.

      The wind tugged at the figure’s long beard and fluttered his robes.

      Before, kindness and mirth had swirled behind his eyes. Now, he wore a mask of seriousness, his eyes trained not on me but the melee at my back.

      Benedict raised his staff, the air around him crackling with strange lightning.

      Another element he could wield?

      The hair lifted on the back of my neck. He’d said before he wanted peace.

      Here’s hoping I hadn’t just disturbed it, or him, for the last time.
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      Benedict strode from the water and onto the shore, glass charm clasped in one hand, staff raised with his other.

      He whispered something as he passed me, and as if he’d pressed a universal pause button, a hush fell over the crowd and everyone froze in place, some in mid-strike.

      “I have stopped your war!”

      Is he talking to me, the contestants, all of us?

      “Stopped it in time only.”

      Time. Was that another element he held the capacity to manipulate? I didn’t think time counted as an element. Then again, there he was, halting it. Or, perhaps, he was only controlling water. Humans were mostly water, after all.

      There I went, overthinking things again. Basic chemistry wouldn’t get us out of this mess. We needed something more. We needed a miracle.

      Just how powerful was this guy?

      “The dissonance, the rage, it boils on.” Clear and loud, Benedict’s voice rang above the rush of the river, then he turned his gaze to me. “You must stop it.”

      “Me? Why me? I took a shot and fell flat on my face. Isn’t it better for someone else to step up to the plate now? You, for instance?”

      Benedict gave me a pointed look.

      That answered my question.

      Swallowing a despondent sigh, I turned to address the crowd. I was almost positive they could still hear my lecture, despite being frozen in place. “Three lives lost tonight, in addition to the others we already lost. I hope you’re proud of yourselves.” My throat swelled with emotion as I pictured Maya cradling Hannah’s limp body to her chest as tears poured down her face. Crossing my arms to fend off a shiver, I shook my head. “Let me make this crystal clear. No one is going to be sacrificed! Okay?”

      Benedict lowered his staff. In that same instant, everyone reanimated and toppled to the ground, as if the fight—as well as the ability to remain upright—had been stolen from them.

      Cleo stepped forward. A shimmer passed over her. Muscles bulged and bones buckled as her sleek lynx figure stretched and shrank until it was replaced by her human form. She searched for something amid the devastation left behind by the chaos, stopping only when she came upon Carl’s crumpled body. The wound from where she’d bitten him looked nasty, but the blood pooling from the back of his head suggested a blunt object had dealt the fatal blow.

      I cleared my throat, fighting to speak around the giant knot forming in my throat. “You see what happens when we let chaos take over? One misunderstanding cost three lives.”

      The remaining contestants shuffled their feet in uneasy silence. Red team, blue team, the colors didn’t matter. The frightened faces staring back at me all reflected the same horror. None of them had been prepared for the brutality of these games. Most of them weren’t in complete control of their actions. They were operating on whatever suggestions Serenity had planted in their minds.

      I empathized with each of them, but we wouldn’t survive if they kept being triggered into that subconscious programming.

      I turned toward Benedict. “Will you please stay and help? I’m in over my head.”

      He tugged on his ZZ Top beard. “I don’t like to get involved, but, in this case, a little nudge here or there might do some good.”

      “Thank you.” I took another breath to clear my head and compose my thoughts before addressing the crowd. If—no, when—I returned home, I was going to buy an audiotape on motivational speeches. Hopefully, if I prepped, I’d never be called on to deliver one again. A sort of reverse psychology for the universe. “Serenity wants us to fight. She wants us to pick each other off. If we do that, we’re letting her win. Serenity doesn’t care who lives and who dies.” I let that sink in.

      “But I do. And I want to see us all get out of these games with our lives and sanity intact. We can’t do that if you’re willing to let a simple misunderstanding turn you into a bloodthirsty mob.”

      I scanned the surrounding faces, a sea of hollow expressions and haunted eyes. The fear and confusion radiating from them weighed heavily on my heart.

      “Look around you. These people are your teammates. We’re working toward the same goal.” Serenity’s games had brought out the worst parts of our humanity. Well, I had a few negative traits up my sleeve to throw back at her. I just hoped they’d work for the rest of the group too.

      “Stubbornness was never one of my best qualities.” Folding my hands behind my back, I allowed a hint of a smile to cross my lips as I paced in front of the teams, doing my best impression of a general speaking to the troops before a battle. “But in this case, it’s my ace in the hole. You know why?” I paused, waiting to see if someone would answer.

      A wave of murmurs swept through the group, but no one spoke up.

      “No matter how bad it gets, I’m not going to fight you.” I resumed pacing. “Serenity can throw whatever she wants at me. She might terrify me and cause me injuries, but Serenity won’t break me. I refuse to let go of my humanity. I’m going to win Serenity’s game without giving her what she wants, because I’m stubborn like that. Plus, it pisses me off to let the bad guy win.”

      My words hung in the air as I planted my feet and faced the crowd once more. I let my eyes roam over each expression, searching for that spark of hope in their eyes to confirm my message had sunk in.

      “And because I’m stubborn,” I continued, “I promise you this. If I have to carry each one of you, kicking and screaming, to the finish line,” I gestured to the crowd, “then that’s what I’ll do. Because we’re all in this together. Spoiler alert. We’re finishing this game together too.”

      Tension dissipated from my limbs as one by one, each person nodded in agreement. Finally. Let’s just hope this truce lasted longer than the last one. “Tend to your wounds. And let’s get our camp back in order.”

      I turned to the three bodies bleeding out on the frozen ground. Pools of deep crimson spread from underneath them, casting the snow scarlet. It almost didn’t look real. More like the set of a horror movie.

      Either that or numbness was starting to sink in.

      I peered Cleo’s way. “Cleo and I will take care of the dead. We need to give them a proper burial. They deserve our respect.”

      She gave me a solemn nod of agreement as a silent message radiated between us.

      At least we have the blood we need for the spell.

      A grim thought, practical as it was.

      Once the others had dispersed, I gathered up an empty water bottle and knelt to collect the blood of the fallen.

      Never in my life could I have imagined having to do such a gruesome thing. And in that moment, it was clear how jaded and immune to death I had become, thanks to these games. If nothing else, I’d hate Serenity until the end of time for that alone.

      Using a knife from my pocket, I cut through a piece of fabric from one of the victim’s shirts and tied it around the bottle to contain any leaks.

      The survivors moved with haste. Some carried buckets of water to help scrub away the blood, while others gathered wood for the fire. Sabrina and her two daughters tended to the injured, cleaning and bandaging wounds. In the center, a young boy shivered next to the newly lit bonfire, his wan face illuminated by the orange flames.

      With Benedict’s help, Cleo and I dug three graves in the frozen ground. We wrapped the bodies in their sleeping bags and placed their personal belongings alongside them before sealing them in with fresh dirt.

      “May your spirits find rest.” I touched the cold ground.

      After we concluded the sad business, a sense of peace filled the air. People huddled around the bonfire, talking and warming themselves by the crackling flames.

      Everyone seemed to be getting along again, but I feared the lull would be tenuous at best. With compulsion still at play, my speech might only unify us for a short while. It was only a matter of time before someone else snapped and sent my lashed-together team into chaos again.

      I had to finish translating the final clue.

      Summoning Cleo, Benedict, and Blue, I motioned for them to follow me.

      We gathered at my tent, leaving the rest of the camp to continue enjoying the bonfire. “We can’t hold out any longer.” I kept my voice low to avoid any of the other contestants overhearing. “I have to solve this clue now.”

      Otherwise, I could almost guarantee we’d be burying more bodies before we were through.
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      Fitting Cleo, Benedict, Blue, and myself all into one tent was a tight squeeze, but we needed a place where we could talk uninterrupted. I hoped the idea of zipper-locking us inside would motivate us to finish the job. And prevent another eavesdropper-inspired disaster.

      I felt bad leaving Bobbi with the others, but she was busy trying to help Sabrina comfort Michelle and Terry, and I was worried that getting her up to speed on the magical world we lived in would take too much time.

      I dragged a palm down my face and grumbled. “One way or another, Serenity’s going to force us to kill each other.”

      “I told you that compulsion stuff is nasty magic.” Benedict toyed with his long, white beard as he stretched out on top of my sleeping bag.

      “So, I hate to do this, but I’m sure you can all understand why.” I gave each of them a stern glare. “No one is getting out of this tent until we solve the third riddle.”

      “What exactly is Serenity after?” Benedict asked.

      I nodded at Cleo, and she pulled out the two boxes containing the broken fragments of the sword.

      “These are the two artifacts we’ve uncovered so far.” I stepped back to allow Benedict to get a closer look. “We can assume the third piece completes the sword.”

      Benedict’s nostrils flared, and understanding smoothed the wrinkles from his brow as he examined the two shiny pieces. “Haven’t you wondered why she might be after such a blade?”

      Yes. I had. Briefly. But it was hard to worry too much about the future when the present was so fraught with peril. “The pieces are magic. Together, they’ll make a powerful, magical sword. Beyond that? Haven’t got a clue.”

      “Powerful is right.” Benedict moved closer to hover a hand over the boxes. “Dangerous too. There’s fae magic, all right. It’s imbued in the steel, and when joined, the sword might be strong enough to cut through the veil between realms.”

      “The…veil?” I scowled at the boxes.

      “I’ll bet Sylvie’s book has something about it.” Benedict looked at me with determination.

      I couldn’t remember anything in the book referencing a sword before or a veil between realms, but Benedict had been right about everything else, so I humored him by pulling the book from my dry suit pocket and handing it over.

      He took it and thumbed through the pages, but each time he stopped to read, the pages shuffled and flipped on their own. He grunted, frustrated. “Only Sylvie would have a grimoire with a mind of its own.”

      Tell me about it. “The journal picks funny times to be obstinate.”

      I reclaimed the book and tried to search, as well, but the pages still flipped at random. “Not sure why it does this. Maybe it doesn’t have the information.”

      “It’s possible.” Benedict shrugged. “But there might be a different reason for the journal acting so defiant.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “There are legends surrounding the closing of the barriers between worlds.” Sitting cross-legged now, Benedict set his staff across his lap. His voice turned grim. “After they were sealed, they were never meant to be opened again. If these fragments are connected...or more importantly, if these artifacts are the broken pieces of the fabled weapon that severed the connection between the realms...well, then they were hidden to make sure that the sealing magic is never reversed.”

      I remembered the dream with the door that I couldn’t get through. There had been a realm of some kind on the other side. Could that have been Serenity’s dream? Was she trying to use the artifacts to connect to that other realm?

      The theory made sense, but I didn’t want to speak it out loud.

      “My advice is to let the last piece lie.” Benedict eyed the boxes. “It’s hidden for a reason.”

      “But we’re bound to the games, remember?” I held up my wrist with the tattoo that represented the magical contract I couldn’t break. “You said it yourself. A contract’s difficulties do not change the fact that it is a contract.”

      “You were listening.” Benedict cleared his throat. “I’ll admit, at the time, I didn’t realize she was sending you to play fetch so that she could usher in the apocalypse.”

      A shocked silence trailed his statement.

      Cleo was the first to break it. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

      The expression on the wizard’s face was anything but jovial. “Perhaps that’s an exaggeration. Perhaps it’s not. What I do know is that nothing good can come from severing the veil between realms. The fae have orchestrated these games from beyond that veil. What do you suppose they will do to humankind when they rejoin this world?”

      “You were right the first time.” I sat down across from Benedict. “We have to finish our part.”

      “You were searching for a loophole, perchance?” Benedict raised his staff and inspected it. “I’d say, doing nothing is your only play. Those pieces were never meant to be found.”

      This day just got better and better. “You know we can’t do that. Serenity will kill us all if we refuse to play. Even if we purposefully failed and died so that Serenity couldn’t get the last fragment, she’d find another way. Martyrdom isn’t going to solve a damn thing. You want to know why? She won’t stop. She’ll find another way. That means we can’t stop either.”

      Cleo clenched a fist. “Never say die.”

      Benedict waved a hand as if to say, So be it.

      “If we find the pieces and keep them…” I looked at Cleo and Blue, hoping they would back me up. “At least we can prevent Serenity from having the artifact and achieving whatever she’s trying to do with it.”

      “She does seem to have us backed into a corner.” Cleo folded her arms.

      “And she’s already usurped my waters.” Blue lowered his head.

      Benedict studied our faces before giving a reluctant nod. “If it’s the only way to end the games. But once your contract has ended, you have to hide the fragments again. The magic of that sword cannot be wielded.”

      “I don’t want anything to do with that sword.” I glared at the boxes. “But we have to find the last piece if we want to free everyone trapped in this game. Let’s put our heads together and figure out the last clue.”

      Benedict took the notes I offered him and gave them a scrutinizing once-over. Cleo and Blue scooted closer. Huddling together, we spent the next few hours poring over my scribbles, trying to piece together the final clue that would lead us to the last artifact.

      The cryptic message seemed to point to another ancient tree. One that appeared dead but refused to bend to the will of the elements. The artifact dwelled within its hollow trunk, sealed inside.

      Blood had to be poured around the base of the tree as the sigil of “the goddess blessed” was applied to the trunk.

      “There’s nothing in the journal about getting the blessing of a goddess.” I threw my hands in the air, stuck again on another tedious point of frustration. “Which goddess is supposed to do the blessing? Is the sigil supposed to belong to a specific goddess? What the hell does that mean?”

      Goddess…why does that ring a bell?

      A memory flitted beneath the surface of my mind. There and gone before I could note anything of use.

      Benedict tapped his nose with a finger. “Not just anyone can unlock these hidden secrets. Whoever set that spell...they were making sure it couldn’t be unlocked by any old application of magic. It needs someone of specific magical blood to do it.” His eyes held mine, answering the question circling the edge of my mind before I could even ask.

      “You think my blood is blessed?” My stomach dropped as apprehension took a stranglehold on my heart. Magic had been useful thus far, but it always seemed to be intertwined with death, and I didn’t care how anyone tried to spin that. It wasn’t a blessing.

      Benedict’s gaze was kind but steady. “You opened the other locks, right?”

      “Well, not the second.”

      “Your symbol did.” Cleo cleared her throat. “That’s what they...um...” Nervously, she glanced down at her feet. “They carved your drawing into the bare chests of the two men before throwing them in the river.”

      I cringed. I could have happily gone to my grave never knowing that detail. Now, all I could see behind my eyes was the bloody chests of those two men. Tortured before death. A terrible way to go.

      I inhaled a deep breath through my nose and shook the visual off. We didn’t have time for me to fall apart now. I could mourn later. “So, the symbol I created worked on both?”

      “It would seem so.” Benedict frowned. At the same time, he seemed to eye me with new admiration.

      “Well.” I mustered all the courage I could find within myself. “We’ve got the blood and my little magical doodle. Let’s go find our dead-looking tree. Get it to cough up this hilt.”

      “Hear, hear!” Blue cried.

      Benedict clapped once. “If we must, we must.”

      Cleo gave a shy little shrug. “I’ll admit, I’m jazzed to see the last piece. I seriously dig swords.”

      Me? I dug the idea of surviving. Still, Benedict’s words about an impending apocalypse boomeranged through my skull. In solving the problem of completing this grueling contract, we’d potentially be creating a whole other issue to contend with. One far worse than what was already on our plate.

      But then, as I’d already observed, that problem existed with or without us.

      And if I was going to have blessed blood or whatever, then maybe this was destined to be my fight anyway.

      I was getting ahead of myself, though. Best to focus on one crisis at a time.

      “All right.” I cricked my neck with a pop and rolled my shoulders. “Then, as my daughter would say…let’s bounce.”
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      Everyone loaded into the boats and headed down the river, looking for the large tree that had been described in the final clue. The sun sparked on the water, shooting off white light as we rounded a big bend. The Artemis Chalet appeared in the distance, an exact duplicate of the Green Huntress Lodge, just as the plans I had seen earlier described.

      Water lapped against the rafts as everyone kept watch on the shoreline, playing seek-and-find for our crochety old tree and scanning for any Where’s Waldo vampires lying in wait.

      The air ran thick with anticipation as we followed the river. A few distant trees lining the shores presented as strong contestants, but one loomed larger than the rest.

      The ancient husk of a once-magnificent oak stood tall, its gnarled bark and branches jutting in all directions. The trunk ended in a jagged, cut-off top rather than a spray of branches…a telltale sign the center had to be hollow. Its towering form created an impenetrable shadow that loomed over the river.

      We veered to the shore. I stepped off the boat as a gust of wind blew through the ancient tree’s branches, sending up a heady mix of dirt, wood, and moss. The tree groaned and creaked like an old man. I could almost hear the words “get off my lawn” floating on the pungent breeze.

      “This has to be it,” Cleo murmured beside me, her gaze scaling to where tree met sky.

      “You ready?” Blue nudged me and dropped the backpack he’d carried in his mouth at my feet. Inside was the bottle of blood I’d collected earlier.

      “It doesn’t matter if I am.” I picked up the backpack before stepping closer to the ancient tree’s trunk. “The other options are too dismal to contemplate.”

      Cleo patted my shoulder. “We’re here with you. Just tell us what you need us to do.”

      Worry tugged at the back of my mind. If the spell worked, we’d have our third piece. But would that trigger the other contestants back into bloodlust? Would the vampires who had mysteriously disappeared return to take the final artifact from us?

      The only way to know was to complete the spell.

      “Hello,” I whispered to the tree, once again remembering the dryad I’d met before and wondering if this old tree might have sentience too. “I’ve come to relieve you of your burden.”

      If the ancient oak understood, I couldn’t tell. Maybe it was just an old tree. Either way, I didn’t want to risk accidentally angering it or any creatures who might guard it.

      Using the bottled blood, I circled the tree, pouring the contents around the massive trunk. The blood splashed scarlet against the white snow. The overall effect sent a shiver racing across my body.

      I parked myself at the base. Staring up at the rough and crumbling bark, I searched for any sign of a rune carved into it like the last tree had.

      Nothing stood out, but intuition told me this was the right tree.

      No more stalling.

      I pulled out a pen to draw the symbols on the palm of my left hand. My rune research had revealed that to invoke the magic, each one had to be drawn in order, forming a spoke pattern that corresponded to the words in my spell.

      Walking closer to the tree, I placed my palm over the rough and brittle bark.

      “Here goes nothing.” Focusing all my energy into the singular intention to break through the protection placed on the tree, I recited the spell.

      “In peace, I come,

      Invoking the power to make a change.

      Give me a vision or reveal the knowledge I seek.

      My will directs this transformation.

      By the goddess, bring me success.”

      At first, nothing happened, but I continued to chant the spell, imagining the trunk opening like a doorway to reveal its secrets.

      Cold fire sparked at the center of my palm, and then, like a strike of iced lightning, it surged into the bark. I jumped back and pulled my hand to my chest as a silvery glow formed in the shape of my sigil.

      The symbol melted into the trunk, sending out deep vibrations that shook the snow from nearby trees.

      A dead branch snapped overhead.

      Cleo shouted, “Watch out!”

      I threw up my hands instinctively as I ducked to avoid the crashing branch. It landed next to me, shattering into kindling. For a moment, everything went silent, as if the gods themselves had hit the mute button on the world.

      My heart thundered, punching against my chest as if it wanted to break free.

      “Up there.” Cleo’s hushed voice sliced through the silence.

      High up, golden light shot from the hollow space in the joint where the branch had separated from the tree.

      Before I could say a word, Cleo shifted into her lynx form, scrambled up the tree, and disappeared into the hollow. A minute later, she appeared with an intricately carved ivory box gripped between her teeth.

      I held out my hands.

      The box pulsed with that familiar magical tingle as she dropped it into my grasp, confirming its power even before I looked inside.

      Opening the box, I held it out so everyone could see what lay within.

      Stunningly beautiful, the silver hilt we’d expected to find boasted elaborately carved fae symbols resembling Celtic knotwork and runes running along its pommel and cross guard. Emeralds winked green fire in between the intricate interlacing designs. In the middle, a black circle curved into the metal, as if a large gem had once been embedded there but slipped loose.

      As the gathered crowd cheered, “We did it,” a huge raven swooped down, talons outstretched.

      “You!” I screamed. This had to be the same creature I’d encountered when I’d tried to escape the Green Huntress before the start of these games.

      This time, the bird gave no reply as it sailed from the sky toward…me.

      Instead of knocking me down or pecking out an eye, which seemed like a real possibility, it knocked the box from my grip and bounded upward into the sky with a furious flapping of wings. Within its claws, silver winked and blinked in the light.

      I gawked, looked at the empty box on the ground and gawked some more. That feathery bastard had just stolen our artifact!

      As shock released me, I stumbled toward the rafts. “Follow that bird!”
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      With each determined stroke of our paddles, we pushed ourselves faster, careening down the river after the onyx-feathered beast who had just mugged us.

      Ahead, the Artemis Chalet loomed larger. The sight of it kicked my heart into a higher gear.

      No turning back now, though. And no find-the-final-artifact do-overs.

      We had to get that hilt back. Too much hung in the balance.

      I snarled as I tracked the bird’s progress through the sky. “What I wouldn’t give for a rocket launcher right about now.” The weight of the sword should have slowed that flying rat down, and maybe it did, but not enough. Not nearly enough. Whoever was supplying that beaked jerk with steroids should have been locked up.

      The sun dipped below the mountains as we neared the Artemis Chalet, and snow started fluttering down around us.

      It was the kind of peaceful snowfall that I remembered from childhood visits with Sylvie. I’ve always loved the snow and would stand outside for what felt like hours, watching the flakes fall from the majestic, gray sky. Sometimes, I would open my mouth to catch them on my tongue, imagining they were treats from another realm.

      But I wasn’t a child, and this wasn’t a happy vacation with Sylvie.

      As we closed in on the beach near the Artemis Chalet, Serenity came into view.

      My stomach dropped. She held the stolen hilt.

      Of course she had familiars doing her bidding. That damn raven!

      And worse, perhaps, even than our loss of the hilt was the identity of Serenity’s right-hand man.

      Roman, Mr. I’m Trying to Help You Survive, stood at Serenity’s side.

      What. An. Asshole.

      He wouldn’t sweet-talk his way out of betrayal this time.

      God, how could I not have seen that two-faced jackal for what he was?

      I’d fallen for his wiles and that roguish grin. Again. Because, apparently, I never learned.

      He wanted me to survive, all right. Just long enough to find Serenity’s artifacts. How could I have been so naive to believe him?

      Bastard.

      My mind raced with fear, and I nearly dropped the oar as a line of vampires emerged from the tree line to flank Roman and Serenity. They scanned us with hungry eyes, as if we were a mobile buffet.

      This had been Serenity’s plan all along. She and Roman had set us up for failure, used us to uncover the artifacts, and now we’d reached the end of the line. Right along with our expiration date on being useful.

      At least Serenity didn’t have the other two pieces of the sword. If she wanted those, she’d have to pry them from my cold, dead hands. That was probably her plan. And if she had a plan, we’d better cobble one together for ourselves. Quickly.

      I glanced at my team. “No matter what happens next, remember, our strength relies on our working together. We can’t let her trick us into fighting one another, or our ass is frozen grass.”

      Cleo nodded from one of the two blue team’s boats. “We’ll follow your lead.”

      “If you’ve got our backs, then we’ve got yours.” Justin turned to face his wife and daughters, sitting on the bench behind us. “Right?”

      “This bitch needs to go down,” Sabrina growled.

      “Mom!” Terry’s eyes bugged.

      I was with Sabrina. “She’s just spitting the truth.”

      Michelle raised a hand. “Preach.”

      “I’m not about to let anything happen to our teams.” I turned my attention to the danger in front of us. Out of all the scenarios I had been mentally preparing for, fighting Serenity and her vampires head-on was the one I was dreading the most. Chances of survival were slim, but I had to make sure the kids made it out at the very least. Hadn’t I already given my word to Michelle? “Prepare to fight.”

      “I’m always ready.” Cleo tapped my team’s boat with her oar.

      A splash behind me caught my attention. I twisted around to see Blue trotting on top of the water, with Benedict riding on his back. “Ready when you are, Cassidy.” Blue bobbed his head and snorted a blast of water.

      “Sylvie’s girl!” Benedict raised his staff. “We are at your command.”

      Though it made me smile to have everyone united, I couldn’t help but worry that Serenity had already solved the conundrum our united front presented. She’d dismantled our unity more than once. My pep talks, infused with as much piss and vinegar as I could muster, had spackled us back together, but the holes… Like the ones in my mind, they still gaped.

      She knew our weaknesses, but thanks to my dreamwalking, I had a couple of guesses at hers as well.

      I braced myself as our boat came to a halt at the edge of the water. Farther down the beach, Serenity cradled her prize, admiring the ornate craftsmanship of the hilt with its glittering gemstones. “Quite stunning...though a bit short.” She didn’t comment on the empty circle where I suspected a gem was missing as her gaze drilled into me.

      I stood strong in a bid to maintain her focus.

      She smiled, and though she maintained eye contact, she aimed her words at those who surrounded me. “The one who brings me the other two pieces will be my champion and collect the grand prize.”

      The boat jolted from the sudden shift in bodies. I threw my arms out to maintain balance.

      Seriously? Was that all it took to break our team?

      “Hold!” I bellowed. “Everyone stand down. Serenity lies through her teeth. All she wants is to have these pieces for herself. And pitting us against one another is the only trick she’s got. But there’s not going to be any champ. How many times has she already lied?”

      A collective murmur of interest still rippled through the boat.

      “You know what prize awaits you if you’re the last one standing? Getting turned into a walking vampire Happy Meal. Then, while they’re feasting on you, she’ll stroll off with the sword.”

      Okay, so, technically speaking, if we counted her legion of vampire underlings, I guess she had two tricks currently at her disposal. That said, we had a puca, a wizard, a Viking, and at least two very pissed-off moms.

      Honestly, my bet was still with us.

      A deep silence descended upon our boats as my team stilled.

      Serenity scoffed. “You still think you’re clever enough to outmaneuver me, even now when you’re so clearly in checkmate.”

      “I solved the clues.” I lifted my chin in defiance. “I beat your games. Twice now.”

      The corner of her mouth twitched. “Oh, I think you’re celebrating a little prematurely. Also, ‘beat’ is a strong word. You might have solved the clues, but damn, did it take you an eon.”

      I pointed at her. “You couldn’t do it. And that, Serenity, is one of your many problems. You rely on everyone else to do the work for you. But who are you working for? When it comes down to it, you’re a lackey too. And the vampires. They’re just more contestants in a different game. Do you hear that, bloodsuckers? Doesn’t matter who you are. Play stupid games, win stupid prizes!”

      Serenity rolled her eyes hard, lids fluttering. “You are a tedious creature, Cassidy Wright.”

      “I prefer the term tenacious. Now, call off your vampires, release all the contestants from the game, and let everyone go home.”

      “Or what?” Serenity shifted her weight to one foot and propped a hand to her hip. “You’re not in a negotiating position, dear.”

      “Sure I am,” I fired back with as much confidence as I could muster. “I have two pieces of the sword.”

      “I’m bored.” Serenity looked toward her vampires and gestured to me with the broken hilt. “Kill them all and bring me the two other pieces of the sword.”

      The vampires bared their fangs and surged forward. Adrenaline stormed through my veins.

      “Time to fight.” I addressed the comment to my own ranks as I leapt onto the beach. “She’s going to kill us anyway. So protect the artifacts or die trying!”

      A shout rose up behind me, and my fellow contestants surged past me, oars and sticks raised as they ran to meet the vampires head-on.

      Me? I headed for Serenity, spearing her with a glare that promised retribution.

      She’d fucked around with us for long enough.

      Now?

      Now, it was time for her to find out what I was made of.
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      Roman cursed his foolishness for snatching the artifact from Cassidy. Had he known the truth, that Serenity planned to kill them all off, he would have never touched it.

      After transforming back into human form, the full power radiating through the sword’s hilt had finally registered. The intricate patterns on the silver pommel and gem-encrusted cross guard brought to mind the tale of the legendary sword that had the power to sever connections between realms.

      To prevent the sword from being used again, it had been broken into three pieces and hidden. Only someone with goddess blood could ever retrieve it. And if that was true, then Cassidy’s ability to uncover all three pieces meant she was far more special than Roman had realized.

      Was Serenity aware of this? She had to be. Still, an overinflated ego played tricks on even the most cunning of minds.

      Now, as a determined Cassidy charged toward her foe like a shield-maiden of old, she presented as more goddess than human. But no matter what Cassidy’s lineage, she remained part human. Thus, destructible.

      And, if he didn’t do anything, she was going to die. Right here, right now.

      The thought ripped down the careful barrier he’d used to enclose his heart and squeezed until his body flooded with pain. The idea of life leeching from Cassidy’s eyes was unbearable.

      This wasn’t how things were supposed to play out. He’d hoped that bringing Serenity part of the sword would convince her of his loyalty while also keeping Cassidy and the others safe.

      And how is Serenity supposed to fulfill her investors’ wishes if everyone, including Cassidy, is slaughtered in this battle?

      All the blood sacrifices, Serenity’s eagerness to let Cassidy join without any further compulsion, pulling vampires from guard duty…

      With a stab of fear, he realized he’d made a grave miscalculation. Serenity had discussed more contests, but this was it. The sword was the end game. Once she had all the pieces, there was no longer any need for the games.

      Or the contestants.

      The closer Cassidy had come to finding the pieces, the less pressure Serenity had put on the teams. All so the three artifacts, the broken pieces of that sword, could be hand-delivered. And once Serenity had her prize, she’d have no reason to keep Cassidy or the other contestants playing her games.

      Cassidy couldn’t die. He couldn’t let that happen, couldn’t watch another woman he cared for get slaughtered in cold blood.

      Aside from that, if Cassidy was who Roman suspected, then she represented a beacon of hope. Because maybe, if they were lucky, someone like her, someone imbued with a brand of power Serenity could only dream of, could put an end to Serenity’s vicious plans once and for all. But he couldn’t allow himself to be seen helping her either. Not with his boss right there.

      As the vampires and Cassidy’s team clashed, with the humans holding their own thanks to their few magical helpers, Roman ducked into the cover of the woods.

      He slipped behind a tree a man and flew out from the other side a bird. He then took to the sky and circled the fray, scanning for a way to aid Cassidy.

      The vampires outnumbered Cassidy’s team. Wielding only an oar, she fended off an assailant.

      The puca moved with a speed and ferocity that matched the vampires’, creating a perimeter as he stomped, bucked, and bit anything that came close. But he couldn’t defend everyone at once.

      Serenity prowled toward Cassidy, looking for a chance to engage. Just then, a blond vampire lunged for a contestant standing just behind Cassidy. Roman dove, beak aimed at the vampire’s face. He skewered one eye, ripping tissue free of its socket.

      The vampire screeched, clutching his right hand over the empty hole in his face.

      Roman spat the eyeball onto the beach before taking to the sky again, searching for another opportunity to aid Cassidy’s party.

      A second vampire headed toward the boat where the lynx shifter, Cleo, guarded the two artifacts and three children. She didn’t seem to notice the approaching threat.

      Swooping in, talons extended, Roman grabbed the vampire by the throat. He twisted with all his strength, sending a spray of blood across the water as he pulled his claws free.

      Shrieks rose from the children who’d turned their heads before covering their eyes.

      A gurgling, guttural groan escaped the slashed vampire as he stumbled backward, eyes bulging in terror.

      Roman swooped nearer to the boat, viscera dangling from his talons. The children shrieked and scrambled away, inciting Cleo to chase after them, leaving her post and the artifacts unguarded.

      Dammit. He’d only meant to assist their situation.

      The other vampires. One look was all it would take for them to spy paydirt.

      Roman could already see the wheels turning as a nearby vampire glanced toward the empty boat. Before he could make a move, Roman flew over and perched on the vampire’s shoulder.

      He focused his energy and dove mentally into the creature’s thoughts. Young and foolish, the vampire put up a pitiful fight. Roman jammed his way through the door to his mind. Once inside, he sent a simple but powerful command: You must protect the humans at all costs.

      Shock rippled through the vampire, but acceptance quickly washed the resistance away. With a nod, he said the command out loud. “I must protect the humans.”

      His work with this minion done, Roman fled to the sky. Circling again, he spotted Cassidy still swinging her oar like a broad sword. She hadn’t noticed that the boat with the remaining artifacts had been abandoned.

      He had to let her know before Serenity or anyone else figured that out.

      Taking a low dive, he let out a loud caw as he passed Cassidy’s ear and headed straight for the boat. He turned to check that she’d followed him with her eyes and caught the look of realization.

      “Son of a biscuit.” Cassidy swung away from the fight and charged for the boat.

      Satisfied he’d alerted her, Roman flew up to a high branch and perched before Serenity could catch sight of him.
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      That damn raven.

      Anger surged through me as I barreled toward the artifacts.

      “Birdbrained, beak-faced brat!” I growled through my teeth as I leapt over a downed log. I’d had about enough of that flying menace. First, it stole the broken sword, and now it had surely alerted not only me but Serenity to where the remaining two artifacts sat unguarded in the blue team’s boat.

      Where was Cleo? She was supposed to be there, but something must have frightened the kids away.

      I glanced over my shoulder as I closed in.

      Serenity, no doubt in answer to the call of her annoying ass bird, weaved through the battleground, slashing her broken sword without a care as to who or what she hit.

      I charged full speed ahead again, dodging two vampires locked in battle with Justin while hopping over the fallen corpses of a man and woman from Team Blue.

      “You’re beaten!” Serenity called after me.

      Ugh. Her voice. Her words came out so sure, but also not. Like she needed me to believe them, too, before she really could.

      “Give up now,” she commanded, “and I’ll make your death quick.”

      Reaching the boat, I whirled on her, brandishing my oar like a Louisville Slugger. “Give up? But I thought you said I was beaten.”

      “You are. You just insist on continuing to draw breath. Which is extremely rude.”

      The wind carried the stench of death and decay as I stood between Serenity and the artifacts. “Oh, I’m sorry. Does my life offend you so much? And here I thought you and your disastrous personality were your biggest problems.”

      Eyes gleaming with malice, she lunged toward me.

      I stumbled back, barely managing to evade her strike. She startled me with her speed and skill. I had to be careful, but I couldn’t back down.

      Serenity’s sapphire eyes flashed. “You realize you’re standing in my way. In more ways than one.”

      Well, cry me a river. “In your way of what?” I challenged. “The artifacts, or your blatant collision with self-destruction? Maybe it’s both. Just a suggestion, but did you ever consider taking up another hobby outside of homicidal psychopathy? Something that’ll help bring some self-awareness to that one-track mind of yours? Macramé, perhaps?”

      “Spare me the live-laugh-love crap.” She leveled me with a baleful glare, one that said I was getting to her. “Your wisecracks grow tedious. Just like the sight of your tiresome face!”

      With a shriek, she swung toward me again, the jagged end of the broken sword slicing through the air, close enough to my nose that I caught a breeze, and a whiff, of Serenity’s pretentious and biting perfume.

      “Tell me how you really feel.” I stumbled back a step, raising my oar again.

      Malice swirled in Serenity’s eyes. Behind that, though, lurked desperation.

      Magic and obsession. Benedict had said something about those being a potent combination, and about how that mixture created a powerful foe “either in yourself or another.”

      He’d been right about how that mixture, so apparent in Serenity, made her a formidable adversary. He was also right, however, about how that cocktail made Serenity an enemy to herself.

      And wasn’t there a saying about “the enemy of my enemy”?

      “Even if you had all the pieces of the sword and put them back together, you’re kidding yourself if you think that’ll be enough.”

      Serenity blinked. More importantly, she paused. Then she scowled, eyes narrowing with skepticism. “You don’t know anything about the sword. Or what it does.”

      “I know you won’t be able to wield it.” I shook my head. “You won’t be enough. You’ll never be enough. Not for them.”

      She paled. Actually, she went a little green.

      Button, button, I had the button. And thanks to what I’d gleaned about Serenity through dreamwalking, I’d just pushed the shit out of it.

      Just as quickly as it had bled free of color, Serenity’s face flushed crimson with the heat of sudden fury. She screeched, madness twisting her features as she lunged for me, sideswiping with her blade. I skittered back, somehow avoiding the strike that nearly sliced me open in the middle.

      My pulse drummed in my throat. “Always trying to stab the messenger. You see, though, I learned a thing or two about spitting truth from someone on my team. It has the power to wake your ass up no matter how real the nightmare you’re in.”

      Serenity sprang forward once more, aiming her jagged blade at my chest. Instinct had me rotating the oar in my hand, and by sheer luck, I managed to deflect the strike before it could land.

      “Here’s the thing, though.” I shrugged. “I think you’re already awake. Deep down, you know what I’m telling you is true. You just insist on keeping your eyes shut. Which, as you might say, is extremely rude.”

      With lightning speed, she kicked me in the stomach and knocked me off balance. Gasping for air, I lost my grip on the oar and freewheeled to the ground.

      I peered up at the enemy, weaponless. Or was I?

      “Face it, Serenity.” I peered straight into those gorgeous evil eyes as she raised her blade, preparing for the killing blow. “You’re just like us. Stuck playing a game you can’t win. And you’re a bigger fool than I thought if you think the rules don’t apply to you.”

      She flinched, hesitating. I was betting that somewhere deep within the madness, the obsession that gripped her swirled with fear. A familiar sort of fear. Familiar because I’d seen it in my own reflection.

      Serenity, it seemed, had something to lose in all of this. Something big. More than just money or power, lodges or loyalty.

      In other words? Something real.

      What was it? Or…who was it?

      She curled her lip in a sneer. “You’re wrong. It’s all coming together. And, unlike you, I will win.”

      The ground beneath me rumbled, thundering hooves bearing down on us, but I couldn’t look away for fear of Serenity striking.

      I could, however, distract her. “Maybe. But whatever’s on the other side of that mirror, it’s not going to be what you think it is. No matter how wonderful it seems. Just like the games. Just like the lodge. Just. Like. You. It’s a lie.”

      Serenity’s eyes flashed with shock. She gritted her teeth and raised her weapon high again. “Die!”

      The din of the hoofbeats that underscored a tremendous rushing roar muffled her battle cry. Serenity looked up, and I took my chance and rolled out of the danger zone. From there, I threw myself into the boat.

      I whirled just as Blue galloped forward, leading a crystal-clear wave, the source of the roar, up from the river. My boat lifted as he passed, and I clung to one side, praying the raft wouldn’t capsize.

      The water swept Serenity off her feet. She disappeared under the churning wave that crashed into the shore.

      Blue stampeded forward, carrying the wave right through the center of the battlefield.

      Above me, that damn raven cawed again, probably calling for his sodden mistress.

      Vampires and contestants went down like bowling pins as the water plowed into them. Then, as the tide receded, the broken sword’s emeralds glinted at me from the mud.

      I snatched it up by the grip, but like a live wire, it buzzed with magical electricity, making it almost impossible to hold. Still, I held on.

      Searching for a place to store it, I picked up on hoof beats sloshing against the saturated ground.

      Blue gave a fearful whinny. “What have I done? My magic isn’t working. The water won’t go back.”

      I glanced around. The beach had been transformed into a swamp that stretched all the way to the riverbank. All the water had gone from the riverbed, leaving only a thick layer of mud that oozed and squelched with each step.

      The puca neighed in distress, his cat-slit eyes wide with worry. “My waters. Look what I did to my waters! What was I thinking?”

      Benedict spoke from his perch on Blue’s back. “Perhaps I can help. Call your waters back while I speak the incantation.” Benedict’s voice was hollow but firm as he unwound a long strand of seaweed from the puca’s mane and wrapped it tightly around that silver, vial-shaped pendant hanging at his neck.

      The puca snorted as he trotted in tight circles, his hooves thudding through the mud as Benedict chanted ancient words of power in a low whisper.

      Gradually, the water beaded up from the mucky ground. The water continued to bleed from the sludge, swelling into pools before rushing toward the empty riverbed.

      I marveled at the miraculous display of shared magic until a hand snatched the sword from my grasp.

      Wet and muddy, Serenity raised the broken sword high above her head, having no problem wielding it, and let out a roar of rage.

      I had nothing to fight her off with. Sensing my end, I held my hands up to shield myself and braced for the blow.

      Air wafted across my face, but the strike never came.

      A pitiful whinny pierced my ears.

      I lowered my arms to find Serenity had somehow sent the puca crashing to the ground. With a twisted expression of satisfaction on her face, Serenity again hoisted the broken sword above her head and plunged it deep into Blue’s neck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Serenity raised the bloodied, broken sword a second time.

      I shot to my feet, grabbed the oar, and swung for the fences, knocking the sword from Serenity’s grasp before she could stab my friend again.

      Eyes burning with fury, Serenity’s head snapped my way.

      Pouring blood, Blue reared up and with a snap of his jaw, clamped down on the glass pendant dangling from Serenity’s neck. The tiny glass vial shattered in the puca’s mouth, spilling a strange glowing liquid onto the ground.

      Serenity blanched with horror as she stared down at the ruined remains of her jewelry. “What have you done?” Her voice trembled with emotion as she poked at the broken glass. “That was one of two goddess charms left in the world!” She fell to her knees and started digging through the dirt in a futile attempt to collect the shards.

      Resisting the urge to tell her where she could stick her broken necklace, I sank to my knees beside Blue. “Please stay with me.” Words dribbled from my mouth as the light slowly left the puca’s eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay…friend. My—” A cough rattled from his lips, speckling his coat with blood.

      A lump swelled in my throat. “Shh, don’t try to talk. Save your strength. We’ll fix you up.”

      “Too…late…” His soft rasp was unintelligible, so I bent closer to his black lips. “Wanted you…know…real name before I go. Flissom.”

      Tears dripped down my cheeks as pressure built in my chest. “Flissom. Thank you for telling me. You’ve been a great friend.”

      With a final soft sigh, his lashes fluttered shut. I placed a hand on his chest, feeling a hollow stillness where his heartbeat should have been.

      Snow fell softly around him, small flakes landing on his dark fur before melting into glistening tears.

      It was as if Mother Nature herself were mourning the puca’s loss.

      I buried my nose in his furry neck and gave him one last pat. “Goodbye, Flissom.”

      Lifting my head, I closed my eyes and breathed in the cold air to steady my nerves.

      Serenity had tricked the puca, stolen his waters, and murdered him in cold blood. All for what?

      It didn’t matter anymore. Serenity had to be stopped. Now. Because she’d made it clear that whatever prize she was after, she would burn the world, and everyone in it, to get it.

      A cold fire crept up my chest and neck as my anger resurfaced. Dashing the back of my hand against my wet cheeks, I turned to Serenity.

      “He deserved better than this.” My voice rumbled with a dangerous growl as I watched her paw the muddy ground like a pig in slop.

      “Such a human concept.” Serenity swiveled her head toward me, her eyes narrowing into slits. “No one is entitled to anything in life.” She pushed herself to her feet and rose to her full height. “You get what you’re willing to take. You suffer what you’re weak enough to allow. What you fail to understand is that those are the only real rules that apply to anyone.”

      “Sorry!” grunted a voice. “Must have gotten stuck in that puddle when I fell off the puca.”

      Soaked from head to toe, Benedict rose from the mud as if the waterlogged ground had swallowed him up and he’d just clawed his way back to the surface. He made a clumsy attempt at brushing away the dirt and grime from his sleeves as he stumbled closer. “What did I—oh.” His gaze traveled from the puca’s lifeless body to meet my watering eyes with sympathy. “I’m so sorry—”

      “Your necklace.” Serenity’s sharp tone cut through our somber exchange.

      I twisted to face her again, fists clenched tight, ready to strike.

      She stared, fixated on the charm dangling from Benedict’s neck. Even smeared with mud, it glowed, the crystalline waters within swirling.

      “Give me that.” Serenity swept past me, heading toward Benedict with her talons out, ready to snatch the necklace from his throat.

      No more. The icy fire of anger swelled within me, needing an outlet, and I had the perfect one in my sights.

      I held my hand out toward her as something Cleo once said surfaced through the ruins of my memory. A comment about magic and how to control it. About instinct and necessity coming together.

      No second-guessing or holding back this time. No overthinking. No underestimating.

      No thinking at all.

      This time? This time I would just…do.

      The ground beneath Serenity’s feet erupted with water like a mini geyser. With a snap of my finger, the spray crystallized into a cage that engulfed my enemy.

      Serenity squealed as the icy shards of frozen water rained shrapnel over her. My improvised structure held her in its palm like a clawed hand. Layers of ice, snow, and slush flowed in through the finger-like bars, engulfing Serenity’s body and binding her up to her neck.

      Part of me wanted to clench my hand into a fist. To crush Serenity like the cockroach she was. Instead, I flicked my wrist and the wind gusted, sending Serenity’s icy prison rolling down the beach toward the river.

      I almost couldn’t believe it. Not only had my powers returned, I’d commanded them with perfect precision. But my moment of celebration soured the moment Serenity’s mobile prison bobbed on the white-capped rapids.

      There, embedded in the glistening ice and snow, glinted emeralds and rubies.

      Somehow, the broken sword had gotten caught up in the ice. The gem-encrusted handle sparkled at me from Serenity’s winter cocoon as if mocking me for my hubris.

      I tried to reach out to the water and use my power to call her back, but Serenity had floated too far, and the current refused to heed my call.

      In a nearby tree, the raven cawed before taking to the air to follow its master.

      With as many creatures as that woman had under her command, I could not count on Serenity freezing to death. I wasn’t that lucky.

      The current, though, would take her far from both the Green Huntress Lodge and the Artemis Chalet.

      That gave us a different sort of magic. One we were in desperate need of…time.

      Time to heal, to regroup, and hopefully…to plan.
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      I made sure we took the time to give our beloved puca a proper burial. He deserved that and so much more for all the help he had given us.

      The air was crisp, and the ground beneath us had a chill of its own as we shoveled dirt from the beach to make a deep grave for him to take his final rest. Carefully, we lowered his body into the grave. As soon as he touched the bottom, a rush of icy-cold water surged up from underneath and cascaded outward from his form, pooling around his resting place. No ripple or air bubble disturbed the surface of the crystal-clear pool.

      I touched the water and an intense tingling spread through my body. It was as if I was being cleansed from the inside out. I gasped as the number tattoo faded from my wrist.

      Did that mean I was free of the magical contract?

      “Cleo and Bobbi, come dip your hand in.” I could hardly contain my excitement as they both reached out to test the water.

      Bobbi was the first to plunge her hand in, and her tattoo vanished too.

      Seeing that, Cleo jammed her hand in the water and gaped as her mark faded into nothing. “We’re free?”

      “I think so.” I beamed at my friends and then sent my gaze to the sky. “Thank you, Flissom.” Not really sure if he was out there somewhere, but I hoped his spirit cantered on in some other realm, and that he knew how much I appreciated his help. Even in death, he was still the master of the water.

      The water shimmered as if in reply. I opened my mouth to call out to the others, but quickly, the pool of enchantment began to drain away.

      “Oh, no,” I said, and dipped my hands in again to capture a portion.

      “Hold steady.” Benedict swept in to crouch next to me. “You have the right instinct.”

      With one hand clutching his charm, the glass vial Serenity had referred to as a “goddess pendant,” Benedict hovered his free palm over the water I’d captured. The mystical substance swirled into a bubble-like ball, which then zipped into some hidden pocket of the wizard’s robe.

      “Fret not,” he told me as he rose. “I can make more.”

      I gave him a solemn and thankful nod, glad again to have his help. Without it, we would have had far more casualties.

      Our combined red-and-blue team had taken heavy losses. Team Blue had lost a married couple, while our team had lost Hannah. Noah was unconscious due to getting struck with a rock by Carl. If his brain was hemorrhaging, he would likely die too.

      Carl was dead too. Cleo had ripped his throat out in her lynx form. Maybe it made me a bad person, but that was one death I couldn’t manage to make myself feel bad about. Poor Noah wasn’t even thirty. He’d planned to go back to college to become a school counselor. My only regret was that Cleo hadn’t killed Carl sooner. At least then we might have saved some lives.

      The wave that had washed Serenity and her vampires away had also swept off the dead members of our group. We didn’t have an accurate count of our losses, but we still had the children from both teams…Sabrina’s twin girls, and Caden, the teen boy from the blue team. Thankfully, none of them had been harmed in the battle. Cleo and Bobbi were the heroes there. While I’d faced down Serenity, my friends had rounded up the kids and gotten them to higher ground before the wave had washed the battlefield away.

      Sabrina and her husband, Justin, were among the survivors, as well, and they had been a big help in digging the grave for our puca friend. Once we all said our goodbyes, we set up camp on the beach and started a new bonfire to warm everyone up.

      The Artemis Chalet stood behind us, but none of us was willing to explore inside. Not yet, at least. Even though we knew that Serenity was gone for the moment, the building still radiated an oppressive energy, and we had no way of knowing what traps or vampires she may have left behind. We had all been tricked into signing up for these games, and none of us wanted to risk facing any other unknowns. Over the last few days, we’d become proficient at winter camping, and that was how we felt safest.

      I spotted Benedict at the far side of the riverbank, sitting on a rock, silently observing the campers around the fire. He seemed content to stay out of our revelry.

      I wanted to ask him about the water he’d gathered from the puca’s grave, and quiz him on how exactly he was going to replicate the magic substance that had freed me, Bobbi, and Cleo.

      “Thanks for helping out today.” I took a seat next to him.

      “It was you all who did the real work.” He chuckled. “I was more of a spectator than anything else.”

      “Modest to the end, huh?” I shifted uncomfortably as he studied me with an unreadable expression.

      “Just telling it like it is.” He shrugged and cracked a slight smile.

      So, Benedict was a truth spitter too. And it did seem he thought he was being earnest. Most likely, he didn’t realize just how much he’d helped.

      A beat of silence passed between us, and then curiosity got the better of me. “If you don’t mind me asking… Why did Serenity call your necklace a goddess charm?”

      Benedict lifted the vial from around his neck with one finger. “Remember how I said you can tap into magic?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Not all magic comes from vampires, shifters, or fae.” Benedict’s voice lowered to a hushed whisper. “Some of it comes straight from the elemental goddesses. That kind of magic is rare, and powerful. Only a few can use it without a charm like this one here.” He gave me one last intense look before letting the charm drop back against his chest. “Very few people. You remember that.”

      As he spoke, something inside me clicked, and a sudden understanding of what he meant came in a way I couldn’t explain. It was as if my ancestral memories had been unlocked. Age-old magic passed down through generations now breathed within me. I understood why I could command ice and snow with only my intention. The essence of this charm was imbued into my every cell, every breath, and every heartbeat. It was in my DNA. In other words, the magic infused in that charm ran through my very blood.

      “I believe you.” I nodded, surveying our feet. Benedict’s mud-caked shoes and my boots.

      I glowered at the boots, my mind conjuring an image of Roman the Royal Rear End. During the fight, I’d lost sight of him. I hadn’t seen him with Serenity or any of the other vampires. Knowing him, he’d probably turned tail and run the moment Serenity got her frozen ass handed to her.

      His instincts…at least they were good.

      “Of course, you believe it. You’re Sylvie’s girl. How could you not understand?” He chuckled.

      I let myself smile. Benedict, as it turned out, was an all-right guy. I drew and held in my breath. Then I let loose, expelling some of the stress and anxiety I’d clung to for so long.

      “Thanks to the memory wipe and compulsion double-whammy they put on me back at the lodge, I don’t understand a lot these days.” I hated how a good portion of my memories still sat just out of reach. “I might be able to learn more about my magic and protect my friends if I had my full memory back.”

      He grunted an agreement. “You’re going to need all the help you can get with that Serenity out there causing trouble. Though I bet she’ll be a bit tamer now that she’s lost her necklace.”

      “You think I’ll ever get all of my memory back?” I sighed.

      “Oh, that reminds me.” Benedict dug a vial from the inner pocket of his jacket. It looked too big to have been sitting there under his coat that whole time. Like the TARDIS, were his pockets bigger on the inside? “Sip on this, and it will heal your mind.”

      “More home brew?” Could it be that simple? This potion looked similar to the one Roman had brought to help heal my ankle, only more deeply tinted.

      “Healing is one of my specialties.” Benedict’s words carried a hint of pride.

      “Couldn’t have mentioned this earlier, Benny?” I brought the bottle to my nose and instantly regretted it as the harsh burn of alcohol seared my sinuses.

      “You wouldn’t have drunk it,” he quipped.

      I gave him a glare and then rolled my eyes. Because he was right. After the fiasco with Roman’s home brew, despite that potion working, I likely wouldn’t have tested my luck by downing another gift from a “trustworthy” source. And this was Benedict’s kind way of letting me know he understood. His trust, or anyone’s, was something that had to be earned.

      That said, it looked like I’d earned his too.

      “I will drink this one.” I held it up, toasting him. “Soon as I find some whiskey to chase it with.”

      He chuckled. “You’ve got Sylvie’s sense of humor too. I miss that old girl. Next time you call for me, I’ll tell you about the time the snow fox stole our picnic. Mine and Sylvie’s. Or about that time she lost her keys in the mountains and had to call me up so I could help her summon them. And then there was the time she got into an argument with my tarot card reading.”

      That prompted me to smile. “You two had a lot of adventures.”

      “Thick as thieves.”

      I was glad to hear it. Glad to know that Sylvie had had such good friends in her corner. “Next time, we’ll sit and have a nice cup of tea. Or a lasagna.”

      He winked. “With cottage cheese.”

      “You’re the wizard.”

      He grinned and pivoted toward me. “In the meantime, I’ve got work to do. And so do you.”

      “The grave water.” I nodded toward his robes, toward where the bubble the wizard had helped me save had vanished into one of his hidden forever pockets. “You said you could replicate it.”

      “I just need a base element. In this case, tap water. The river water won’t do because I’ll need to add salt too. That and a few other key ingredients that will help preserve and stretch the purifying grave water our friend gifted us. Then, I can treat the other contestants and free them of their bonds too.”

      “Benedict.” I smiled. “You’re a literal lifesaver.”

      He brushed his knuckles against his chest. “I am pretty sweet.”

      “This shit’s not.” I raised the vial in a toasting gesture. Then I pinched my nose, put the potion to my lips, tipped my head back, and took a healthy swig.

      A memory of Roman’s face came rushing up from the darkness and turned the celebration of our victory to ashes.
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      Sadness lurked in his eyes. His hand, warm, covered mine as my own eyes drifted shut.

      “You’re going to be okay, Cassidy.” My name left Roman’s lips like a prayer, and though I couldn’t see him, his presence calmed me.

      “Listen to my voice and relax. I’ve got you.” The tension in my body melted at his command.

      “That’s it.” Roman’s voice distorted. “Let me in.” His tone twisted into something dark, and as he spoke, his words pressed with greater force against the gates of my mind.

      What was happening? Why couldn’t I open my eyes? My body went limp and unresponsive.

      The liminal space between dreams and waking trapped me.

      “Don’t fight me, Cassidy. Trust my voice. I’ve got you.” Roman’s whisper had me loosening my grip on my panic. And why wouldn’t I let him in? Why not when he looked at me that way? And with those eyes…

      “You’ve had a terrifying accident.” His voice became a hypnotizing drone. “You’re concussed. I’m here with you. Let me ease your suffering. You’ll be okay.”

      Comforted, I relaxed. Roman wouldn’t hurt me. I was safe with him.

      “Magic isn’t real.” Roman’s voice slithered deeper into my mind. “Vampire, yeti, fae, shifters. These are the creation of your wounded mind. The avalanche. You took a bad fall.”

      Darkness colored the words Roman was feeding me. The story was all wrong. I’d used magic on... I couldn’t finish the thought. It just slipped away into the darkness.

      “You hit your head. You’re not thinking straight. Magic is not the answer. It is a symptom of the injury.”

      Why was Roman saying those things? Lying to me…

      “Release your delusions.” Roman’s voice grew more powerful as he pressed the command further into my mind. “Your mind must heal.”

      That wasn’t right, but then, suddenly…it was.

      The pressure faded, and I opened my eyes, expecting to see the hotel suite.

      Instead, Serenity stood before me, holding out a paper for me to sign.

      Roman loomed nearby, again piercing me with a commanding stare, sending his unyielding voice into the darkest parts of my mind. “Sign it, now.”

      As I scribbled my name, the tattoo burned like a fresh wound, branding my wrist with a new competitor’s mark.

      Oh my god. Not only had he performed the compulsion on me…he’d delivered me to Serenity like a care package.

      The betrayal…it was so much worse than I’d even known.

      “You okay?” Cleo’s voice ripped me from the memory. I crash-landed in the real world, my ears ringing, and my head pounding. Furiously rubbing my temples, I squeezed my eyes shut to stop the memories from flooding back in.

      “That son of a bitch.” I growled through gritted teeth as more memories came rushing forward. The games, floating mirrors, running from monsters. All the gaps in my memory overflowed with new information. Realizing the way in which the truth had been hidden from me added fuel to the fire of my anger with each passing second.

      I glanced left and right to find Benedict already gone. Off to replicate the grave water, I hoped. He’d probably known better than to be nearby when I received the full download of my memories.

      Lucky for me, I had my other friends, Bobbi and Cleo, who would understand.

      “What’s going on?” Cleo knelt beside me, her soft expression full of concern. “Your head injury. Is it flaring up?”

      “Stop it. I never hit my head.” My voice rose so loud that several people near the bonfire twisted around in alarm. I hadn’t intended to shout, but after getting my bell rung from a face-plant with reality, I wasn’t in full control of my emotions. 

      Cleo turned and frantically beckoned Bobbi.

      I grabbed Cleo’s arm with both hands. “Cleo, listen.” Breathing heavily, struggling to slow my racing mind and quiet the ringing in my ears, I finally spat out the words, “I never hit my head. It was Roman.”

      A fraction of a second later, I realized I still had the healing potion in my hand. I prayed it would help either ease the pain or knock me out completely. I gulped down the rest of it in one go.

      “Roman hit you?” Fury flashed in Cleo’s eyes. “I’ll rip out his gizzard and feed it to Serenity’s annoying-ass bird while he watches.”

      The ringing in my head subsided, and the pressure that had been building magically evaporated. I exhaled, savoring the pain-free sensation for a moment before Bobbi came up behind us.

      “What’s wrong?” Bobbi asked. “Is she sick? Don’t tell me it’s her head again.”

      My mind cleared, and all my memories connected in an understandable pattern. “Listen to me,” I interrupted, motioning them both to sit. “Roman has been playing me this whole time. That potion Benedict gave me brought it all back.”

      “What are you talking about?” Bobbi shook her head in confusion.

      “After the third game...in the first Winterfest trio.”

      “That avalanche? You’re lucky to be alive.” The mechanical way Cleo spoke suggested some lingering effects of Roman’s compulsion were still working on her mind too. I should’ve saved her a sip of this potion.

      “That’s just it.” I shook the empty bottle at them. “The avalanche was game two. And it was actually a yeti chasing us down the mountain that caused it.”

      Bobbi smiled, but it wasn’t convincing.

      “Roman and I had talked about using compulsion to take away the trauma,” I admitted. “But before we settled on an answer, the doctor came in to give me anesthesia to set my ankle. And Roman swooped in while my mind was under twilight sedation. I remember it all.”

      Cleo nodded, her expression stony. “So, you’re saying he took away the memory so it wouldn’t traumatize you?”

      “That was the intention when we talked about it. But Roman weaseled his way into my mind and tried to trick me into associating magic with delusions. And the minute he had me under, he took me straight to Serenity and conscripted me back into the games. New mark and all.”

      “But why would he do that?” Bobbi had a haunted look in her eyes as she fiddled with her wedding ring.

      “Because he knew Serenity needed me to find her little broken sword.” The memory of a few nights earlier rushed to the front of my mind, bringing with it a wave of nausea.

      Roman kneeling at my feet with his hand on the back of my thigh. Such an intimate moment. He’d awakened the butterflies in my stomach for sure. But now my gut clenched, threatening to send my dinner back up.

      “Roman was pretending to be all stoic.” I clenched the bottle in an angry fist. “The strong, silent hero coming to check on me. But really, he was Serenity’s little errand boy, making a well-check visit with some boots to make sure I could go on the artifact-finding hike.”

      Tears pricked at my eyes as it all clicked into place. I jutted my jaw and turned my head as if I’d been slugged physically instead of just emotionally. “I...stupidly...thought he was genuinely trying to help. Because he cared. I’m…super pathetic.”

      Cleo and Bobbi surrounded me in a group hug I didn’t know I needed.

      “Oh, Cass. We all thought he was trying to help.” Cleo wiped away the tears from my cheeks. “And you’re not pathetic. Of course, Serenity would send someone like that to mess with your mind. I’d have done the same thing, girl. He’s an asshole, but there’s no denying he’s a fine-looking one.”

      “A good actor too.” Bobbi sighed. “We all liked Roman. How could any of us possibly know he was working for Serenity?” Bobbi pulled back and tilted her head like a confused puppy. “I mean, obviously, he was working for Serenity at the bar. But not like...for Serenity.”

      “It should’ve been obvious.” I hung my head in shame. “I feel like such an idiot. Look at me...a...forty-year-old woman acting like a teenager with a crush. I should’ve seen the red flags from a mile away. This isn’t my first rodeo. But, no. I let a handsome face gaslight, use, and mentally abuse me.” All because Chet shot my confidence when it came to men…and I didn’t wait for it to recover. I wasn’t saying that part out loud.

      “Hey. Red flags can look an awful lot like green ones, no matter who you are or how many rodeo clowns you’ve ditched.” Cleo shifted to my side. “I Girl Scout promise you this, though. Roman is officially on our shit list.”

      “He better not show his face again if he knows what’s good for him.” Bobbi punctuated this with a nod. “I might not be able to do much more than clock him with a purse, but I do promise to put a brick in there. Just for you.”

      That got a watery chuckle out of me. “If you could both just…hold him down while I freeze certain parts of his anatomy.”

      A hiss escaped from Cleo’s lips, followed by a giggle. “Glad I’m on your team.”

      “You can say that again.” Bobbi cheered.

      After all we’d been through, the three of us were more like warrior sisters. Valkyries who’d survived despite unthinkable odds. But the games weren’t over yet. We’d erased our tattoos and sent Serenity packing with a warning that might buy us a few days of peace, but we still had two of the three artifacts she needed.

      It was just a matter of time before she came for them. For us…

      For me.

      “You okay?” Cleo nudged my shoulder. “You went all quiet again.”

      “I will be. Once we cross Roman and Serenity off our to-do lists.”

      A spark lit Cleo’s eyes. “You’re speaking my language.”

      Bobbi put her hands on her hips. “Sounds like you have a plan.”

      “Cooking,” I agreed with a nod. Then I held up a finger. “And number one priority after we get these people free and to safety? We, meaning the three of us, stop being Serenity’s victims. No more playing by her rules.”

      Cleo held out her wrist as if to check that the mark was still gone before looking back at me. “We already did that by wiping ourselves off the board, right? Now, we just have to wait for Benedict to help us free the others. Then, we have to make sure we all stay off that damn game board. No one goes anywhere alone. Buddy system. Someone always watching for spies, traps, or strange Amazon deliveries. That also means no signing for anything. Period.”

      “Should I be writing this down?” Bobbi joked.

      “Change the game. Make her play by our rules.” I waggled my eyebrows. “Put her on the defense. Maybe handicap her right-hand man, or cause chaos to her business. Some real guerrilla warfare to keep her on her toes and therefore out of our hair.”

      “I love it when you get fired up.” Cleo patted me on the leg.

      “Serenity has the hilt of the sword, but we have the other two pieces.” Bobbi gestured toward the boxes the team had drawn close to the bonfire. “I’m sure Serenity needs all three pieces of the artifact for whatever she has planned.”

      I stood and took in the sight of my team, the people and friends I still had yet to usher to the safety of civilization. “So not only do we need to make her paranoid and keep her paranoid, we also have to make sure Serenity never gets the other two pieces.”

      “You thinking of magically hiding them?” Cleo asked. “Or are we doing it pirate-style with a map, so we don’t forget?”

      “Let me figure that part out. The other thing we need to do is make sure we control the battlefield. The next fight with Serenity will be on our terms.”

      I wasn’t entirely sure how to pull it off, but with Cleo and Bobbi at my side, anything was possible.
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      Roman trudged down the jagged flagstones with a heavy heart as he approached Serenity’s secret hideaway. Her failure at the Artemis Chalet had left Serenity in an unpredictable state. Now more than ever, Roman needed to appear loyal and willing to do anything she needed if he hoped to stay in her good graces.

      Low and unintelligible murmuring emanated from Serenity’s chamber as he drew nearer.

      His boss wasn’t alone.

      Carefully, he crept closer.

      Serenity faced an ornate mirror hanging on the stone wall at the back of the torch-lit chamber, her head hung low.

      Rainbow hues cascaded off the glass, highlighting Serenity’s silhouette as the fae from the other side spoke in a mesmerizing but dangerous voice.

      “Time and time again, you come to us begging for patience.”

      “The woman was a necessary evil.” Serenity lifted her head, gazing up but not quite meeting the eyes of the Watcher. “I regret my failure in planning for the unexpected. And I take full responsibility for the snafu at the end.”

      “A human woman is insignificant. And yet you let that little bug further delay our plans. Why wasn’t she squashed?”

      Roman’s heart stuttered, hearing the fae’s response. This target on Cassidy’s back—he couldn’t let it stand.

      Serenity took a shaky breath and continued to hold her stiff posture. “I needed the woman to obtain the artifacts. I should have kept her on a tighter leash.” Her warbling voice betrayed the fear she was working so hard to keep hidden. “Please, understand. I do not wish to anger you. It is my deepest desire to see our plan through to fruition.”

      There was that word again. Plan. Roman had a rough idea of what Serenity was after. Breaking down the barrier that kept the Watchers on the other side of the mirror… The minor details regarding why and exactly how that end was to be achieved? Serenity kept those close to her chest.

      “More pretty pleas and excuses.” The ethereal voice multiplied with these words, ten creatures now speaking in unison. “But where are our results?”

      “We have one of the three pieces.”

      Thanks to me. Roman gritted his teeth, cursing himself. Regret clamped onto him with razor-sharp talons. He should have never stolen the hilt from Cassidy. At least he knew where Serenity kept it.

      “You have one piece, yes. Collected by another’s hand.”

      The accusation sent a visible crawl of scarlet up Serenity’s collar. The fae continued. “If it takes another to do the job you have been assigned, then we will simply assign the job to another.”

      Serenity pressed her palms together in a beseeching, prayerlike gesture. “I swear to you, I will finish building the bridge. I will not fail you.”

      The Watchers must have witnessed some of the battle if they knew Serenity had not claimed the sword herself. But how much? Had they seen him? Did they know he’d cloaked himself in raven form?

      If they knew of his alternate form, they’d surely tell Serenity. And that could only end in disaster. Especially if Serenity had witnessed any of his attacks on her vampire followers.

      Maybe it would be best to retreat. Maybe it wasn’t too late to change his mind after all.

      Roman made a half turn, ready to walk away, maybe even from it all, but the gentle tap of his shoe on the cold stone floor announced his presence.

      “Who is the other?” one of the voices demanded. “Someone has entered this space. Show yourself.”

      Serenity turned to glare at him.

      “My apologies.” Roman stepped from the shadows and into the light. “I didn’t want to interrupt your meeting.”

      “You are welcome to join this conversation. Roman, correct?” The ethereal being’s light grew brighter behind the mirror. Almost unable to resist the draw of that glow, Roman drifted nearer.

      “I am Roman.” He gave a deferring nod. “Thank you for remembering me.”

      Serenity sent Roman a hard side-eyed glance. Her smile appeared pained as she addressed the ethereal creature in the mirror. “How could they not? We were all witness to you emerging victorious from the forest with the blessed fragment in hand.”

      So they hadn’t seen, and didn’t know, he was a raven. Which meant Serenity didn’t either. And that meant he was still in the game. Still able to achieve his goal. His vengeance.

      Still so, so close.

      “How ever did you get the artifact?” the Watcher asked.

      Roman smiled and rubbed his palms together. “Snatched a raven out of the sky. You know how those creatures adore shiny things. I’d been watching the teams’ progress, but before I could make my move, the bird swooped in. Honestly, it was far easier to take it from the animal. Sometimes, fate works in mysterious ways.”

      The Watcher glimmered with blue-gold light. “You call it fate. We call it ingenuity. You hold our favor, Roman. Know that it is worth keeping. Eagerly, we shall track your progress.”

      Roman’s jaw twitched. The microscope lens would focus on him now just as much as on Serenity.

      That was okay. He could operate under greater scrutiny as well as he could pressure. As long as it meant getting what he wanted.

      “He will not let you down.” Serenity lifted her chin, but her voice, once again, betrayed her bravado as the false sort. “I assure you.”

      Though he played oblivious, her tactic of deflecting the attention from her to him wasn’t lost on Roman.

      The ethereal being’s colors shifted again, mellowing from gold and blue tones to a deep burgundy. “Your assurances, Serenity, are becoming less valued the longer we are made to wait.”

      Serenity fiddled with her fingers before smoothing nonexistent creases from her silk shirt. Her eyes darted from Roman to the Watcher, then to the door and back again.

      Maybe she was having her doubts too. Contemplating whether the juice she sought, whatever that happened to be, would end up being worth the squeeze it took to keep these…beings happy.

      Roman filed this reaction, Serenity’s hesitancy, away for future reference.

      “Results are what we want.” The Watcher began to fade. “Get them.” The mirror went dark as the last of the Watcher’s words reverberated off the stone walls.

      Serenity wheeled on Roman with a dangerous glare. “How dare you come down here and eavesdrop on me?”

      Roman bristled at Serenity’s sudden shift, but he kept his attitude in check. “I can assure you I heard nothing of consequence. Unless you wanted me to hear something.”

      Serenity glared daggers at him. “Don’t come down here again unless summoned.”

      “Of course.” Roman offered a respectful nod. “If you’ll indulge me. What would you like me to do now?”

      “Why don’t you go practice bird-catching?” Jealousy colored her tone. Her envy had to stem from the praise the Watchers had showered on him. Or maybe she suspected Roman of being the bird. He’d have to be extra careful with transformations in the future, but with the Watchers’ increased attention, he would have to do that anyway.

      He offered her a slim and placating smile. “I somehow suspect there are more productive ways I could help you.”

      Serenity touched the empty chain at her neck. “Come to think of it, there is something. There’s a wizard lurking around the forest. Find out what you can about him.”

      “As you wish.” Roman gave a nod and turned to head back down the corridor.

      It didn’t take any great powers of deduction to figure out what Serenity wanted with the wizard. Goddess charms were almost as legendary as the sword she coveted. With Serenity’s charm gone forever, it made sense that she’d want to get her hands on the wizard’s.

      But then again, the wizard was Cassidy’s new friend, someone Cassidy would protect.

      Which would put Roman in a terrible predicament when Serenity eventually ordered him to acquire the necklace at any cost.

      Roman was doing a lot these days to achieve results at any cost.

      Perhaps the cost had soared too high, to a price he’d no longer be willing to pay. Even when after all this time, he’d convinced himself such a thing wasn’t possible and would never be. Not ever again. Not since Brigid.

      Then again, “impossible” and “Cassidy Wright” had become synonymous terms, presenting a hurdle he would have to overcome when the time came. If he was to see his own plans through.

      A beautiful, obstinate, awe-inspiring obstacle he’d have to deal with.

      One way or another.

      
        
        The End
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