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PROLOGUE
Esteban stared at the corpses with a grim set to his mouth. He knelt down in the midst of the body littered forest floor and peered into the face of a dead bandit child. Even their spawn was scruffy. Insignificant. The savages had eaten well this night.
His coalition of followers moved through the forest to join him. Unfortunate that so many men in his private reserve of savages had been massacred in the fight, but no matter. He would merely train more observantly in the future. Apparently, the princess and her ilk were not to be underestimated.
“I’m waiting for you to tell me that I’ve done well,” Dante said.
Esteban looked at the younger man across from him. The smug twist of his cheek bothered the Chancellor. “Where is the alpha?” he asked, irritation breeding beneath his calm exterior.
The young man’s smile faded. He shifted his gaze. “Well. She got away. But look at the rest of them! I think we got most of the fighters—”
“The elderly and the children. That’s what I see here.” Esteban spread his hands wide to indicate the bodies. “Do I need to remind you of my one request?”
“All right, yes, the alpha got away. But we have an idea of where they are headed. They won’t last long.” The younger man gave the Chancellor a grievous frown, mirroring his superior’s ire. “You still haven’t congratulated me.”
“Dante. You ignored my instructions.”
“I orchestrated this attack!”
Esteban’s temper broke the surface. “Poorly!”
“At least I didn’t lose my guard. You arrive unaccompanied and with a bullet wound in your neck—”
The slap Dante received split the air like a thunder clap.
When Esteban spoke again, his eerie calm had returned.
“Don’t forget why we’re here in the first place. I’ve been covering your tracks from the very beginning of this fiasco. I have put absolutely everything on the line. Your actions damn near jeopardized my future rule. But once we get those who might compromise us out of the way, my pathway to the throne will continue uninterrupted.” He leaned in closer. “And you will stay in line, boy. Or so help me, I’ll see to your burial as well.”
No fear crossed Dante’s face. With a steady hand, he moved dark bangs from his face, and steely eye met steely eye. Each jaw ticked with an irksome edge. 
The two men were indistinguishable in height and breadth, the same model and make, though Esteban’s practiced scowl had weathered more years than Dante’s, and Dante’s temper was a bit flashier than the Chancellor’s. “When will you stop throwing the past into my face?” Dante asked. “I have learned and grown since then.”
“The past is all we have to go on. The future will be determined, not by our newfound resolve, but by our mistakes.” The Chancellor strolled away. “I have to play a little catch-up and reinstate a personal guard. But after that, I will continue with the next phase of my plan.”
“And in that plan is ridding us of the other Miss Rowan, right?” Dante asked eagerly.
“Do not concern yourself with the last Rowan daughter. She will meet the same fate as her sister.”
The mention of Deja brought fire to Dante’s eyes. Esteban paid it no mind, but spread his wings and set off.
The next day… 
Stori raised a hand to her forehead with tentative fingers and did her best not to let the panic set in. Yes. That was definitely blood streaming down her face.
The bandit dragged herself to the edge of the trees, just barely keeping on her feet. She was nearing a highway, which could be her salvation if she reached it. If she did not—well, she’d be nothing more than a pile of viscera left for the crows to pick from. The thought should have made her frantic, but she was saving her strength for as long as possible. If she burst into speed too soon, she would run out of the energy needed to get away from the horde.
Which was closing in quicker than she would like to think. 
Already, she could hear the shuffling feet, the uneven breaths, and the barely suppressed moans of hunger from the enemy. Stori had barely escaped them once. They’d bitten her in far more places than she had time to realize and tugged a good chunk of her hair out by the roots. Only the Spirits knew what would become of her if they captured her again.
Finally, after long torturous minutes of listening to the direction of the horde and catching her breath, she reached the paved curb. 
It was a remote piece of road that didn’t look like it saw a lot of traffic, but Stori knew that it was a trucking route. Sooner or later, a semi or two would have to pass. And if the drivers were decent, they would have to stop. 
Stori began to briskly walk along the road and away from the shelter of wood overrun with reanimated dead. She was limping, a major impediment to a hurried getaway, but never mind that. If the savages made it to the road, she would use her superior speed and do her best to ignore the pain.
She kept her gaze peeled for her lost companion. Stori hadn’t been alone when the savages had attacked. And considering her companion was a creature who harnessed the power to control the frenzied cannibals, she was very concerned with where Tipping was located. The thought that he’d abandoned her brought furious tears to her eyes. 
The trees covering each side of the road gave nothing away of her enemies’ whereabouts. If she tilted her head to the side, she could just make out the sounds of their pursuit. It was unlike savages to be so organized. Something had to be controlling them.
Soon, the toxic smell of gasoline thickened the air, and the sounds of heavy wheels on pavement made her perk up. A truck! The headlights were far in the distance, but it was heading down her way. If she kept to her path, the trucker couldn’t miss her. 
Stori started waving her arms immediately. As the speeding semi drew closer, she shouted, “Help!  Please, help me!”
But her hero passed on.
Stori fumed. Finally utilizing her speed, she dashed toward the vehicle with all of her might. It hurt like hell, and every muscle she had screamed in protest, but she had to get on that truck.
She could feel her various wounds begin to bleed harder as she reached the end of the truck. Stori jumped and grabbed the back row of ladder steps. She hung on with desperate hands. If she lost her grip, it would all be over.
The truck turned, and Stori flailed on the rungs. The trailer swayed dangerously as she pressed her body tightly against the smooth metal, whispering prayers that she would not fall. 
Stori closed her eyes against the sting of sharp air blazing past her face. The stench of burning oil and asphalt clogged her nostrils and had her very near fits of coughing. She couldn’t keep her feet on the bumper, and she dangled precariously by her hands.
Don’t fall. Don’t fall. Don’t fall… 
But it was in vain. The truck swerved again, and Stori’s unstable grip failed. 
She screamed as she was flung into the air like a gnat. As she twisted in anticipation of a hard impact on the ground, a pickup heading the opposite direction rushed toward her. She hit the windshield hard, rolled and shrieked, and slapped down onto the dirt on the other side.
The pickup lost control, screeched along the road, and crashed into the base of a tree.
For a moment, everything was still. There was no movement from the pickup, and Stori was left in a facedown position. The night enveloped the two victims as the giant rig’s lights disappeared around a bend and could penetrate the scene no longer.
Stori groaned. She must have broken a rib or three—breathing was difficult as hell. She coughed up something that she thought might be blood. Catching her breath wasn’t going to happen. The most she could manage was to rise onto her elbows and hang her head between her arms.
Soon, the door of the pickup creaked open loudly, and the driver stumbled out of his seat to land flat on his ass. 
“What the fuck was that?” he asked. “Are you… hey, are you okay?”
Stori would have shot him a derisive look, but she was too absorbed in her pain. Instead, she just shook her head.
“I said, are you okay?” he repeated. “Can you hear me? Are you conscious?”
“I’m conscious,” she wheezed. “But not okay.” Didn’t he get that talking was just as hard as breathing? Her energy was depleted.
“How did you… were you hanging off…?”
“I can explain later,” she gasped. “Just please, get me out of here! Now!”
“All right, hold on.” He braced himself on his knees and stared down at her. “Here, let me try to help you up and we’ll get in the car—”
His words cut off with a stuttered exclamation. Stori’s head snapped up in time to see a weapon of some sort sticking out of the man’s neck. Someone had stabbed him from behind.
“No!” Stori sobbed. “No, no, no!”
The stranger fell dead to the ground, and from behind him emerged none other than Archibald Tipping. Her lost companion.
Stori realized instantly that it was over.
            She wanted to curse and cry and fight. But she could do nothing but stare in horror as Tipping walked toward her. Behind him, she could hear the many growls of the savages, who were appearing from the tree line in ghastly shadows.
He hadn’t been missing. He’d been directing the hoard.
“Why?” Stori tried to shout, but it came out as nothing more than a breath of lost air.
Tipping didn’t say anything. All he did was raise his arm, and the waiting savages advanced toward Stori.  She tried to crawl away, but she was far too broken to get anywhere.
“Don’t do this! Please, don’t!”
Stori tried to shield herself with her arms from the onslaught of snapping teeth. Her pleas dissolved into screams when the first bite came. 
The savages hungrily piled atop her, and she kept screaming as they ate her alive. It wasn’t until one of the killers had the decency to rip into her chest and claw its contents that she died in silent, wide-eyed agony.



CHAPTER 1
Winx Rowan was one very pissed-off daevor. But every time she tried to frown, a headache would knock her on her ass. She stuck to huffs and a heap of sarcasm.
Winx was slowly recovering from the beating of a lifetime, having been strung up and clobbered by a lixyn with a vendetta against her and the existence of her kind. It hadn’t been a full day since her torture, and already, she was expected to travel from the forests of Gunnison National Park to Seattle, Washington. A quick look on her phone told her that was a twenty-hour trip.
Twenty more hours on the road? After the four-hour drive she’d just endured from Denver? It was enough to make her heave.
The young woman ran a hand over her bald scalp and tried to quell the pressing migraine with breathing exercises. The bruises marring her dark skin would fade eventually, and she truly was thankful that nothing had been broken or permanently damaged. But how much was could she really be expected to endure?
If it weren’t for the lixyns… 
No, she shouldn’t really blame them in this case. As much as being practical set her teeth on edge, some sensibility was needed at the moment. Genevieve Merrick, the princess of the lixyns, had just saved her ass. And London Iragall, a noted lixyn official, had relocated the local bandit pack for their safety after Winx had forced their best fighters to leave the area. And Keaton… 
Winx hung her head. Poor Keaton. His family of bandits had just been decimated, and what few remained were heading to Seattle. Come hell or high water, he was going to rejoin them. Going alone would be dangerous. She cared enough about him that she would not let that be an option for him.
Cared about him.
Winx could barely fucking believe it. Especially after his colossal lie to her.
She looked at the others. Genevieve, Keaton, London, and London’s bodyguard talking about travel plans. Still. Everything had been discussed three or four times already.
Keaton was arguing with London, trying to convince him that they should get on the road and go. Since the lixyns had been able to heal him, Keaton looked none the worse for their recent battle. His light brown skin glinted in the sunlight, his smoked black hair was pulled tight away from his face in a severe braid, and the only thing that looked off about him was the fatigue in his eyes. He was annoyingly pretty. Meanwhile, she looked like somebody’s punching bag.
“The princess needs to rest,” London informed Keaton with condescending superiority. “As do you and Winx. Our best bet at this point would be to rest in town.”
“In town?” Keaton had crossed his arms to keep from fidgeting, but Winx noticed the muscles bulging there. It was an antsy side to him that she had never seen before.
“It’s closest. We can recuperate for a while. Trust me, my forces have your pack safe on their journey to Seattle, and proper food, drink, and sleep will aid us all far more than acting rashly.”
London really was trying to be understanding. The effort was lost on Keaton.
“How can I trust you people?” he growled. “Look what has happened with the savage problem. It’s completely out of control! And what you did to Winx…” He shook his head. “Stori had the right idea, to go after the alpha herself. I should have gone with her.”
“Keaton, please.” Genevieve gazed at the bandit with deep sapphire eyes. “You have to calm down.” She also looked composed and neat. Her auburn hair was fiery this early in the morning, and her freckled skin was smooth and unblemished. Screw her.
“I’m done listening to you.” Keaton turned on her. “That’s what got me into this mess in the first place. My family has been maimed!”
Genevieve lost some of her patience. “Yes, they have! And so have mine, and so have Winx’s! The only way to beat Chavez, and the only way to cull the savages, is to work together!”
Keaton turned away from them to face Winx, who was still idly staring at the entire exchange from the hood of her car. Their eyes met like fire and ice.
“Look, Keaton,” Winx said. “I can’t get back into that car right now. Even if it’s what you don’t want to hear.”
He somehow managed to look even more betrayed, but Winx didn’t care. He may not be happy with her siding with the lixyns, but he had done his share of things that angered her, too. Besides, London was right. Food and a bed sounded perfect right now. Another stiff car ride did not.
“What if the rest of my family is being murdered while we’re napping?” Keaton asked.
 “Chavez attacked them once when they were most vulnerable,” Winx pointed out, gritting her teeth. “If they’re surrounded by seasoned fighters, then he’ll need to actually plot an attack, not just send his army to their death. He’s going to be cautious with his resources because it’s the only advantage he has over us.” The logic to what she said made him shut his eyes and turn away. “The only one who can control the savages is me. And I’m bloodied up. We’re the ones who aren’t safe, Keaton. Not your family.”
“Fine,” Keaton relented. “But hear this: once I get back to my pack, that’s it. I’m done with all of this eradication force bullshit. The only ones I care about are my family. I am going to do right by them from now on.”
“It’s settled, then.” London pointed to the car. “I think, Your Highness, that you would be more comfortable riding in the vehicle. Roy and I will fly ahead and make arrangements for our rooms.”
“That sounds fine,” Genevieve agreed.
London and his bodyguard took off into the morning light, their giant white wings blurred against the skyline. Winx didn’t ask how they planned to fly to the hotel unseen without a daevor distracting human attention. She wasn’t terribly concerned about it. Maybe some redneck would freak out and shoot them out of the sky. Then London Iragall would be out of her life for good.
Keaton got into the driver’s seat of Winx’s Mazda without meeting her gaze.
Genevieve walked over as Winx hopped down from the hood. “Is he going to be okay?” she asked Winx in an undertone.
“I don’t know.” Winx frowned. “Why are you asking me?”
“You know him the best, don’t you?”
Winx scrunched up her nose. “Actually, I don’t think I really know him at all.”
The three made it to the hotel, and as promised, everything was arranged accordingly. Or that was the way Iragall saw it. Winx wasn’t so happy.
The princess got her own room, as was considered to be in need of her own privacy. London and Roy shared a room, and Winx and Keaton got another room to split.
Winx would have fought if they’d stuck around to hear her opinion. Genevieve flounced to her room, and Roy and London were nowhere to be found. That left Keaton and Winx together in the lobby as they got their room key from the desk clerk. 
“Here you go,” he said warily, taking in Winx’s beaten visage with concerned looks. She glared, and he turned around quickly to go back to work as Winx carefully shouldered her bag, despite the fact that she was still injured.  Keaton navigated to their room, floorboards groaning with every step.
The digs weren’t so impressive to Winx. She’d seen many a luxury hotel in her time, but they were in a family-owned B&B. If Mother Goose opened a boarding house, this would be it. 
Their room itself was a patchwork quilt of color. Signature teapots decorated shelves alongside porcelain figurines.  A large cloud of a bed took up most of the space, and a tasteful Rococo-style table with matching chairs stood by the window. A gilded console with two drawers sat beside the bed. There was no television to speak of, and the bathroom was minimal.
Winx and Keaton set their things alongside the bed without a word. The table held two Styrofoam boxes with bottled juice, and one inhale told her it was the breakfast that London had promised them.
Sitting across from each other to eat made avoiding eye contact difficult. It was funny seeing Keaton try to ignore her, but they couldn’t continue on like this forever. 
Winx flipped the lid on her breakfast and took a bite of well-seasoned eggs. “Don’t you have something you want to tell me?” she asked after swallowing.
“Not precisely.” He buttered a piece of toast and put the entire piece into his mouth.
Oh, he was going to play that game, was he? Winx crossed her legs slowly and gave him an intent glare. “You knew who London Iragall was, didn’t you?”
He didn’t answer.  Instead, still chewing, he cut into a pancake with precise strikes of his knife.
“You knew who he was because you’ve met him at some point,” Winx continued. “Did you meet him before or after you barged into my nightclub?” She was trying to read him, but cryptids were hard. All she could get were impressions of his mood. He was overwhelmed with despair at the plight of his family, but that was no surprise. Where his guilt was coming from, on the other hand, Winx had no idea.
Keaton shook his head, refusing to speak. He took a swig of his orange juice. Winx watched his Adam’s apple bob as he chugged.
“I already know that a lixyn told Ottanu where to look for me. And that lixyn had connections to Chavez,” Winx said. “I knew I was being watched by someone, but I had no reason to think it was Iragall. I was never safe, was I? Iragall knew where I was, and he made sure that you did, too.”
Keaton finished his drink and started in on the pancake again. He stuffed his face full until his cheeks bulged out. It was getting to the point that he wasn’t able to chew.
Winx’s laughter bubbled in her chest, which was odd because she was still brimming with anger, too. “You can’t keep this up all day. Eventually, you’re going to run out of food to put into your mouth.”
He gave her a look and shook his head. He had a sausage link in his hand and looked like he was deciding where it would fit best.
She leaned toward him. “When did you see London? Was it when you came into LA? Or was it when we went to that restaurant, and you told me your sob story?”
Keaton’s eyes went wide. And then he started to choke. A hard cough rumbled through his chest, causing the partially-chewed flapjack to fly from his mouth and onto the table. Hacking overtook him, and his jerky motions bumped the table and spilled his orange juice onto his lap.
When Keaton stood, showing a thoroughly drenched crotch, it was too much.  Winx began to giggle. A second later, the giggles turned into hard chortles. And from there, a loud belly laugh had her throwing her head back, almost falling off the chair.  Keaton was trying to catch his breath, but he smiled a bit.
Winx wiped at her eyes with an unsteady hand and slumped against the table. When she saw the pancake pieces acting as a centerpiece, she laughed again. “That’s so disgusting.”
“I got it.” He unleashed one of his napkins and dragged the food to his side of the table.
They were silent after that, but it wasn’t nearly as tense.
Genevieve was very happy to be out of that car. Very happy indeed. All of the traveling had worn her down—she was not built for this kind of life. 
With a dainty hop, she perched on the chair, facing her massive breakfast. She had quite an appetite even when not fighting off the scourge, but it was even bigger after her recent trials.
Taking up her knife and fork, she cut into a sausage patty and gifted herself with the pleasure of a hearty mouthful. “Mm hmm. Delicious.”
There was barely the space of a bite between her fork scrapping against the plates to transfer the perfectly prepared meal to voracious mouth. Who knew the next time she would be able to gorge? Real food would become scarce when she returned to the road.
Speaking of water, she searched the table for something to drink. The food was making her thirsty. With a sigh of delight, she reached her hand out for a carafe decorated with designs imitating air, the icon of her flying lands. Inside, she knew there would be fruity wine like she had back home.
As she poured the wine, the lovely blushing liquid brought instant memories of her missed palace life. Genevieve raised the glass to her lips and took a long sip.
Perfect. Simply perfect.
They would most likely be at the B&B for at least another day, so Genevieve felt no remorse in finishing her glass and pouring a new one. The wine was usually watered down back home, probably so everyone attending the royal dinners would keep their wits about them. But this sample was quite potent—in fact, she could already feel it pooling in her belly.
A lethargic smile spread over her cheeks. What was the harm? Maybe this was just what she needed after all of the death she had witnessed.
Genevieve went back to her food, but everything began to grow fuzzier; the platters of eggs, bread, and meats were a blur before her. Blinking rapidly helped nothing straighten. Her fingertips were going numb, and she dropped the carafe into her lap. She giggled a bit at her clumsiness and lifted it only to find that she had emptied the bottle. Silly her.
Standing with a yawn, she started to walk toward her bed, but she barely took a step before she lost her footing and landed on her knees. Genevieve laughed again. Wow. She had really overdone it. Perhaps she should have asked for a pitcher of water in order to temper the wine.
Her eyes slid in the direction of the bathroom. Maybe she should make use of the sink in there. A good gulp of water might brace her enough to at least get a grip.
The problem was, she couldn’t walk. Every time she tried to draw herself up from the floor, she would merely slump back down. When it became apparent that her muscles weren’t going to get her anywhere, she was already sliding her eyes shut. A nap on the floor would not be proper, not where there was a perfectly sound bed… 
She passed out.
Less than five minutes later, the door to Genevieve’s room evenly slid open. Roy Ardess stood there, his eyes quickly taking in the scene.  “It worked, sir. The princess sleeps.”
“Good.” London Iragall walked up alongside his companion with a hand to his shoulder. “Let’s get her back where she belongs before the others notice.”
 



CHAPTER 2
Keaton couldn’t rest, so he spent the morning staring at the grounds from the balcony of their room. How could he trust the eradication forces? If the only reason they hadn’t helped his pack for all of this time was because they hadn’t been ordered, what kind of heroes could they be?
He covered his eyes with shaking palms. How he had let them down: his mother, his father, Ottanu, even Stori, though she had left with him willingly. The opportunity to make amends could not be out of his reach. Somehow, he had to show them his devotion. And if that meant turning his back on Winx, then so be it.
Keaton’s gaze slid over to where Winx slept, shrouded in bedding. Her feet poked over the edge of the mattress, and it was the only part of her that didn’t seem bruised. Underneath an arm draped over her eyes, he could make out the curve of her thick bottom lip and the dainty point of her chin.
He’d wanted her ever he’d seen her dancing as one of the premiere showgirls at Skinned. She spilled sexuality with every breath. Keaton’s eyes languidly slid shut, and he remembered her glossy black skin gleaming as she swayed in the strobe-lit playroom. 
It was in her nature, he reminded himself. Those with the dark touch were commonly known for being able to hypnotize humans and cryptids alike. Winx was no different.
In the end, it would never work. Winx had said so herself when they’d been searching the woods for his pack.
You’ll never stop thinking about her, a betraying voice sang in his head. Nobody has ever been like Winx, and you know it.
Pacing was getting him nowhere. Perhaps they needed to sleep, but Keaton was in need of some action. 
The courtyard was barely more than six feet below. Once he was sure the grounds were deserted, Keaton hopped over the balcony railing and landed with a soft thud on all fours. His long braid slapped his back when he began to sprint, and he sniffed the air in search of his quarry. There had to be savages around somewhere.
The morning streets of Gunnison were bustling with people. Each one of them had the potential to become a savage. All it took was a car accident, or a brutal rape, or a homicide, and they would roam the earth as brainless killing machines. The same killing machines that had destroyed Keaton’s way of life.
Before long, he had to slow down to a stroll. He wasn’t finding any evidence of savage activity, and searching had drained his anger and energy. He stopped at a light post and leaned heavily against it. 
“Mommy, Mommy,” a little girl screeched as she passed by. “Look at his teeth! Are they real?”
“No, Mallory. People don’t have fangs.”
“But Mommy! His eyes!”
“Mallory, it’s impolite to stare. Come on!”
Keaton blearily looked in their direction without real concern. His head was so foggy. So much had happened recently. The attacks. The deaths. The destruction of his home… 
A hand stiffly wrapped around his upper arm. Keaton jerked from the contact and turned to see who had found him here.
Big green eyes met his. The sandy-haired newcomer was shorter than him, and her face was too cute to be intimidating. Even though she was glaring.
“What do you think you’re doing?” the girl whispered harshly.
Keaton’s glower lessened. His brows rose almost comically. “Sabrina?”
Sabrina Chase was a bandit like Keaton, and she was someone he’d come to know quite well over the years. Though their packs didn’t mingle, the two of them had become well acquainted. 
And she’d found him falling asleep against a grimy lamppost.
“You’re breaking laws right now!” she hissed. “Revealing yourself like this? What are you thinking?”
Keaton was about to argue until Sabrina pointedly lifted his upper lip with her finger and let it flap against his fangs.  He sucked in a shocked breath. He hadn’t even noticed. When was the last time he had lost control in a public place?
“What are you doing here?” he growled. He shook his head to clear it of fogginess, and as he did so, his features returned to composed and normal.
“Not making a spectacle of myself.” Sabrina kept her grip on his arm and began to lead him away. “Come with me. I’ll give you shelter.”
Once upon a time, he would have willingly taken that offer. Sabrina wasn’t only attractive and good in bed; she was witty and fun. Being with her had been the closest thing to a relationship that he’d ever had. But the bandits mixing packs was always had the problem of where their loyalties fell, and that hadn’t changed.
“Wait.” He tugged his arm from her hold. “I can’t go with you.”
“Your pack. They’re gone, aren’t they?”
The accusation pulled at Keaton. “How would you know that?”
“You aren’t the only one who lost their family.”
So Sabrina was alone too. The smile that usually frequented her mouth had disappeared.
“What happened?” he asked.
She touched his chest, right over his heart. “Come with me. I’ll show you.”
Keaton looked over his shoulder, as if he could feel eyes on him. Then he looked back at her. The decision was a hard one.
“Please,” she said again, tugging his arm in her direction.
Powerless to his curiosity, he followed.
Darkness descended over the city. The owner of the B&B, a Doug Yertz, had yet to leave his office. His brow furrowed as he eyeballed the paperwork littering his desk until the picture of his family caught his eye. He smiled with a trace of longing and ran a finger along the edge of the frame.
A small black-and-white television to his right went fuzzy. Doug rapped the top sharply with his fist, but it did no good. When he slapped harder, the screen went dark altogether. Doug huffed in frustration and looked back down at his ledger.
Without the distraction of the TV, other sounds in the night grabbed Doug’s attention. He got up to look out his office window, but there was nothing in sight. 
The jangle of the front door bells echoed around the foyer. 
Doug froze. He peered out the double doors of his office and to the hall.
“Hello? Can I help you?”
There was no answer, but he could see the outline of someone standing beside the door. Doug finished putting on his coat and walked toward the front desk with a fake smile pasted to his face. “Welcome. Are you looking for a room?”
No reply.
Doug stayed behind the counter. “Sir? Or…ma’am? Is everything all right, or—”
“Do you have guests currently in your establishment?”
“Our services are available year-round.” Doug paused. “If you’re concerned about disturbances from other guests, our walls provide each customer with as much privacy as possible.”
“I’m searching for specific persons staying in your boarding house. Do you have a Winx Rowan currently residing here?”
Doug remained hesitant. “Are you a cop? Because if you’re looking for someone, I’ll have to see some ID.”
As the man looked up, Doug could just make out the crest of his smile. “You seem like an intelligent man, so I’ll make this clear. Tell me what I want to know, or say goodbye to your business.”
“I suggest you leave, or I’ll call the police.”
He laughed loudly. “You think I fear law enforcement? I could rip out your throat before dispatch contacted them.”
Doug fumbled for his gun, but once drawn, he held it steady. “Get out of here. Now.”
The intruder lifted a hand and opened the door. “Very well. I didn’t realize that was your play. You’ll know my next move soon enough.” 
He slipped outside, and the room went silent as if no one had ever been there.
Doug hurried to the front door and locked every deadbolt. Then he rushed back to his desk and picked up the phone. He punched the first button repeatedly, but no service was available.  He took out his cell phone instead.
Before he could finish dialing, a crash echoed from the office behind him. Glass spattered from the entryway. Doug ran straight for the front door, and he tugged at the handles twice before remembering that he needed to unlock it.
Doug looked over his shoulder to the adversaries making their unsteady way inside. They were unmindful to the injuries sustained from crashing into the glass. They didn’t look… alive.
He wrenched the front door open only to come face-to-face with the same creatures pouring into his office. 
The owner didn’t last long after that.
 



CHAPTER 3
Though Winx’s mind had been restless with fears, she somehow managed to sleep. She woke up to find that the room was dark, the clock said it was nine o’clock at night, and she was still exhausted.
As her eyes adjusted, she searched for Keaton. He wasn’t on the floor, or in bed with her, and it didn’t look like anyone was in the bathroom. She frowned. Where would Keaton have gone? She seriously doubted that he would have felt in the mood to visit with the lixyns down the hall.
But then again, who was she to check up on Keaton? He’d made it clear that he was only trying to help his pack and nothing more. She couldn’t blame him. If it were a choice of hanging around lixyns or getting back to her clan, she knew damn well what her decision would be. And to hell with the so-called consequences.
Winx pressed the heel of her hand against her brow, surprised that her headache was gone. Funny. Perhaps those pain pills were finally kicking in. A quick check revealed that, even though most of her injuries were numbing down, she was still far from the definition of good health. Too bad she couldn’t heal like Genevieve. She’d jump back into the action with a steel jaw.
For now, Winx slid beneath the covers with a lazy sigh. 
Several minutes passed, but sleep eluded her. Damn, where the hell was Keaton? Attempting to not worry about him wasn’t working. And the effort became even more useless when she noticed the sounds. Scuffling feet. Harried breathing. Bodies brushing against each other back and forth… and then glass smashing somewhere downstairs.
Winx shot out of bed.
No. Anything but this.
It was so clear now. She could feel the savages. They tore into the hotel with the vengeance of the hungry. They sniffed about the halls and made their way unsteadily up the stairs. 
They were coming. 
A horrible scream echoed from downstairs. Her already thudding heartbeat seized. 
Someone had just died.
Quickly dressing, Winx quietly walked barefoot to the door of her room. Opening it was the last thing she wanted to do, but the locks wouldn’t keep for long. Not with how many savages she could sense coming up the stairwell.
They were still a ways off yet. Slow creatures.
With light footsteps, she padded down the hall toward the other rooms. Genevieve’s door was close by, thankfully, and she nudged it open in lieu of knocking.
Surprisingly, it was already unlocked. Even more surprising than that, Genevieve was gone. Her mostly eaten breakfast was the only sign that there had been anyone in the quarters.
Winx invented some lurid curse words before backing out of her room and heading toward London’s. His room was a level higher than theirs, which meant more space between her and the stench advancing up the stairs. Once she made it onto the new landing, she ran to his door and pounded feverishly.
No answer. She tried the knob, but, unlike Genevieve’s room, this one was locked.
“Iragall! We have a big fucking problem!” she shouted at the frame. But no sound came from within. She couldn’t even feel the presence of someone on the other side ignoring her. London was gone as well.
A savage crashed toward her, mounting the stairs in an instant. He was little more than meat hanging onto bone. His eyes were white with blindness.
“Stop!” she demanded, utilizing her compulsion over the beast.
It kept right on coming.
Winx threw herself at him. She grabbed him by his ratty clothing and slammed him into the wall. His nails dug into her upper shoulders, and his mouth snapped, but Winx already had a good grip on his head. She shoved it repeatedly against the structure until she heard a gross cracking sound. The already decomposing body didn’t have much left protecting its brain, and soon, blood seeped down the wallpaper as he went immobile. 
Winx let the body fall to the carpet and listened. That had stopped nothing. The rest of the horde was still coming, not too far behind the first, and anyone who could help her was gone. Keaton. Genevieve. Now London. She didn’t even hold out hope that Roy would still be around here. 
How could they all have left her?
Winx ran up the spiraling staircases, and while the savages’ shuffling gait increased in speed,  she was still faster. The higher she climbed, the more she realized with terror that absolutely nobody else was in the B&B. She was all alone. No humans, no cryptids, just her and the fifty savages.
Had this been planned all along? Had she been purposely abandoned to be savage bait?
There weren’t many rooms, but she kept going until she came to a dead end.  Winx tried each door on either side of the hall. All were locked. Her face twisted in rage and tears.
“No,” she growled in her throat. 
It was over.
The sound of her feet pounding on the stairs had attracted the beasts. They were making awful panting sounds in their haste to get to her flesh. Winx kept sending mental commands to the savages to turn back, but it was for nothing—they were already being controlled. And whoever was controlling them was strong.
Sobs began to sputter out of her, refusing to be held back. She was going to die here. The lixyns were gone. Keaton was gone. She was completely alone. 
Winx tilted her head to the ceiling and raged.
Her yell ended before it truly began. A pulley hung from the ceiling, and Winx’s eyes widened when she spotted it. An attic? 
She jumped.  Her hand was batted the rope, so she jumped again. When the first couple savages cleared the stairway, Winx jumped higher. Finally getting a grip on the handle, she clung to it with all of her weight and closed her eyes. If it was locked, she was dead.
It took some force, but the latch gave way, and a ladder dropped. Winx gasped with shock as she fell to the ground with the opening.
She was on her feet again in the span of a second, but the savages barreled toward her. Winx kicked out and caught one in the chest. He went soaring back into his partner. They were back up immediately, arms outstretched in preparation of grabbing her.
Wasting no more time, she raced up the ladder as more of the killers piled atop themselves. 
A savage grabbed her ankle and tugged, and Winx slid down about three steps. She cried out as scratches and bites pierced her lower body. With a twist, she freed herself. Ascending was difficult, but Winx was strong and in no mood to be killed now that she had an escape route.  She pulled herself over the threshold and crawled back along the floorboards once she cleared it.
Looking down from her haven, she saw that the savages were an unorganized mess. It was hard for savages to climb anything vertical, but if they could climb stairs, it wouldn’t take them long to figure out a ladder, especially if they were being manipulated by something intelligent. But for now, she had breathing room.
Winx scooted back until she met a wall and leaned against it. New wounds coated her skin with fresh, warm blood. The bottoms of her feet felt like she’d walked across a yard of glass. But she was alive. 
She looked around the attic for anything that could aid her. Mostly there were boxes of toiletries and old Christmas decorations, and she frantically threw aside useless boxes and crates in an effort to find something to protect herself.  When a box made it down the grate opening, it merely bounced off of the savages without hindering a single one of them.
Then she saw it. 
In a dusty corner, behind a well-used volleyball set, was a large set of gardening shears.
Winx twisted them in her hands with a primitive, gleeful stare.  Thank whatever God or Gods that were merciful enough to have the groundskeeper put them with the holiday decorations.  They were heavy, very old, and had perfectly sharp blades.  
The savages were climbing again, making themselves available for culling, and Winx was ready to answer. She walked to the mouth of the attic and positioned the tool over the neck of an ascending savage. 
With as much strength as she could muster, she closed the shears over the savage’s neck. 
There was a crunch, and blood sprayed across her bare feet. She closed them again, and again, and it took six thrusts to completely sever the dead thing’s head from its shoulders. 
Another savage crawled past the falling body of the first one. Winx placed the shears over his neck as well, but he was much stronger. She cut into his skin only once before he grabbed one of her legs and tugged her to the ground.
Winx yelped in shock as she hit the floor. Then that yelp turned into a screech when the savage bit deeply into the bone of her ankle. Mother fucker!
Sitting up with a firm hold on the shears, Winx brought the tool down by its point into the savage’s head, making him shake and then go limp. 
How long could she keep this up? Two savages, and she was already tired. Winx gingerly touched her new wound, so close to others that had just healed, and fury began to bubble within her. She was supposed to kill all of these stupid things by herself? With no help? While bits of her were being eaten? Renewed fury welled into her, forcing her breath out in tiny hyperventilating spurts. 
She had never wanted any of this. Even when avenging Deja, she never saw herself as a killer. The only fuel that had charged her to kill her sister’s murderers had been her indignation on not only losing a family member, but on seeing the gang walk away free. 
Now, all she had was her militant training and her survival instincts. Death was coming for her, and it wasn’t quiet about it.
Fuck that. No more wounds. No more of her blood being wasted.
Winx stood over the opening of the attic with her weapon dangling at her side. The savages were still ravenously dragging themselves closer. Their hands lifted toward her in a wanton display of endless hunger.
Swinging the shears over her shoulder, Winx took a step closer to the mouth of hell.
Then she jumped in.
 



CHAPTER 4
Winx swung her makeshift weapon in a large arc. The blades flew through the air and connected with every fiend lunging at her.
More bodies flew to the ground. She did not waste time with her gained advantage, but instead, she walked to the nearest one on the floor and stabbed through his head. Using her foot to dislocate the shears, she went to the next and silenced that one as well.
The others were already lurching her way again. 
She didn’t waste time severing limbs.  Every swing was aimed at killing a savage.  Winx cut a path through them, narrowing  her eyes against the spray of blood that flew into her face and against the bites and scratches the savages inflicted.
But Winx didn’t feel any new bruise or wound. She only felt the need to survive.
 As the savages dwindled, they became hell-bent on eating her rather than dodging her well-delivered blows. Winx was overexerting herself to keep up.  She was winning, but she couldn’t concentrate enough to control the things.  If her powers hadn’t so often failed her recently, she might have faltered.  But her resolve remained unfaltering, and she pressed on. Five left. Then two. 
Then none.
Winx stood in the glory of victory, drenched with blood. Wiping her brow only spread it across her skin like war paint. 
Better their blood than hers.
She returned to her room, picked up her still-packed duffel bag, and slipped on her shoes. It didn’t matter where Keaton was, or the princess and her cronies. They weren’t at the bed and breakfast. That meant she was on her own again. 
The shears were heavy in her hands as she stomped toward the exit, but she kept a tight grip on them anyway.
She was only stopped by cackling laughter from down the hallway.
“I should have known it would not be that easy to beat you. You’re the trickster of our Queendom, after all. Your disappearing act after training with the eradication forces is spoken of throughout the clans. A most cunning fable are you, Winx Rowan.”
Winx didn’t  recognize the man’s voice, but something told her he was exactly who she was supposed to be dealing with. An accented voice in the void, one which knew her name… 
Her hand squeezed around the handle of her weapon, and she turned slowly in his direction.
“You’re nothing special,” he said, voice growing distant as she walked toward him. “The only reason you’ve lived for this long is because Iragall wanted to keep you around as a pet project. Were you in the jurisdiction of another, you’d be as dead as anyone else stupid enough to cross the order. But no. The vapid stripper is allowed a reprieve.”
Winx trotted down the stairs, seeking her tormenter with the gardening shears in hand. But he was too fast, staying just far enough ahead enough to be nothing more than a voice within a passing shadow.
“Was Deja Rowan really so important? Did it never occur to you that she may have done something to deserve her fate? Don’t you know why she was killed in the first place?”
“Who the hell are you?” Winx shouted. 
“Someone who knew Deja far better than you ever could!”
Winx ran harder. It was enough to bring her to the very first floor of the building, but she was still out of reach of the interloper. She hurried to the still open front door and searched the grounds with a quick eye.
The only thing to see in the still darkness was his retreating back, his white wings spread as he took off into the night sky. 
Winx could only jump into her car to follow.
Keaton hadn't meant to spend so much time away from his designated safe point. In truth, he'd only thought to hear out Sabrina's story and then get back to the Yertz B&B. But something about the green-eyed girl had drawn him in. 
She hadn’t taken him too far from town, but the cabin was still away from the hustle and bustle. Instead of parking her car at a campground left mostly empty for seasonal reasons, Sabrina stopped off road alongside an overgrown trail. 
 They hoofed it through the thicket of branches, and Keaton kept himself on alert. At the first sign of trouble, he was going to utilize all of his power to get away. He wasn’t in the mood for surprises.
Sabrina was quite perceptive. “I have no intention of hurting you, Keaton.”
“I'm not so concerned with you. I've been through a lot lately.”
“There's no denying that. Your trials are hanging around your aura like a dead weight.” He gave her a puzzled look. She shrugged. “The evil endangering the packs has left a lot of bandits unsteady. You aren't the first I've ran into on the side of the road looking lost.”
“And you're what? Pulling them off of that road and taking them to your house?”
Sabrina smirked. “I’m trying to introduce them to a solution better than suicide.”
“What makes you think I'm suicidal?”
“Oh, please. Flaunting your fangs around town willy-nilly? You wanted to find a hoard and show them who’s boss. ”
“I was just...disoriented.” He still was.
“I was the same way. And so were the others who are here. It’s a hard thing to accept.” 
As they approached the porch of the large wooden house, Keaton saw that there definitely were others. Men and women walked along the outline of the trees, some dozed on hammocks, and others hunkered down against the cold in lawn chairs. Voices and delicious smells wafted from what had to be a well-stocked kitchen.
“Is this your pack?” he asked.
“In a sense. My familial pack was killed months ago. This is a pack that we've sort of straggled into. Like refugees.”
“That's something,” Keaton said. 
Sabrina shook her head. “Not when you didn't choose it.”
It didn’t take long to get her meaning. Nobody there looked truly at peace. The conversation seemed forced when they were happening at all.  Nobody played music or had a story to tell. They all sat precariously, like him, waiting to run at the first sign of trouble. No smiles, no warmth, no security.
Sabrina led him into the house without saying anything to anyone. Sleeping bags and backpacks were strewn across the floor, and with the exception of those flanking a long dining table, there were few chairs. Nothing here looked permanent.
A myriad of smells clouded Keaton as they entered the kitchen. If nothing else, the dwellers were eating well. Two men and a woman walked around the counters, stirring large pots and cutting portions on boards. They looked up at Keaton when Sabrina sat him at the nearby table, but they didn’t welcome him with any expression.
“So, what do you think?” Sabrina asked.
“Think?” Keaton snorted. “What is there to think? This is depressing.”
“But it adds truth to what I've told you,” she reiterated with an expectant look.
Keaton nodded. There was no denying that. “Where are the elderly?” he asked reluctantly. “Or the children?”
Sabrina shook her head. “Always the first to go.”
Was that true? Keaton and his pack had been able to protect those who could not defend themselves. Not every time, of course, and sometimes at the expense of the fit warriors, but there were still survivors. To look around and see only faces as young as him or just slightly older was a heartbreaking call to reality. Had children in his pack not survived this last scourge? Would he find his pack again, only to learn that his leaving has caused their demise?
“We are the survivors.” Sabrina waved her hand around. “All that's left is forced together by necessity. Ordinarily, our packs would not mingle. As I'm sure you know.”
Bandits may have been known to take in a straggler here or there, but as far as entire packs went? They kept to their territories. It was less of a risk to speak to a pack on your own than it was to bring friends. Perhaps if they had not kept to the old ways, if they had mingled and adopted more modern technology, they would have been able to help one another.  But pack masters felt obligated to uphold the old culture. Even to their destruction, apparently.
“We've let this happen,” Keaton muttered. “This could have been prevented.”
“We didn't create this problem,” Sabrina said.
“No, we didn't, but why do we have to lose everything before we intermingle?” Keaton sighed.  “Even the lixyns have been reaching out since they lost their kingdom.”
Sabrina scowled. “I didn't know.”
“It’s true. They've been building armies against the savages for a good amount of time. Meanwhile, bandits all across the states are the first line of defense, and we're letting ourselves lose.”
“How do you know about the lixyns’ downfall?” Sabrina asked. 
“I'm currently under their watch,” Keaton answered derisively. “I was tracking the one responsible for all of this.”
“And that one would be?” Sabrina's eyes went wide, and she growled eagerly. 
Keaton could only say, “Someone quite powerful.”
 “How is one man responsible for all of this?”
“He was in charge of processing cryptids who were under arrest by the Queendom. He’s  intensified the savage problem for his benefit.”
“What are the authorities planning on doing about this?
“Honestly? Beat him when they find him.” 
“That doesn’t sound very well thought out.”
“It’s better than what they were doing, which was ignoring his rise to power.”
 “Curse them,” Sabrina spat. “Of course this is all on their heads.”
Keaton was inclined to agree. “Like I've said. They’re building an army against the tyrant.”
“And you’re part of it?”
“For now. But as soon as I find what I'm looking for, I won’t be anymore.”
The corners of Sabrina's lips twitched. “It seems we have a lot to tell one another. Please, stay a while and tell us your stories.””
The other cryptids had been victims of the recent happenings, just as much as Keaton’s pack.  They should have known what he knew from the beginning. How could Keaton refuse to let them in on it? Still, the thought of sharing made him feel as if he were betraying someone's confidences. 
“Very well,” he finally agreed. “But I’m only telling you what you have to know in order to better prepare yourselves.”
“I wouldn't ask for anything more.” Sabrina reached across the table to hold his hand. “It’s lucky I found you again. You always were quite useful to have about.”
Keaton was unfamiliar with such raw expressions of affection, but there had always been a sincerity to Sabrina. Now that she knew of his horrors, for she had lived them herself, and she was helping her fellow kind, it seemed to shine through all the brighter. He squeezed her hand back. 
He ended up spending hours  in the company of the ragtag pack. It was long enough that it was dark and dangerous by the time he headed back to the hotel.  Sabrina insisted on accompanying him regardless of his protests, and since he couldn’t shake her off, he followed her back to her car. 
 Keaton and Sabrina had talked for so long that they had nothing resembling conversation left in them, but as Sabrina drove through the streets with casual familiarity, the silence was peaceful. Keaton didn’t fight it. Instead, he lowered the window to place his arm along the frame and let the cool air clear his senses. It had been a very long day. When he got back to the hotel, he fully planned on kicking Winx out of the bed so that he could commandeer it for himself. 
He let his mind transport him to a different time, a sweeter time. One in which his pack was hale and Sabrina was his lover. A smile tickled the corners of his lips and he remembered his usual mode of preparing to go see her.
It wasn't as if they ever had a lot of time,  since they were both loyal to completely different alphas. Never mind that mixing company wasn’t common.  Ottanu, his alpha, had almost lost her territory to Sabrina's pack master before she’d turned the tables. There had been no lack of ill feeling toward the two alphas since then. And those who knew about Keaton's affair would remind him of that fact. 
Whenever Cohen Silver would see his son awash in the glow of impending sex, for instance, he made it a point to try and dissuade him every time. 
“There are other girls out there,” he said once, getting in Keaton’s way as he moved around their dwelling. 
Keaton would not slow in his preparation to leave, evading Cohen’s moves. “Of course there are, father.”
“Your soul is that of fire, you attach yourself too much.”
“I am far from troubled by it.” 
The words of caution were rich coming from Keaton’s father.  The two men were alike in many ways: in height, manner, appearance, even humor. But their lives had taken very different paths. Cohen had fallen in love with Keaton's mother, Ayelen, at a very young age. Their connection to one another had steered the older Silver for his entire life. But Keaton had not been so lucky.  He hadn’t allowed the knowledge to bring him low, but he’d recognized the pangs of loneliness all too easily in contrast to his parents’ love. And he had craved a ready escape from it.
“If you misstep, we might know a further rift between our two clans,” Cohen had said as Keaton had moved outside. 
Making it to town had been but the work of a sprint. Keaton could usually pass as just a strange runner, not really needing his true burst of speed within the town’s limits. He'd wend his way around, perfectly comfortable ignoring any stares he got, until he'd reached the decided-upon checkpoint. Since Keaton and Sabrina were of the woods, it usually wasn’t anything too fancy. 
Their lovemaking was rough and uncontrolled at first. Thus was the excitement of a tryst. He'd put his fingers throughout the strands of her dark hair and pull her head back for the stolen brutality of his kiss. Her knees would weaken. And only after they'd sate themselves multiple times in a row would they slow and delve into a slower exploration.
“What are you thinking about?”
There was Sabrina’s bemused grin that enhanced his already-peaked interest. Keaton could feel his cheeks redden, much to his upset.
“Nothing. Really.”
“Yeah?” She didn't sound convinced. Her eyes flickered down to his crotch, making him wonder if she saw the evidence of his wayward thoughts there. 
Keaton smiled at her. “Well. Maybe not nothing.”
“It’s okay. I've missed you too.” Sabrina didn’t seem to notice the way Keaton stared at her mouth.  “I’ve wanted to call, I just…haven’t had any time to myself lately.  Once everything began to fall apart, I had to figure out a way to survive.” 
“You don't have to explain anything,” he said.
“But I feel like I should.” The impact of her gaze brought back the memory of their passion. What a beauty she was. “Keaton. You're the closest thing I've had to reliability in years. And I yearn for that even more now, in the aftermath of my misfortunes.”
Should he tell her the same? Keaton looked away, for the first time wary of her openness. Now was not the time to entangle himself further in his odd web of a love life. He craved their amiable silence once more and did his best to put himself back there.
But as they entered town, the stench of the dead permeated the air. Keaton felt his nerves come alive. He swiveled to look at Sabrina. She had the same cold look on her face.
“Step on it,” Keaton commanded.
 
Keaton ran out of the car before the wheels had come to a full stop. He rushed through the front door of the B&B and immediately stepped in the remains of someone who had died. Worse—someone who had been eaten. The body was unrecognizable. 
He barely paused to look before hurrying over the glass-covered carpet to the stairs. As he climbed, he listened carefully for sound.  Nothing.
Whatever battle had happened here was over.
Keaton’s room was empty, and so was Genevieve’s.  But as he continued through the halls, his pulse rose in proportion to the amount of bodies he saw.  Lots of dead savages.
Sabrina was suddenly behind him. “Anyone alive?”
“If they are, I don’t think they’re here,” Keaton answered hollowly.
The staircase led them to a dead end0 covered with defeated enemies. Keaton found himself chuckling. “I think… she won.”
“Who won?” Sabrina demanded.
Keaton stepped over the savages, which had been killed by head wounds. Some of them were completely decapitated. Yeah, it had to be Winx. She knew to go straight for the head. 
He approached the open attic.
“Winx?” he called. “If you’re up there, please come down.”
No answer. He walked up the necessary rungs to stick his head over the opening.
“Is anyone there?” Sabrina asked.
“No. It’s empty.” His heart sank. “She isn’t here. None of them are.”
Retreating backwards brought him back to the floor. He stood there with his head hanging. “They might have left me.”
“Good,” Sabrina said. “You can come back and live with us! Obviously, you aren’t safe with them.”
He didn’t answer.  Instead, he walked back down the stairs and went to London and Roy’s room. It was locked.  His own room had been barely untouched, so that left one option.
Returning to Genevieve’s room, Keaton turned on the overhead lights. A chair was overturned, but otherwise nothing looked out of the ordinary—except for a note sitting on a table of unfinished food.
Keaton and Winx: Under the command of the High Chancellor of the Order, Roy and I are returning Genevieve to a secure location to preserve the future of the Lixyn Queendom. You are to continue on your way to Washington and meet at the already discussed designation point. We will meet you there for further specifics. Iragall.
Well. That explained where the lixyns were. 
Keaton examined the note. It was untouched, no creases or fingerprints. If he wasn’t mistaken, he was the first one to read this. Which meant… 
With a surge of energy, he headed back, heedless of Sabrina asking question after question behind him. He burst into his room and turned on the light. His first cursory glance hadn’t revealed to him what was now apparent: Winx’s things weren’t there. 
Winx had fought the horde alone. And now she was gone.
 



CHAPTER 5
When Winx reached the dark emptiness of the city limits without catching up to the lixyn, she finally decided to cut her engine. She couldn’t keep chasing him without wings.
But where to go next? Winx didn’t feel safe anywhere. Not at the B&B or any other hotel. Not at Keaton’s previous stomping grounds. Not even in her car. 
She was absolutely, in every sense of the word, alone.
Winx leaned her head against the steering wheel. When had everything become focused on Keaton and Genevieve and other people? She had her own problems.  Being homeless, for one.  Or being without family.  Her own relatives, so far away, were probably not even sure if she was alive.
Deja, so full of potential and life, killed for… for what? How did she end up in such a shitstorm?
It had never been like this before. The daevor settlements were far from the complications of the Queendom. And if any savages veered too close, it wasn’t but the work of a moment to kill them. Peace was theirs back at home. 
But that home had died with Deja.
Thinking of her sister brought her back to Deja’s killers. Was it this lixyn who had killed Deja? He’d definitely tried to kill Winx tonight, and he’d implied Deja had gotten what she’d deserved. 
Winx pondered hard. Someone had made that gang do their dirty work. A lixyn could find someone who could bend the human’s will and have Deja killed. And since daevors can’t control a human who is already spellbound, her sister hadn’t been able to save her own skin.
Jesus, why had Winx just discovered she couldn’t use her compulsion? That should have come up when she was being trained for battle. Not being able to use a core power of hers was a situation she’d never been prepared for. It had never even occurred to her, and that was a serious problem. 
What if…what if she hadn’t been taught on purpose? What if her trainers had wanted her to fail?
Winx lifted her heavy head reluctantly. She rubbed her still bleary eyes and looked out of the windshield…to see the lixyn standing about fifteen feet from her car.
Their eyes met. His gaze went cocky as hers lit alive.
Not wasting another minute, Winx bounded from the car. The lixyn was on foot.  She had a chance to catch him. 
Winx’s feet stormed the street as she gave it her all. It should have been enough, but the lixyn stayed ahead of her, the dark night enveloping him until he became a distant speck. He turned into a bend, and as she lost sight of him, she stopped running. He had led her too far from her car. The empty feeling in her hand was a stinging reminder that she had no weapon. Damn, what had she been thinking? 
Winx noticed something ahead on the other side of the road. She hesitantly moved toward it, keeping herself prime for any sort of interruption. She’d barely gotten closer when she saw that there were dark stains on the street. Blood. A good amount of it, coating the asphalt. A chill passed throughout her as she heard the sticky suction of her shoes stepping through it. The blood trail was leading away from a truck. It was bent and twisted, embedded into a tree. But no bodies, only the blood.
She’d explored long enough. Better get back to the car.
There was very little lamplight on the roadside, but Winx knew which direction she had come. Maybe if she got behind the wheel, and if the lixyn was still on foot, she could catch up. Then she’d get her answers, however she needed to.
Suddenly, the sound of hard, running footsteps approached through the brush, the woods giving away every sound of their arrival.
“Who’s there?” she shouted. She was walking backwards from the car and trees, looking around on all sides. The echoes of thudding feet was loud around her, but she saw nothing.
A sudden blur parted the trees, and a streak headed right for her. Winx covered her head in anticipation of collision, but when nothing did, she peeked from her arms. 
Keaton was out of breath and two inches from her. He looked perfect, in the sense that he was completely unharmed and very alive.
“Thank the spirits you are okay.” He sounded genuinely comforted.
Winx was torn between throwing herself into his arms or punching him square in the chest. “You were gone–“  
Keaton grabbed her upper arms in urgency. “I am so, so sorry about that.”
“I could have died. Nobody was there!” 
“I know! I was just back there, and I saw everything. The lixyns took Genevieve to some holding in order to preserve their line. And I…I have no excuse. I just wandered off for a while when you were asleep, and I didn’t return until it was too late. But I never intended to leave you like that!”
He fell silent, and Winx didn’t rush to fill the quiet.  They stared each other down, Keaton’s regretful gaze not withering under Winx’s indignant eyes. 
“Okay,” Winx eventually said, confrontation leaking out of her. At least she wasn’t alone anymore. She still wanted to have the satisfaction of making him feel like an asshole, and she wanted an explanation, but for now, she could rest easy with an ally at her back.
Keaton drew her close for a tender embrace. It was quick, and he was sweaty from running, but it assuaged Winx’s urge to jump into the bandit’s arms.
“What are you doing out here?” Keaton asked.
“I didn’t know where else to go.”
 “You’re still covered in blood.”
“The escape route didn’t include a shower.” She glared. “How do you know about the lixyns?”
“They left a very convenient note. They expect us to keep going to Washington.”
“Fuck them.”
“I was sure you would feel that way about it.”
Winx looked over his shoulder  and spotted a green-eyed girl. She stood near the wrecked car with an inscrutable expression on her face. “Who is that?”
Keaton didn’t answer; instead, he turned Winx around.  At least ten savages staggered their way toward them. 
Her  shoulders sank. “Not again.”
“Where’s your weapon?”
She pointed backwards. “In my car.”
He blazed away from her in an instant. 
Winx took a step away from the savages. They were sluggish, but still closing in.The fear and desperation at the B&B was replaced by something colder, more bitter.  The severity of it wasn’t alien to her.
 Obviously. her lixyn quarry wasn’t done throwing his hand at her.
The stranger girl stepped beside Winx. “I can help.” 
“It’s not like you have a choice,” Winx retorted. 
The first of the group to broke formation, its disgusting arms reaching out as its teeth snapped together in clicks of slobbery hunger.  Winx caught its arm and twisted until the appendage cracked in its socket.  Using its arm to guide it, she slammed it to the ground and stomped the side of its neck repeatedly.  She only stopped after the savage’s head fell sideways and it stopped moving entirely.
The other savages were playing a game of cat and mouse with Keaton’s newcomer, who was a bandit as well, it turned out. Her eyes glowed red even in the dim moonlight, and her fangs went long and lethal as she ran and swiped with her clawed hands. She aimed for legs and chests, or necks and faces, but she did no real damage to them, which allowed the savages to close in and block off the bandit’s running room.
 “What are you doing?”  Winx stomped over and grabbed her second kill. “Don’t you know you have to deliver a head injury? That’s the only way to stop them!” She snapped the wild savage’s neck in emphasis, and then she let it drop to the ground.
Seeing an opening, the bandit ran from the middle of the hoard and circled them again. She continued with her tactics, which directed the fiend’s attention to her instead of Winx.
“That’s not going to kill them!” Winx said. She started to put herself back into the fray, but before she could, another blur appeared. 
Keaton pressed her heavy shears into her hands before tackling the nearest savage. “Nice choice.  Much better than the shovel.” Now that she had a weapon, Winx tugged a savage away from the bandits and shoved the blade into the base of its skull. It twitched in her arms and fell dead a few seconds later. 
Keaton was doing a number on the savage he’d nabbed with his superior strength and animal tactics. But another savage came up behind him and bit into the tissue of his upper shoulder before he could make the kill. He growled in pain and attempted to shake it off.
Winx was on it, cutting into the savage’s neck in a swift, brutal move. Keaton dug a claw into the groove at the fiend’s temple, and the body beneath him jolted as the nerves deadened.
At the same time, five savages tugged at the female bandit as if to pull her apart from limb to limb. Keaton blazed a trail through them and snatched her free. As he did, Winx put herself in the middle of the group and gave them all a severe lash with her shears. Each lost their balance but not their resolve. 
A savage threw its entire body at Winx as she positioned the tool over its neck. They tumbled down, Winx beneath. She struggled as it pulled at her skin with its bare hands. But Winx was already pressing the blades over its head. Blood squirted as its head exploded; most of it landed all over the daevor’s face.
“Ughh!” she gagged.
Winx rolled the body off of her and spit repeatedly onto the ground. The overpowering sludge coated her senses. Nausea swarmed her, but she stood to confront another savage who was making a quick advance. She wiped her eyes with her upper arm and swung the tool, catching the fiend in an uppercut. When it landed on the ground, she stuck the shears straight through its brain.
She looked up. Keaton had already killed the other three, though not without a lot of damage. His shoulder looked gross, and he had new scratches on his face and exposed chest.
“Are you okay?” he asked her.
Winx nodded and bent at the waist to spit the taste from her mouth again. That had not been pleasant.
Keaton walked over to his green-eyed companion. He grimaced. “And you. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Thank you.” She looked at him as if he were her savior. Then she hugged him.
Winx wiped her face with the underside of her shirt, which didn’t do much, and turned away. Here she was, covered in guts, and Keaton was having a moment with some chick. 
“Winx? This is Sabrina,” Keaton called over to her. “She’s an old friend.”
Winx still didn’t look at him. She nodded and waved a dirty hand through the air. “Yo.”
“You’re covered in blood,” Sabrina said. “Did they hurt you badly?”
 “I’m fine. Just a few scratches. Nothing that won’t heal.”  When the never-ending embrace continued, Winx asked, “Should we get these bodies?”
“Do you have your vial?” Keaton asked.
“It’s in the car. Don’t worry, I’ll get it.” Her snide remark didn’t stop the girl from touching Keaton, and maybe she shouldn’t have expected it to. Winx padded away with her chin high. If hanging around them meant being a witness to constant petting, she’d probably have to cut herself.
Keaton felt sheepish, and he really hated feeling that way. Hell, it wasn’t like he wanted to hug Sabrina. She was just an overly touchy sort of person. She made it a point to put her hands on him whenever the opportunity arose. What was he supposed to do about that? Sabrina was utterly harmless, completely innocent, and endlessly caring. And the only reason she felt so inclined to touch him was because of their comfortable past together.
Even so, watching Winx walk away with that renewed chip on her shoulder made him feel as if he were doing something wrong. When he wasn’t. Was he?
Sabrina pulled back to look him in the eyes. “She seems… a delight.”
Oh boy. This was going to be a continuing problem, wasn’t it? “Winx is the person I came here with. She’s who I was supposed to be helping while I was off speaking with you.” He managed to separate himself from her touch as politely as possible. “I owe her a lot.”
“You shouldn’t have to owe your friends anything.”
Keaton shrugged a shoulder and look down the street where Winx had departed. “She hasn’t exactly had it easy. We need each other.”
They were quiet after that. 
Keaton looked around the area for good spots to take the bodies. Good thing they were so close to the woods. But what was going on with that truck? Was it their obligation to do something about that, too? Sniffing softly, Keaton walked near the treeline. This road had seen a lot of death recently, before the savages they had just come across. There was old blood all over the place. Something had fed here before their arrival.
Something glittered to the side, and his head snapped toward it. On the ground was a lock of someone’s hair. It was braided with tiny ornate beads of different shades. Keaton’s insides stilled in terror. He wanted to kneel down and look closer, to pick it up and smell. But he didn’t have to.
There was an odd trail through the trees. He was compelled to follow it. Every now and then he’d see a scrap of clothing or more hair, or a fingernail. Eventually, he was walking through puddles of blood. Urgency forced him on.
When he found what was left of the body, Keaton sank to his knees, anguish twisted his features into a stunned mask of grief. A howl of pain started in his chest and eventually bellowed out of him. He could already hear his companions approaching him, but he paid no mind. His body doubled over as sobs wrecked him.
“No!”
Sabrina was the first to crash through the clearing, as she was quicker. But Winx was not too far behind. She tried not to fear the worst, but suspicion clouded her. And all was confirmed when she found Keaton sitting next to what used to be Stori Silver.
Winx had to look away. It was revolting. The smell of the leftover bandit, all the blood and hair… if it  wasn’t for the clothes and what looked like a part of head on the ground, nobody would know it was her.
“Oh God.” This was terrible. Poor Keaton. She reached a hand toward him, but Sabrina was already there. She was on the ground with him, cradling him to her chest with the ardor of a saint.
“Keaton. Tell me, what has happened?”
“That’s his cousin!” Winx answered with more ire than she’d meant to. Clearing her throat, she tried again. “It…was his cousin.”
“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry.” Sabrina held him closer, if that were possible. “Don’t worry, honey. I’m here for you.”
Winx crossed her arms and tried not to look at Stori again. It was too gruesome. “We can bury her, Keaton,” she said, not even sure if he were listening. “She will have a proper service. If you want.”
She had nothing to offer him. She hadn’t known Stori all that well, and someone who hadn’t met Stori at all was comforting him already. So Winx turned and walked back down the trail. Every turn seemed to earn a blow to their side. Another life lost, another family member felled. 
When was the opposition going to suffer? She hoped it would be soon.
 



CHAPTER 6
The next day was bleak, and even the forecast mirrored it. 
Stori’s funeral service was short and filled with those who didn’t know her. Keaton tried to equate her death to one that all of the bandits had suffered, one that would unite them through the commonality of loss. But Sabrina’s makeshift pack wasn’t a very welcoming one. Those who stood vigil with him remained silent as he sang native prayers to his cousin before placing a wooden plaque over her grave.
Winx was beside him as well. She had helped transport the remains, and then she had helped him with the small monument, decorating it with the beads that she’d found around the former crime scene. But all the while, she had barely talked to him, and she’d remained curt with anyone who intruded upon her thoughts. A part of him understood. The other part wanted to reach out to her. But there were too many things in the way now.
Sabrina had been the one to insist that they move Stori’s body to her property. While Keaton prayed for his cousin, she wove her fingers with his and leaned against his shoulder. He even thought that he saw a tear trail down her cheek. 
After the rituals, Keaton was just tired. He would have liked to stay and give proper vigil for Stori, which could have lasted for hours. But he could not remember the last time that he had slept. He was not even hungry, just bone weary.
“Is there anywhere that I can…”
“Yes.” Sabrina started to lead him away. “Come with me, we’ll get you some rest.”
Keaton was conscious enough to know that they were walking past the hammocks and sleeping bags in the living room, then past the kitchen and guest rooms. Soon enough, he crawled beneath a quilt on an overlarge mattress, and sleep stole over him before he could analyze any of it.
All of this was irritating. Winx didn’t want to be stuck at Sabrina’s shelter for homeless animals. The dubious looks they were giving her made her want to scream. 
Then again, her clothing was still covered in all sorts of yuck. She’d only had the opportunity to clean the parts of her skin that were exposed, and she had open wounds to take care of as well. But honestly, who could expect her to be clean after all of that? After having the muck of a dying savage land in your mouth, you get pretty fucking humble.
She stood by Stori’s grave for a tiny bit longer without really knowing why. Maybe because she was still so shocked. If anyone should have gotten killed, it shouldn’t have been the happy mate to the alpha. All Stori had wanted was to find Ottanu, and she had defied everything to try to get back to her in a timely fashion. Then after everything, Stori had died thinking that her wife had hated her. Winx couldn’t imagine that sort of pain.
“God, your wife is going to be so, so sad,” Winx whispered. “You will be honored. Because you didn’t deserve this.”
She wandered away from the grave, but she had no real destination. If Keaton hadn’t been dead on his feet, this time would be useless. But the guy was in hell and totally sleep-deprived. She just hoped that he’d be able to return to his whimsical self. 
Winx headed over to her duffel bag sitting on the porch step and took out her toiletries and some fresh clothing. She fully intended on cleaning herself before going back to mulling their situation over. It was going to take a lot of planning to figure out where to go from here. The lixyns wanted them to continue on to Washington. But the lixyns didn’t know what had just happened here…or so they were lead to believe. Right now, it was less of a hassle to believe the stupid note Keaton had found and try to go from there.
As she tried to discreetly look for some underwear, someone walked up behind her. Winx looked over her shoulder to see a boy, who couldn’t be older than about eighteen, standing there. He had that mixed look that most bandits had; his hair was unkempt, and his clothing hung haphazardly from his too skinny frame.
“You’re a demon,” he said with a deeper voice than she’d expected. It wasn’t exactly an accusation, but neither was it a question. 
Winx didn’t have the patience for whatever this was. “Sure. And?”
“You are the one who draws them here.”
“I can.” It wasn’t exactly a threat. But he and the others must have heard it that way because there was a collective gasp around her. Winx gave a leisurely, wicked smile. “And?” she repeated.
“You can’t stay here,” the boy said. “They’ll come for us, and we can’t defend ourselves. You’re putting us all in danger.”
She could have argued, but the kid had a point. Somehow, she kept getting found. It wasn’t amiss for the bandits, who had already seen so much, to protect themselves by being wary of a daevor. 
But did that mean Winx was going to take off and leave Keaton here? Not a chance.
“Listen, buddy. I’ve had a very long night. If you’re so afraid of me, do yourself a favor.” Winx reduced her voice to a stage whisper. “Shove off. All right?”
Winx opted to shove everything back in her duffle bag and carry it with her. When she stood to her full height, the teen jumped backwards. It was a good feeling, being so intimidating. But Keaton’s pack had always treated her like she were their only hope. She was unused to all this criticism based off of her race.
Winx gave the crowd a slow glare. Then she walked out into the forest. There was running water around here somewhere, and she’d bathe in a creek if she had to. At least she’d be clean while people were treating her like shit.
Keaton didn’t want to wake up, but  there was no mistaking  the early morning light creeping in the window. He had slept for a day if the time on the bedside table was correct. 
            It had been bad not knowing which pack members had been killed while he’d been away, and it was still hard even now, while they were in a different state.  But knowing that Stori was dead, that one of his family wasn’t whole and alive?  That was harder.
He sat up slowly as he rubbed his stubby cheeks. Looking around the room told him two things. One, he was in the master bedroom. There was no doubting that. Two, this had to be Sabrina’s room. The entire bedding smelled like her.  She’d given up her space for him?  Or she’d slept in here with him.  He didn’t know which because she wasn’t currently there.  And he wasn’t sure which one he would prefer. 
Keaton climbed out of Sabrina’s bed and grabbed clothes from his backpack, which was sitting on the dresser. 
After ten minutes and a stop in Sabrina’s shower, Keaton was freshly washed and shaven. His wet, dark hair rested on his shoulders,  and his clothing was comfortable and clean. It did little for his spirits, but he was presentable, at least. 
He walked from the back rooms to the kitchen, which always seemed to have people cooking in it.  Going by the three people standing around the counters, this was no exception. This time, the difference was that someone was sitting at the usually-abandoned dining room table: Sabrina.  She looked agitated until she saw Keaton, and then her entire countenance brightened.
 “Keaton. You look much better. How did you sleep?”
He scratched his head. “All right. I guess. How long did I sleep?”
“You slept just as much as you needed to.” She slid the chair next to her out with her foot. “Please sit down. We’ll get you fed.”
Keaton did as she asked as his stomach growled. “I guess I am hungry.”
“Of course you are.” She placed a hand on his wrist. “They’re making stew today because of the snowy weather.” 
“It’s snowing, and everyone is still outside?”
Her smile faded a bit. “Most of the pack has reservations with being indoors. They feel like tents are better for a quick escape.” She looked away with a sigh. “I’ve tried to reason with them. But they’re scared.”
That was evident.
“And they’re scared of Winx,” she continued.
Keaton rose a brow at her before laughing slightly. “They should be.”
Sabrina’s gaze widened. “Really?”
“Of course. Winx is a spitfire.” He was amused by her confusion, not taking her fear seriously on purpose. “She’d never hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it, though.”
“That’s not how she’s acting,” Sabrina said, lowering her voice conspiratorially.
“You have to give respect to earn respect. Just give Winx her space, and you’ll get along fine eventually.”
Speak of the devil. Winx herself walked into the dining room, and Keaton had to catch his breath. She was cleaned from head to foot and wore a roguish outfit: a black spaghetti-string top and form-fitting jeans. She wore makeup to hide her recovering black eye and other puffy wounds, and her other bandages were freshened. It all made her look tough and unobtainable.
She nodded when she saw him. “How are you?” Winx winced as she said it, like even she knew it was a crap thing to ask.
Keaton gave her a sad smile. “I’ll live, right?”
“Maybe. You’re pretty resilient.” 
A compliment from Winx? Maybe he was still sleeping. 
She was looking at him oddly, almost as if she missed seeing him. But it wasn’t like she was going to say it. Keaton knew that wasn’t her style. Instead, Winx blew a gust of a sigh and pointed to the kitchen. “I’ve made my cameo appearance for the day. Now I’m going to make a snack.”
As she walked into the kitchen, the three cooks made room for her quickly, stopping whatever they were doing and standing back. Winx glowered but didn’t otherwise acknowledge it. She grabbed an already packaged sandwich from the fridge and made good on her word to vacate the room.
Keaton watched her go with regret. The cooks got back to their stew with aplomb, as if they hadn’t overreacted. Sabrina shivered beside him.
“Callous thing,” she muttered to herself.
He was immediately distraught. “Has everyone been treating her like that?”
“We’ve tried being nice, Keaton. But she insists on being difficult!” Sabrina squeezed his wrist. She hadn’t moved her hand an inch.  “I want you here. I know you, I like you, and I think it’s best you stay. But I have to think of what’s best for the pack. If she keeps this up, we may have to make her leave.”
“If she leaves, I leave.” It was simple: he was with Winx, no matter what. Even after all his doubts and fears, he would never watch her go. He’d be beside her.
“Why?” she asked. “I don’t want you to go. You have so much to offer this pack, Keaton. Why would you stick by her?”
“We belong together. I will not abandon her.”
“She can take care of herself, and she prefers to be on her own. You’ve seen that. Maybe you need to consider that this is where you two go your separate ways. You don’t have to keep running to her rescue. Not when you have yourself to think about.”
Keaton had seen that. If he were entirely honest with himself, he could admit it: Winx didn’t need him. But that didn’t change anything. “Winx and I, we have each other’s backs. It is what it is, Sabrina. And if you cannot understand that-”
“Fine, fine! I just…  we need you.”
“Why?” 
“You’re strong, able, resourceful.”  Sabrina smiled. “You could help patch the holes in this place. You’re alpha material.”
“What about you? This is your place. Why don’t you consider yourself the alpha?”
She brought a cup to her lips and sipped at its contents without looking at him. “We could both be alphas,” she mused.
Winx didn’t like the snow at all, so when she walked out of the house, she remained on the porch. The best place to keep away from stares was facing the backyard. There were some bandits milling about, but it wasn’t as bad as it was in the front.  She curled into a cushioned chaise and tore into her sandwich.
Keaton was around his kind again even if it wasn’t his original pack, and they were equipped to console someone like him, someone who had lost almost everything. But the fact that Winx herself was also alone didn’t seem to register with any of them. She was the outsider here. And why should she have expected any different?
She finished her food quickly, threw the plastic wrap onto the ground, and leaned back to stare at the blank white sky. Washington was starting to look a whole lot better. 
 



CHAPTER 7
The tower was a stunning pearl marble. Tall columns stretched before skylights that poured in arresting amounts of sunlight. Rushes with tiny, perfectly bloomed flowers decorated the walls along with vases made of blown glass. It was a palace in every sense of the word.
The princess’s room was just as immaculate.  A bed with a lavender canopy dominated a large portion of the space, and a bubbling hot spring in a polished square smack in the middle took up much of the rest. Cozy chairs, a table, an entire entertainment center: it was everything a princess could possibly request. 
But Genevieve was not impressed. Or distracted.
It probably went without saying that the lixyn hadn’t been happy about London and Roy compromising her breakfast or taking away her duties. She didn’t care for their myriad explanations, either.  No, she would enact some sort of retribution when the opportunity arose. 
“I apologize, Your Highness,” London said for maybe the hundredth time. “But your uncle, the High Chancellor himself, demanded that we bring you to a safe l holding by any means necessary. He has been worried sick about you, and he’s terribly angry with me for allowing you to assist with our operations.” He gave her a small frown. “Which you assured me he knew about.”
She did not feel any remorse for her fib. “I have an obligation to my people. All of my people. I’m not about to expect them to follow me blindly after all of these attacks.”
“Your people,  Princess, don’t expect you to put your own life on the line for their safety. No ruler ever does such a thing. You’re doing exactly what you should by employing the proper authorities to handle this situation, and by staying alive. That is your duty.”
“I do not want to hear it!” Genevieve’s normally too-cute face was skewed with open outrage. “You drugged me and took me here against my will. My uncle could not have ordered that.”
“Actually, he did,” London corrected her. “He knew you wouldn’t come without a lot of difficulty. We were at a loss as to how to convince you to come.”
“And you actually went through with it? What’s wrong with you?”
“I’m not defending my methods. I’m simply saying we were after your best interests.”
“Then you must be psychotic. Both of you, out of my room.”
They each bowed before they left. Genevieve watched them go with a narrowed stare. 
Really. It was one thing to request her presence to meet with her uncle. It was quite another to force her into it. What had gotten into them? Nobody would deny that these were desperate times. But to poison her body would not gain her compliance. They had to know that.
She stayed in the room those first couple of days, uninterested in exploring the rest of the palace. Food was brought to her four times a day, finery befitting only the highest of royalty. When the savory platters were first introduced, she was more than distrustful about the fare. But that didn’t last long. Soon, she sated her appetite without fear. They wouldn’t have the gall to poison her twice. Not now that they had her where they wanted her.
It was hard to negate the lavishness presented to her in general.  Yards of pastel dresses cinched in her size filled a walk-in closet.  Using the hot springs to soothe her travel- and battle-weary body was far better than the brisk washes she’d endured at the bandit campsite.  And having entertainment of any kind was easier on the mind than the steadfast worry of savage attacks.  Easing back into the life of a princess wasn’t hard at all. Still, Roy or London attempted more than once to apologize further or even to attempt genial conversation, and Genevieve remained uninterested.  And every now and then, the idea of escaping would flit across her mind. But she couldn’t navigate herself back to Colorado without assistance even if Winx and Keaton were still there. And besides, the holding was guarded. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure that out. Orion wanted her secure.
 
And yet, now that she knew firsthand what evil was out there, she could not shake it off. Winx and Keaton had been left alone in that B&B with nothing more than a note of apology and no further resources or aid of any kind. How furious they must be with her, if they were even still alive! Winx was still weak from her injuries and Keaton was currently irrational, operating on impulse. They would be easy pickings for Chavez and his gang. And what of Stori and Tipping? 
She didn’t want to break her silent streak to ask London about them, but Genevieve just couldn’t stop the fear that bad news was on its way.
Orion Merrick didn’t look any different than the last time Genevieve had seen him. Her uncle still had an overly tough exterior with a pudgy face, the jowls hanging just the slightest bit. His dark hair hadn’t changed an inch, his clothing was as imposing as ever, and his stare was aristocratic. When he hugged her, it was a show lacking affection and warmth of any kind. It had always been that way, but now that Genevieve had been gone for so long, she’d expected to feel some sort of compassion. 
“My niece. You have no idea how worried I have been!” He looked her over. “You seem very well. That sky blue suits you.”
The blue lace stitched dress did suit her, flaring about her knees and tucking around her buxom body in a way that wasn’t obscene. She thanked him for the compliment with a demure smile.
 Orion led Genevieve down from the entry hall over to an elaborate dining hall where the banquet on the table seemed to go on for miles. Her uncle helped her into a seat, and once she was poised just on the edge, he sat across from her, leaving the head of the table empty.  
“Your journey must have been an exciting one, Evy,” Orion began as he poured her a glass of water. “Judging from the details London and Roy have given me, you’ve proven yourself to be quite the able individual.”
Genevieve was at a loss to reply. Her uncle placed the water before her empty plate before pouring his own glass.
“All of your recent trials have not been in vain. I want to assure you.” He took a swig of water. “But now your place is at home. Where you belong.”
He clapped sharply, and five servants in the finest livery emerged in unison. They each walked to a covered dish and began to serve both of the diners. Genevieve’s heart quickened when she noticed the utility set on the belt of each worker. It mostly contained carving and serving tools, but each servant also had at least one firearm. Was that to protect, or to guard? 
It wasn’t until after their plates were filled with each succulent dish that Genevieve looked at Orion again. He was staring at her in an uncomfortable way, his fingers clasped beneath his chin and his elbows on the table.
“Uncle Orion. Did you order London to drug me in order to get me here?”
“Yes.” 
The verification didn’t settle her mind at all. Genevieve felt tears pool in the back of her eyes.
“Why?” she asked. “When you could have requested my arrival in any other manner?”
“We’re living in urgent times, Evy.  That sometimes calls for actions that we would normally shy away from. I had to ensure your safety as well as your punctuality.” 
“Uncle.  Surely you can understand that resorting to such measures doesn’t exactly put me in a trusting position.”
“Even if I reiterate that it was done with nothing but your best interests in mind?”
Genevieve’s chest heaved with barely suppressed indignation. Was she really having this conversation? She’d never been treated in such a way by anyone in her Queendom. To disregard not only her well-being but her faith… 
Orion grinned and adjusted a cloth napkin over his lap with a flourish. “Okay, my dear. It may take you longer than I would like to see that I have done everything I can for you. I have secured this palace, which was not easy, and I’ve had it decorated without sparing any expense. It is guarded day and night so you can rest easy without thought of the savage epidemic. But if I need to continue to prove my loyalty to you, I will do so.” He cut his knife into a premium slice of meat. “This is all for you, niece. You know the danger that is out there. If something were to happen to you our future would be compromised.”
When Genevieve looked at her uncle again, angry tears were  streaking down her freckled cheeks. Orion continued to give her the same uncaring stare. It fired her up even more.
“I have put everything on the line to be out there!” Genevieve’s tirade came out as a high pitched squeak, her breath shortened. “I helped organize the defenses, and I worked myself ragged to recruit more! How can you justify what you have done to me? Your methods were villainous!”
“Please calm down.” Orion barely paused eating to speak. 
“You may stop pretending that I am overreacting. I do not appreciate your carelessness in the slightest.” When she still didn’t get so much as a look from Orion, Genevieve was reduced to slamming her fist onto the table.
The sound didn’t exactly steal his attention, but he did lower his fork. His eyes remained on his overflowing plate as he said,  “You’ll thank me for what I’ve done one day. I’m sure that you don’t believe me. But in the end, this is for the best.” He gestured his hand toward the head of the table. “You did not question why I did not sit there.”
“I was not interested in why.”
His jaw worked from side to side before he looked at her sternly. “I am not the only one who wanted you here.”
Genevieve felt her frown fade. Her fist eased its clench as well.
Orion saw her change in manner and nodded. “Yes. She is here.” 
He nodded toward the doorway, where a figure stood.  Servants bowed as Genevieve looked over her shoulder.
All of Genevieve’s hopes had rested on this for so long. Could it be? 
“Mother?”
When the screams started and didn’t stop, Winx peeked her eyes open. It was late afternoon, and she had been dozing in and out for hours due to sheer boredom. But now that people were screaming, she should probably wake up.
The bandits were losing their minds as Winx made for the front porch. All of them were in a frenzy, some zipping around with their superior speed and others frozen in terror. Winx scanned the area for the source of their panic. 
A savage. A savage. As in one. It had a broken leg and was dragging itself into the clearing on the leg left intact. It wasn’t fast enough or smart enough to nab one of the quick prey zooming around it. 
But this savage looked… new. Like someone who had only been dead for maybe a week. The dead that she’d encountered lately had been dead a lot longer.
As Winx stepped off of the porch, she flitted through its mind only to find that ever-familiar nothing. But she also found that no one was controlling it. Isolated incident confirmed.
“Stop,” she commanded. The savage did so without any complaint.
The bandits stopped when they saw the daevor was standing in front of the savage unharmed. They stared on at the situation with confusion. But at least they had stopped screaming.
“Really? Do none of you know what to do when a savage shows up?” Winx’s tone dripped with repugnance. “Not even a hoard, just one?”
Nobody answered her.
“Do you know how to kill one?” She changed her question. “I’m guessing by what I’ve seen, you don’t know to destroy the brain or the brain stem. Do you?”
Nothing.
She let out an aggravated breath. “You aren’t the only ones who’ve seen fucked-up shit.  But so far, you’re the only cowards I’ve come across.” 
“You brought it here!” a girl in the crowd shrieked. “This is your fault!”
“There will be more!” someone from the tree line shouted in agreement.
“Since you did this, you have to kill it!” a butch guy demanded.
Useless. All of them. Winx looked again at the savage. It still stood there awaiting any orders. 
“What if I forced you to deal with it?” she said loud enough for them to hear. “After all, you’re right. There will be more of them. Maybe I shouldn’t take care of this for you. Maybe everyone should stop treating you with kid gloves and let you actually learn something!”
That started another rousing argument. Some bandits left, still afraid even though Winx didn’t relinquish control over the savage. Other began screaming again, like that helped with anything.
“We know you can kill it! Kill it!”
“Where’s Sabrina?” someone asked.
“She and Keaton went into town to buy food!” someone else answered. “We’re stuck with her!”
“Just kill it! Stop stalling!”
“And what if I do kill it?” Winx crossed her arms lazily. “What will that do? Will that change anything? Will any of you have grown the balls to handle your own problems? Or better yet.” She laughed mirthlessly. “Will that make any of you treat me with an ounce of respect?”
They quieted again, at a loss for words.
Winx continued. “You’re not the only people afraid. And you don’t even know what threats to be afraid of! There are probably thousands more of these creatures, and a hell of a lot scarier. They’re conducted by intelligent beings who use them as a war tactic. These savage hoards that have been milling around? They’re just as effective as a gun in the middle of a crowd. Instead of relying on anyone else to pamper you, maybe you should learn how to fucking protect yourselves! 
“Because guess what? This isn’t going to stop just because you’re afraid. It gets much more real than one person who had an unfortunate accident in the woods.” She looked at the savage in emphasis. “It’s worse than someone who didn’t mean to do any harm. So you should get your threats straight.”
Oh, what the hell was she doing? These bandits didn’t care about what she had to say. They would never try to understand. If that meant they all died, then why did she care? She did not need them. Forget it.
Winx walked up to the savage. Its blank eyes took nothing in, so it didn’t feel anything when Winx twisted its neck and let it fall dead to the ground. 
There were a few gasps around her. She didn’t pay any attention except to say, “Since I cooked, you can clean.”
With a wipe of her hands on her jeans, Winx stamped up the porch steps and disappeared back into a place where no one would bother her.
 



CHAPTER 8
The tale of Winx chastising the bandit group was the only topic being discussed the next day. Winx’s prediction that nobody would appreciate her speech or her killing the savage went exactly as she’d thought. She got an even wider berth than before and even more sneers in her direction. Ignoring it was a power she had yet to develop.
Sabrina was livid. She would not thank Winx for destroying the savage, but she also could not convince Keaton to make the daevor leave. Keaton did agree to speak to her, however, and made it a point to corner her when she was in her spot in the backyard. 
“I guess you started a sort of riot,” he accused mildly.
She stared at him from the expanse of a long wool blanket. The snow had finally decided to fall, and she was no longer immune to the bitter weather.
When he didn’t back off, Winx shrugged and looked away. “These animals are idiots.”
“These animals, as you call them, are scared.”
“And that excuses everything?” she spat, perturbed. “They don’t know anything. And they refuse to educate themselves.”
“We are supposed to be helping them,” Keaton said. “Let’s face it, nobody knows as much about the enemy as we do. And this isn’t exactly a group of fighters.”
“Sorry. I’m not wasting any more of my time.” Nobody wants me here, Keaton.”
“I want you here.” He lowered himself down to his haunches, meeting her at eye level.
She glowered at him. “Yeah? And who are you?”
“I’m your friend,” he answered quickly. 
“It wasn’t that long ago that you wanted to take off and see your own pack. You wanted nothing to do with the savage problem anymore, remember? What changed?”
“Nothing changed. I still intend to go to Washington. I haven’t stopped thinking about my family!”
“But Sabrina is a ripe little distraction, isn’t she?” Winx sneered. “Face the music, bandit. She wants you to stay here, and you’re considering staying. What other reason could there be for our open-ended criteria?”
Keaton gave her a deer in the headlights look before shifting his gaze. “It’s not really about her.”
“What?” Winx leaned forward. “Keaton, she hasn’t really made her intentions secret.”
“What if they’re all dead?”
The question cut through her defenses. Her eyes widened.
“Finding Stori…” His voice didn’t break as much as it lost a touch of candor. He cleared his throat. “It confirmed my worst fear. What if I go to Washington and they’re all dead? What if I’m the last Silver?”
Winx didn’t know what to say. She touched his shoulder in a show of support. He looked back at her.
“I know it’s hard, but that’s exactly why we have to go. After losing Stori…we absolutely need to know what happened to Ottanu and the others. The war isn’t here, Keaton. We need to move forward. Even if forward means following Iragall’s last instructions.”
“So, you’ve forgiven the lixyns for abandoning us?” Keaton asked to change the subject.
“No. But I’m willing to accept the option that they didn’t know the B&B would be attacked, if for no other reason than they brought Genevieve there.” 
“But Genevieve wasn’t there when the B&B was attacked,” Keaton pointed out.
Winx grunted and sunk lower into her seat. “No. She wasn’t.”
Keaton cracked a reluctant smile. “You’re still as suspicious as ever. You just don’t want to be here anymore.”
“Look!” Winx hollered. “I’m done with this place. If that means going to Washington to make sure Iragall made good on his promise for your pack, then so be it. Besides…I may have a lead myself.”
“The lixyn you ran into at the B&B.” She’d told him already. He sighed. “Are you sure that wasn’t just someone trying to push your buttons? It’s no secret that you’re a ticking time bomb.”
“He knows something about Deja,” Winx insisted. “About how and why she was killed. I can’t ignore this.”
“You don’t even know who he is.”
“No, but why would he go out of his way to taunt me with information? Especially after his hoard was destroyed. He had no reason to do that, other than—”
“To rile you up? Make you do something stupid, like follow him in the night to a secluded road where he could sic more savages on you?”
Winx frowned, but then she shrugged a shoulder. “Yeah, okay. Probably.”
“I think you’ve been beaten up enough to last you the rest of your life.”
“And it ain’t over yet.” 
“Well. I guess we are out of here, then. Let the beatings continue.” Keaton held a hand out to her.
She was far from optimistic, but she still took his hand, chuckling when he tugged her up roughly.
The two of them bumped chests when Keaton’s trajectory continued. Winx looked up into his eyes, and Keaton looked down into hers. 
Winx was the one to take a step back, and she was surprised when this came with real conscious effort. “How are you going to break it to Sabrina?” she asked him with real interest.
Keaton winced. “Yeah. That’s not going to be a fun topic.”
“I could tell her.” A well-known iniquitous grin spread across her lips.
Keaton grunted. “Oh, sure, there’s an idea.”
“What? If nothing else, I’d get the point across.”
            “You’ll find no argument here. But I’ll tell her. You just get ready.”
            Keaton knew Sabrina wouldn’t take the news of his departure well, but Winx was right. The rest of his pack needed him. Ottanu deserved to know what had happened to her mate, and Keaton wanted to see if his parents or any of the other Silvers had made it out alive. 
So, gearing himself for anything, he walked over to confront Sabrina. 
“I thought that you liked it here,” Sabrina said, looking downtrodden when he told her. “I thought you were going to help us.”
“I never wanted to stay here, Sabrina. These few days I’ve lost track of things because of Stori’s death, but I can no longer waver from my course. I still have a pack, and I have loyalties that I secured for myself. So it is time for me to go.”
“What about us?” she asked.
“You were fine before me.” Keaton gave her an encouraging smile. “What could possibly happen? The battles are leading away from here. They were never meant for the bandits.”
“No. They were meant for those like your daevor friend. And because of her, there are hundreds of us left clinging to life!”
“Winx having a better understanding of the enemy doesn’t incriminate her.”
“Just answer this,” Sabrina sat forward in her chair to make her point. “If she had never come here, would your pack still be alive?”
Keaton glared. “The packs were being attacked far before I brought Winx here.”
“And,” Sabrina continued, “you yourself admitted that she was targeted by the tyrant.”
Sabrina’s accusations weren’t fair. Keaton knew that. And yet a part of him did perk an ear to the question. If he had avoided California and chose to stay with his pack, would Chavez have brought his dead gangs to Gunnison? Would he have personally sent the last death strike to Ottanu and the pack? If Iragall had never revealed that there was a demon that was trained to destroy the savages, would he and his pack have just relocated and saved themselves a lot of trouble?
Keaton couldn’t be sure. But he did know one thing. It would mean that he never would have met Winx. It would mean not having her in his life at all. And something about that made him feel lesser.
 “Even if Winx hadn’t come here to help me,” Keaton said aloud, “eventually Chavez’s glut would know no bounds. He doesn’t just want to overturn the Lixyn Queendom and control the cryptids. He wants to guarantee his unquestioned rule with fear and death. The packs weren’t safe to begin with. He hasn’t stopped. And he won’t until someone defeats him.”
 “Bandits have never been concerned with that which lies outside of the pack.”
“And that makes us stepping stones to the path evil plans to take,” Keaton said readily. “No, don’t you see? You’ve been blindsided into thinking your interfering will do any good. This is their fight. Let them destroy each other, and let us stay out of it!”
“Our head-in-the-sand tactics have brought us to the brink of extinction in Colorado alone,” Keaton countered. “What will become of the rest of us worldwide if we don’t change? Maybe we don’t deserve what has happened to us, but we damn sure cannot avoid our fate by pretending it didn’t happen. That is the path of the coward.”
“You use her words?  She must really have made an impression on you.” Sabrina scoffed.   “So much of the pack has left since the savage appeared.  They haven’t returned.  And the ones left are on edge.  Everyone expects the attacks to start again.”
“They should,” Keaton confessed.
“And Washington’s safe?”
He paused to mull that over. ”It might not be safe.  But there are forces who know how to handle a savage attack.”
“Your pack is there? Unharmed?”
“I’ve had no contact with them. But I know where they are headed, I know how to get there, and I will reunite with them.”
“What if you are wrong?” she asked.
Keaton shook his head. “I won’t consider that as a possibility.”
Winx was raring to go. She had pulled the Mazda up to the driveway and climbed out to wait.  All she needed was Keaton. 
A glance around the yard told her that the crowd of bandits had grown smaller. Half of them had taken off during her savage demonstration, and the ones that stayed gave her their usual ominous looks. She wondered if the missing ones would eventually return or if they sought better chances out in the wild, but she didn’t feel bad about it. What good would that do anyone?
Keaton finally emerged from the house with a teary-eyed Sabrina clinging to his waist like a leech. Winx rolled her eyes. What was it with this girl? Sure, Keaton was a good-looking guy. He had that charm that sometimes unintentionally went suave, his dark hair was usually tidy, and his body was a smooth, muscled cinnamon. But this girl was like his personal fan club. 
“You have the directions to the site,” Keaton said. “And all contact information. If something happens here, you and the others should just leave. I don’t know how long it will take for Chavez to completely overhaul this town, but it’s only a matter of time.”
“Will you be all right?”
Winx reached her arm into the open window and blared the car horn. Beep! 
“Trust me, I will be fine.”
 Beep!“
What if something happens to you?” Sabrina whispered. “I cannot bear the idea—”
 Beep!  Beep!  Beep!
“Don’t worry so much about me. Just take care of yourselves. It was good running into you, Sabrina.” Keaton hugged her, and then he walked away. Sabrina stood on the bottom step of the porch with longing etched across her face.
“Are we done with our drawn-out farewells?” Winx called as he approached. 
Keaton shook his head. “Have a heart, Winx. They’re—”
“I know, I know!” Winx gave the crowd one last leer before climbing into the driver’s seat. “They’re afraid.”
Keaton took the passenger’s seat and squeezed her thigh as she started the car again.  “Look at us.  The dynamic duo back together, just you and me.” 
“Yeah.” Winx glared at Sabrina while she backed her car up. “The way it’s supposed to be.”
The Goddess Edina was a taller, thinner version of her daughter. Her auburn hair was intricately curled, her blue eyes were vibrant, and her skin was so clear that she didn’t require makeup. Her gown was a splendid white that should have washed her out but instead enhanced her glow.
Normally, Genevieve would wait for the Goddess to be seated and served before addressing her. But she had not seen her mother in so long. Proper protocol forgotten, she hopped from her seat and rushed over to greet Edina with a fierce hug.
“Mom!” She buried her face into Edina’s neck and refused to let go.
There was a stunned silence where a word wasn’t spoken. It was unlike royalty to show needless displays such as this in front of anyone, including the help. Edina had not expected the immediate show of affection. But soon the queen wrapped her arms around her daughter with a chuckle and patted her shoulders.
“Oh, Evy.  Has it really been so long? Being in the wild must have deeply affected you.”
“They wouldn’t tell me where you were!” Genevieve sniffled. “I begged and begged… they insisted that your whereabouts should be kept secret even from me!”
“What?” Edina’s soothing tones were now tinged with confusion. “Is that true, Orion?”
Orion sighed. “What the princess seems to have forgotten since she’s been out of the Queendom is that there can be absolutely no compromise with the safety of the line. In order to ascertain no further… complications…I’ve taken every possible measure for your benefit.” 
“Well, there you have it, my dear,” Edina led Genevieve back to the table, all of the servants following closely. “Surely your uncle wouldn’t have placed such constructs if it weren’t necessary. Though I can understand your distress. I myself was mortified when I heard of your gallivanting out with bandits.”
“I wasn’t gallivanting. I was strategizing.”
“Whatever you want to call it, darling.”
The Goddess had her chair pulled out as a servant gently prodded Genevieve to her own seat and slid her in. As her mother was being served, Genevieve stared down at her full plate with disinterest.
“So, where were you being hidden?” she asked Edina.
“I cannot rightly say, Evy,” Edina lifted her wine to her lips and sipped coyly before answering again. “It was a lovely climate though. Nice and warm, tropical sunsets, beautiful water features, and endless fresh food. I hope to return again shortly.”
“So it’s been like a vacation?” Genevieve asked. 
“A much needed one. After having to vacate our lands, I’ve found my mind heavy. But your uncle assured me that everything will be put to rights soon enough. We will have our home back.”
“Of course, if we catch Chavez in time.” 
“What?” Edina paused with her fork in midair. “Chavez? What does he have to do with this?” 
She looked over at Orion, who was almost too busy glaring at Genevieve to notice. 
“She doesn’t know?” Genevieve asked him blankly.
Orion spoke over his niece. “It is being taken care of, Edina. Not to worry.” 
Genevieve tried again. “Mother. Did you not know that Esteban Chavez is the one who has done all of this?”
Edina tapped her chin with a lone finger. “I cannot say that I did. Why would an appointed Chancellor do such a thing?”
Her innocence on the situation couldn’t possibly be feigned. Genevieve was beyond words. She looked between her mother and uncle with wide eyes.
“He’s gone completely mad, mother,” she said. “He’s raising armies of savages and appointing daevors to control them for organized warfare, and–”
“Please! Ladies!” Orion held both his hands up, and Edina bristled. “Edina. The right culprit will be brought to justice. We have him right where we want him. In the meantime, this isn’t proper dinner conversation.” 
“If you say so.” Edina returned to her food with tiny nibbles and absolutely no leftover misgivings on the topic.
“You have to know what’s going on!” Genevieve couldn’t believe this. Had this always been the case? Had the Goddess of the lixyns, the high power herself, hold no regard for the state of the world around her? “This is far more serious than Uncle Orion wants you to believe, Mother.  Chavez has proclaimed war against our Queendom, and he’ll raise the lands in combat until he sees himself in power.  That means he plans to kill you!  And me!  And anyone who stands in his way!” 
Orion moved his plate aside. “Genevieve!”
“You’ve been told that everything is under control, but it isn’t! There are cryptids and humans dying by the day. Bandit packs are being wiped out, and those who remain are being moved to refugee camps!  I’ve seen it!”
“Genevieve, that’s enough!”
“Uncle knows this to be true, and that’s why he tries to silence me! He even had me forcibly taken from my recruits, drugging me to get me here! For the love of all that is good, you have to open your eyes and see what’s happening here!”
“Niece! You are stressing your mother out!”
“That is terrible,” Edina looked over to Orion. “But it is being seen to, correct?”
Orion nodded. “Precisely.”
“So what else can we do?”
Genevieve slammed her hand against the table for the second time that afternoon. “How do you know he is taking care of it if you’re just now hearing all of this?”
Her mother sat ramrod straight.  “Your Uncle Orion has always been loyal to me.  He’s secured our rule over the cryptid holds, pulled our people out of worse scrapes than you could possibly imagine, and to this day has yet to show any error in judgment.  If he says he’s taken care of it, it cannot be a lie!”
            “Did you hear anything that I just said?” Genevieve demanded. “About Chavez? About the order to have me forcibly brought here?”
 “Evy, your uncle is right. That is quite enough.”
The urge to vacate the table and return to her quarters overwhelmed Genevieve, , but it would not solve a thing. She had to make her mother understand this wasn’t an average complication. This was an uprising. And it could see them all dead.
But Edina’s smile was back firmly in place. “Can we please enjoy the rest of our reunion, and our meal? The veal is particularly supple. I know it used to be your favorite.” "
Genevieve wanted to scream again. But it was best to stay in the queen’s good graces if she planned on getting her point across any time soon, so she ate a bite or two of the food sitting before her. Orion, pleased that his niece had been swiftly silenced, returned to his own plate and changed the subject flawlessly.
After the ample meal and a decadent dessert that sat bland on Genevieve’s tongue, Edina spoke up.  “I require a bit of solitude, but after that, I would love to spend some time with you, Evy.  We can take a stroll in the gardens, or we can have a spa hour.  What do you think?  Does that sound nice?”
“Yes, mother. That would be appreciated.” 
Edina clapped her hands together. “Wonderful! I will meet you in the grand hall in a half an hour. Don’t be late!” She gave her daughter’s hand a squeeze before leaving the dining room. The servant guards were directly behind, never losing sight of her. Genevieve rose to leave after her mother disappeared, but she paused when her uncle pushed away from his own chair.
“I know what you are planning to try,” Orion said. “Believe me when I say that my allegiance will survive. You are wasting your time.”
Genevieve looked over her shoulder at the man she once respected. “It is really sad that you cannot admit, even to yourself, the abject fact.”
“And what fact is that, niece?”
“That we are losing. And it is your fault.” She hitched her skirt at him before leaving the room.
 
 



CHAPTER 9
 
            Winx and Keaton didn’t feel it was wise to stop in towns for more than essentials like food and gas.  Seven full hours of driving brought them to Salt Lake City, and again, they stayed at the edges of the metropolis.  No quietly-acquired hotel rooms or vacation homes for them.
“I never thought that I would be more worried about humans being attacked than about me,” Winx said as she helped Keaton unload some of the things from her car. They had parked carefully in an open space of what used to be a ranch. The premises had been condemned eons ago from the look of it, but there was a barn was sort of clean and very empty, so the two of them took it over for the night.
“I know the feeling.” Keaton chuckled. “But it would be a disaster to create more savages in the Promised Land.”
Winx snorted. “What do you know about the Promised Land?”
“Only what you told me the last time we drove through here.”
“Oh. Right.”
She made sure she got her shears from the car, and her old shovel sat in the trunk beneath it. 
“You should really start keeping a weapon,” Winx told Keaton, lifting the shovel by its handle. “Even if it’s just this.”
“Why is that?”
“Your speed and claws only do so much for you. With a weapon, you could enhance your kill radius, as well as your head count.”
“I’ve never considered using a weapon,” Keaton admitted as he took the shovel from her.
“I got the idea from seeing Sabrina’s failed endeavors at killing a savage. That girl was truly clueless.” Winx shook her head slowly.
“It’s not really her fault,” Keaton said, closing Winx’s trunk. ”Bandits come from a long line of those who harbor the old ways. Since it worked centuries ago, just about every pack emulates it.”
“That’s stupid,” Winx said. “Especially when you’ve adapted to use other things, like cars or fire.” 
“Some inventions are helpful enough that we make use of them. But otherwise we like to stay off of the grid. It’s easier on us.”
The barn still had a musty animal scent and had old bales of straw strewn around, but it was sheltered from what looked like rain clouds coming in, and it wasn’t a cramped vehicle.  It would do. 
Winx lay down on top of her rolled-out pallet with her arms crossed behind her head. She’d take this over a bandit cabin in the woods any day. Keaton dragged his things close to her makeshift bed and sat down beside her with a plop.
“You don’t have to be so close,” Winx reminded him mildly. “There’s plenty of room around here.”
“What’s the problem? We’ve been sleeping together for all this time. I’d rather like to continue.”
Winx fought a laugh with abysmal results. “No, we haven’t. Not back at your pack’s territory.” 
“True. But think about it. We’ll stay warmer this way, and I’ll be able to better protect you.”
Winx stared at him, not convinced.
“Okay, fine. You can do the protecting.” He grinned at her jokingly.
“You are an odd duck, Keaton Silver.” Winx shared his smile halfheartedly.
Keaton got comfortable. Despite the chill, comfortable entailing removing his thin shirt and stretching out beside her with a bare chest.
“I thought I was the stripper around here.”
“You may say you’re a dancer. But you’re not the only one.” Keaton’s face lit up at his pun. “Do you want to listen to some music?” 
He dug in his backpack for a moment. Winx stared at the way his corded muscles twisted in his back. What a magnificent strong body he had.
She wasn’t the only girl who had noticed. Sabrina had accordingly taken up Keaton on his charms, once upon a time, and she’d wanted to continue their affair. A fact that, for some weird reason, kept coming to the forefront of Winx’s mind. Why did meeting one of Keaton’s former bedtime toys bother her so much? Did it matter who he slept with? This odd feeling of possession was creeping over her, making her… 
Jealous. She was jealous.
Finding what he was looking for, Keaton pulled out a small radio. He checked the battery compartment. Satisfied, he flipped it on and found a radio station. A tune began to echo around the barn just as thunder rolled in from overhead.
“You see? It’s perfect.” Keaton placed the radio above their heads, and then he scooted closer until their legs brushed together. They laid looking at one another over the dulcet tones of Bryan Adams.
Winx lifted an eyebrow. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“What?” Keaton chuckled a little with the question.
“You listen to this crap?”
“This crap, as you call it, is one of the greatest-known power ballads of our time.” Keaton began to sing jokingly out of key. “So if you’re feeling lonely, don’t. You’re the only one I’ll ever want. I only want to make it go…”
Winx started laughing hard. It was odd how often Keaton made her laugh. Before him, nothing had been really funny. “You know the words? Christ, what a cheese ball you are.”
He laughed with her. “It’s one of those songs that just doesn’t go away.” He continued when the hook started. “Please forgive me… every word I say is true… please forgive me…”
“How do you do it?” She asked him, her smile fading.
“How do I do what?”
“How do you stay so upbeat after your family… after Stori…”
When her meaning was made clear, Keaton stopped grinning. Winx immediately regretted the change of topic.
“I don’t know. I guess…I’ve just been trying not to think about it. Not succeeding, but it’s easier to pretend it’s not happening.”
She nodded. “I try the same thing. But it’s hard. Especially since I don’t think Deja’s killer is really dead.”
“You really think it’s that lixyn?”
She sighed. “I have every reason to think so. Saying that Deja had what was coming to her? It’s incredibly incriminating. He must have ties to Chavez. Nobody else would have been given their own savages to toss at me unless they were.”
Keaton frowned in thought.
“It would explain so much if a lixyn were involved in her murder: why the order never wanted to punish the gangsters in the first place, why they try to discredit me, and why my punishment was so severe. It even explains how someone got away with killing Deja so effortlessly.”
 “If that’s the case, there’s no way you could have known.” Keaton rubbed a hand over hers.
“I also didn’t wait to find out.”
“You waited over a year. And it wasn’t like that gang was innocent. You told me, they had a record of crimes similar.”
“But not actual murder. Defacing public property, petty theft,  drug charges, or a date rape accusation here and there. It was serious, but not serious enough to kill over. Especially by some rogue vigilante.”
“Some would argue with you on that.”
“Maybe they weren’t guiltless on any front. But if someone made them kill Deja, then…fuck. I was right to be punished after all.”
“Excuse me?” Keaton threw Winx’s arm from over her eyes and towered over her vision. “Getting brutalized, having your wings severed, being forced to hunt savages, being nearly killed by a lixyn with a purest deviation...you really think that you deserved any of that?”
“Who’s to say?” Winx grumbled. “After all is said and done, I murdered five boys and they weren’t even the ones really responsible for Deja’s death. That’s pretty despicable.”
Keaton was not sure how to make her feel better. He ran a finger along her jawline. She looked up at him with those impressive dark eyes. The self-pity there stunned him.
“You will find a way to make this right,” he told her.
She looked away from him. “I don’t even know where to start. I have no idea where that maniac went, or if I’ll run into him. It’s literally up to him if I see him again.”
“I don’t see that stopping you.”
“Since when did you become an all-seeing—”
Keaton pressed a finger to her lips. She wanted to keep talking, but there was no getting around that look he was giving her. The smoldering gaze he usually tried to hide from her wasn’t new. But in the privacy of the barn with the rainfall, it went to her head instantly.
“Don’t kiss me,” she ordered.
Removing his finger, his eyes were noticeably foggier with the thought. “Now why would I do something stupid like that?”
“Because you get caught up in random romanticized notions?”
“Oh, yeah. I do.”
“That’s not a healthy habit to have,” Winx warned. “It can cause problems.”
Keaton was leaning closer. Partly from want, partly because Winx’s hands were wrapping around his arms like an anchor.
“Are you sure you don’t want me to kiss you?” She could hear the smile in his voice as his lips brushed against hers with each word.
“Shut up. We both know it’s you doing this.”
“Sure. I’m playing with fire.” He groaned. “It’s too tempting.”
Winx’s toes curled in her boots. How had she never let herself realize what a deep, perfect voice he had? And coming from that nice mouth of his, a mouth that needed her mouth against it. Her hands went from his arms up to his neck. The half inch that kept them separate disappeared as she pulled him down, taking the initiative as always.
When the deep kiss finally came to fruition, it might as well have lit sparks. They each sighed into it. Had anything ever been better than the way their lips molded together? Was there ever a feeling as tantalizing as his body pressing on top of hers, his arms gathering her nearer when it didn’t seem possible? It turned out that Keaton was right. Being close together was just logical. For warmth. The temperature was now through the roof, after all. Winx couldn’t ever remember feeling so hot.
When the kiss led to the two of them to lock legs and grind against one another, Winx pulled her lips apart from his. As wonderful as this was, something made her want to back off. She shouldn’t be kissing Keaton. Even if it did feel fucking fantastic.
Keaton didn’t seem to have a care besides continuing the delicious mouth play. He trailed the kiss from the corner of her mouth down along her neck to her collarbone. Oh yes. It was just the right amount of tease to make her stop thinking about the repercussions. It wasn’t her fault that Keaton knew how to kiss. No. She wouldn’t take the blame for this at all. It was his fault. Him, with his fine looks and… 
Oh yeah. And that. The stiff rod pressing into her thigh. His shaky breath tickled her ear as he started to speak. Winx had to make herself pay attention.
“Do you think we’ve gone too far?” The whisper did nothing to cool her down. He brought a hand to her head and traced a finger along her red horns, which had exposed themselves during the heated play. “Sharp…” He grinned. She used her tail to tickle him.
Winx relished him in her arms, touching all of his bare back with hungry hands. He growled, and the bestial sound drove them into another round of kisses. This time, their tongues caressed and sealed their fate.
Keaton’s hands remained respectful even as his unrestrained mouth told her every dirty secret fantasy. Winx couldn’t let him go, her upward grind into him turned into an indelible slow dance of wanton hips. They were drowning in their need to go further, but both of them hesitated. If they went as far as their bodies were telling them to, would they survive it?
Their heavy groans and whimpers drove them on. Soon, Keaton was pulling Winx up to cover him instead. She became even more aggressive, gnashing her lips to his. The curve of her spine undulated adeptly. The jeans they both wore were near flaming from friction. They looked into each other’s eyes, lips still pressed together, drinking in the moment. Keaton arched his back and brought their loins together. Winx quivered from the contact, so he did it a second time.  Oh, why weren’t they naked and writhing?
Wait a minute. What was she doing? Was she really going to sleep with Keaton? Yeah, she could do that. But knowing the animal, he would think that meant more than just a night of pleasure.
They parted a little more, but their stare continued. The enormity of their make out session was chilling Winx’s embers. Luckily, Keaton saw and let her pull away, but it took a lot for her not to tug him back into their dreamy state of arousal.
“I can’t tell right now.” Winx’s voice was softer than usual. “But this… might not be okay.”
Keaton didn’t say anything. He adjusted himself when Winx climbed off of him and returned to her side of the hay. He visibly composed his emotions as she gathered her thoughts, the rain pounding sloppy drum beats against their shelter. 
“I must be the queen of mixed signals right now,” Winx said matter-of-factly as she looked over her shoulder at him. “Sorry for that.”
“Hey, it’s all right.” Keaton remained casual. That’s what she liked about him, wasn’t it? His ability to have a slick back when the occasion called for it?
“I just think that we need to keep our eye on the prize and get to Washington to find out what’s needed of us.” Winx lay on her side, facing away from him. Her body was still alive with lust, and ignoring it was going to be quite the task. But Keaton crept behind her, pulling her close, as if his hands couldn’t get their fill.
“I’ve waited way too long to touch you,” he whispered hotly near her ear.
That did it. Any control that remained snapped in two. She writhed back into him, succumbing to the hunger that she too had felt but did not want to recognize. They removed their clothes with quick fingers, and Winx slipped back in his arms, eager and naked and wanting. Keaton drew Winx back on top of him, and his caresses were just as worshiping as hers. 
They hadn’t really guessed that sex was an option for them until Keaton was poised to enter her. They stared deep into each other’s eyes, and finally, she slid on board, both of them emitting renewed sounds of lust. The too good feeling reduced them to an animalistic, rough ride of a mating. Keaton dug his heels into the ground for leverage, snapping his hips up to meet Winx’s. She was a burning flame embedded on his lap. When she dug her blunt nails into the contours of his chest, it only further encouraged him.
Countless minutes passed as they both forced Winx down onto Keaton’s responding body. Both of their heads were tossed back in the throes of their delight. Each simultaneously fed into the heat of the sudden lovemaking.
Keaton pulled out of her so that he could force her down off of him. He had her bend over on all fours and clamored behind her. His haste made Winx almost purr with anticipation. They didn’t speak, but flowed against one another until a paradise made for only them beckoned on the horizon. An instantaneous eruption was building from the core, the source their blindingly fast paced feasting of one another. Keaton bent Winx down further to force her arms above her head. His hips kept the pace as she arched her back and rested her brow against her forearms. Even in her mindless ardor, she did not resist his obvious power play. So he gave her more, and more, until she bellowed out loud in the torrents of her pleasure, wracking her body until she went boneless in his hold.
After their loss of control and subsequent release, they both redressed. Keaton had a wide smile on his face that would not go away. Winx had a myriad of conflicting emotions changing her features from a small smile to worried frown and back again.
“That was absolutely incredible.” Keaton laughed happily behind her. He pulled her back into his hold when she finished pulling her shirt over her head. “Wasn’t that incredible?”
As always, she found it hard to not be influenced by his mirth. Her responding smile wasn’t dour. “Yes, it was.” 
Keaton had never been a closed book, and he only brimmed with gratification.  Winx hadn’t been made into a trophy, but a partner in his fulfillment. She leaned back into him contentedly. Keaton cuddled her close and kept her there as the two of them gave into sleep. 
 



CHAPTER 10
The two barnyard stowaways didn’t hear when the rain stopped or notice when the sun began to pinken the sky. It was too pleasant to lay unburdened in each other’s arms. Even as they slept soundly, they refused to move too far away from the other. The barn was chilled from the cloudy weather, and even though the two were moist with sweat from their proximity, neither moved due to discomfort. The world outside was fraught with trouble, but there was something languid about their cuddle streak.. There was no need to disrupt it.
Winx woke up first, luxuriating in Keaton’s big strong arms. He was so warm, and she wanted to explore that heat a bit further.
He opened his eyes when she started trailing her fingertips up and down his solid chest. When she kissed him, their mouths molded with dancing tongues and just the right amount of pressure. His groan made her body quiver. Their hands searched in feverish need, grasping all the areas that had gone unexplored for too many hours. The magic of the moment made the area around them peak in heat.
It was…actually really hot. An inferno. What was once chilly air was becoming rapidly, well, not. Their kiss slowed in pace. They opened their eyes, both silently acknowledging the change in atmosphere. The air was thick, as if someone had left a gas stove on for too long.
It was the only warning that they got before a loud explosion cracked apart the barn. Winx and Keaton jumped out of their skin. Looking around didn’t tell them much about where the combustion started, but the loose bales of straw were playing the role of kindling way too well, and the barn was now quickly being licked apart by flames. 
Winx screamed as terror left her immobile. Where was an exit? One minute, it was a cozy haven; now, it was the mouth of hell! Surely there was no surviving this.
“Come on! Get up!” Keaton tugged her over his shoulder and out of the way as debris tumbled down and crashed around them.
She clung to him as he zipped around the expansive room in search of a way out. Every corner of the barn was ignited. Each move they took made avoiding the flame harder and harder, the fire fierce as it promised death. 
“Keaton!” Winx screamed over the roar of danger. “Just run through a wall!”
“How am I supposed to do that?” He choked on the words as the cloud of smoke closed in around them.
“The walls are weak enough. You just have to do it!”
“We’re going to catch on fire!”
“That’s going to happen anyway!”
Keaton let out another wheezy cough as Winx squeezed her eyes shut. Then, summoning all of his strength, he ran at top speed. They both shouted when the flames singed their skin, but Keaton kept his fierce pace and threw his weight against the weakest boards he could find. 
The two crashed out of the barn and rolled out of the vicinity of the fire. As they rolled, Keaton’s ankle made a sick cracking noise that made him shout louder in pain.  It didn’t stop Winx’s panicked hands from slapping at her searing skin, even when the last of the embers had died away.  Tears stained her face as she sucked in fresh air and fought the urge to vomit.  Her thin clothing hadn’t done much to protect her person, and pain zinged through her every time a lesion contracted the ground.
While Winx dragged herself further away from the wreckage, Keaton army-crawled beside her. He looked just as horrified and in pain as she did. His lovely, long locks were scorched and uneven. His clothes held patches that exposed his burn wounds.
“Are you okay?” she wheezed.
“I think so.” Keaton tried to give her a reassuring smile, but he couldn’t stop hacking long enough to do it. He paused in his retreat to hold his left foot with a look of agony.
“Oh, Christ, Keaton—”
“I’m fine,” he growled. 
It was only after they were sure there was a good amount of distance between them and the flaming barn that they looked behind. All that could be seen was the hollowed shadow of what used to be the structure through the fire and Winx’s car blazing alongside it. Smoke filled the air in a thick cloud. 
“This can’t be happening…” Winx’s voice was hoarse. “Everything was in there.  Our clothes, money, phones…our weapons…”
“I’d rather lose all of that than lose you.” 
Keaton tugged her over to him for a hug, and Winx was limp against him.  She stared in disbelief, unblinking, at what been their shelter and transportation ten minutes ago. 
“What are we going to do?” she asked.
“What we have to in order to stay alive. We can start walking towards town. Any town.”
“We’re in the middle of nowhere!”
“We have to find something eventually.”
Another thought disturbed her. “Was this an accident?”
There was no doubt about it. Keaton shook his head, no. Winx shouted in aggravation.
Keaton urged her to her feet. “We don’t know how much time we have until the next strike.”
“Everything’s gone,” Winx repeated as she rose up from the ground. 
She was shaking. Keaton, limping, managed to wrap an arm securely around her waist and to hustle her away from the wreckage. Even injured, his stride was a lot longer than hers, so she had to trot to keep up. Behind her, Winx could still feel the flames on her back, as if they were crawling across the field of grass to tease her. When she wiped a drop of sweat from her brow, she felt how grimy her palm was.
The terrain was uneven from overgrown plants and gopher holes, but the two of them stomped on.
“Hey,” Keaton said. “We can still get somewhere safe.”
“We’re totally exposed right now.”
Winx watched Keaton’s eyes scan around them, his nostrils flaring. 
“Anything?” Winx asked.
“If someone’s out there, the explosion masked their scent.”  Keaton sagged a little.  “And I can’t see anyone.  Can you hear their thoughts?”
Winx shook her head. “Not if they’re a cryptid. I can only get a sense of their presence, or an idea of their emotions.”
“So… nothing?”
“Not right now. I think my nerves are too shot for that.”
“Gods, they’re probably watching us right now.” Keaton was still looking around every which way as they shuffled along, hurrying as best they could with their injuries. “But where? There’s no cover around here.” 
That became even more obvious when they reached a long stretch of road. There were no cars nearby, and any hope of finding a hiding place was lost when no other ranch houses or rest stops came in view. The two of them climbed over the chicken-wire fence blocking them from the road anyway, jumping from field to paved street.
“We wait for a vehicle, and then you can glamor the driver, right? Piece of cake.” Keaton looked more upbeat despite his obvious discomfort.
Normally, Winx would give him a derisive look or rebuttal, but she was scared enough and wanted it to be easy enough that she couldn’t be bothered. Every time the fire glittered in her peripheral vision, she felt a renewed tremor take over her.
The first vehicle that came their way was a giant truck. Its engine roared in the distance long before it was visible. Both Winx and Keaton breathed a giant sigh of relief as it popped up over the horizon.
“You see? We’re out of here!” Keaton nudged her shoulder. “Do your thing.”
Winx couldn’t help a smile. Luck turning out to be on their side? Unexpected. She let Keaton hold her closer for a moment, and then she stepped away into the middle of the street and concentrated on the human coming their way.
Pull over, please.
The engine revved off in the distance. The echo of the truck speeding up was unmistakable.
Keaton was still grinning. “In a hurry to have him closer, aren’t you?” 
“No.”
“What?”
“I didn’t do that.”
They both stopped walking. 
“Try again!”  Keaton’s near shout disclosed the panic in them both.
Winx pressed a hand to her head and concentrated on the still-approaching transportation.  Stop.
The engine revved again. The rotten odor of gasoline wafted at them.
Stop! Put your foot on the brake! STOP THE TRUCK.
“Winx!”
STOP!
“WINX!”
The truck barreled down at them, swerving to their side of the road determinedly. Winx still desperately used her compulsion, even though the truck was close enough that a hard brake wouldn’t stop Winx from being flattened by the tires. 
Before that could happen, Keaton burst into speed and tackled Winx out of the way. The two rolled to the side of the road as the truck passed them by a hair’s width of space. Keaton’s already injured ankle made another disgusting sound. 
They didn’t have time to rest.
A gunshot ripped through the air, and both of them jumped. They looked around warily, hoping that it was just the sounds of the unstable barn finally crashing to the ground in a pop. But when the second bullet whizzed too near, the two of them jumped to their feet and started to run. 
Or rather, Winx tried to help Keaton run, both hunching down to make their targets smaller. He was putting more weight on his injured foot that was advisable, but what could they do? They were sitting ducks otherwise. 
 “Can’t you use your speed?” Winx shouted at him when he almost tripped to the ground, snarling in pain.
“No!” he yelled back. “Besides, I’m not leaving you!”
“If it means life or death, you should try!” The bullets were starting to disturb the earth too near their feet. She was out of breath, sprinting as well as keeping Keaton upright.
“Keaton, just go! I know you can do it!” Winx urged him, huffing heavily. 
“No!”
“We’ll both die if you don’t fucking run!”
“You want me to leave you behind? What’s wrong with you?”
“If it means one of us gets to live—”
“Forget it, Winx!  I—”
The assailant was catching up to them. Everything was louder. Winx looked over at Keaton with one last look of urgency. His stubborn features gave her the same answer. The two of them were of the same mind. 
They were toast.
“Winx, leave me. You go.”
“I can’t do that.”
“They aren’t trying to kill us. They’re trying to stop us!”
“How can you say that? They’re shooting as us!”
“Poorly! They could have gotten a head shot in by now, don’t you think?”
Winx continued to try to tug him along, but Keaton pushed her hard away from him.  “Go!  Now!”
Winx stared with alarmed eyes. But once both of them stopped running, the gunshots ceased. It seemed that Keaton was correct.
“Winx, get out of here!” Keaton waved his arms into the air. “They can take me! Not you, you’re too important!”
She wouldn’t move. And when wing beats sounded in the dead highway, it was too late. Five men landed on all sides of them, guns raised. When instructed to, both Winx and Keaton raised their hands into the air.
Winx and Keaton glared evilly when they recognized Archibald Tipping walk over to face them.
“My friends. You’ve reached the end of the road.”
 



CHAPTER 11
All Genevieve knew in her palace was discouragement. She had spent all of the previous afternoon and evening trying to convince the Goddess Edina that things outside weren’t as properly handled as she believed. She told her mother about Keaton’s pack, and how the masses were being affected by the  savages’ increases in numbers. She even told her about Winx and how she was almost killed by Esteban Chavez.
Edina listened to none of it. She batted away the concerns with little more than a wave of her hand and refused to give her honest opinion on any of it. And eventually, she became upset when Genevieve insisted on continuing.
“Please, darling, relax! Your uncle is High Chancellor for a reason. I would trust no one else with this undertaking!”
“War shouldn’t be taken so lightly!” Genevieve couldn’t sit still as attendants tried to massage her feet and hands. They kept trying to soothe her, but she was far too worked up to be pampered.
“I know that you’ve seen a lot, Evy, but I cannot be expected to take the reins on this.”
“Why not?”
“As a queen? I would lose all respect. And I would steal the authority from those who I’ve appointed to deal with the onslaught.” She pointed at her daughter. “The same will be expected of you someday. You have to learn to trust your advisers and let them do their jobs.”
“Mother. One of your advisers is out there murdering the public, another drugged me to bring me here, and the last one doesn’t want you to know how badly these battles are affecting the lives of humans and cryptids alike! We’ve already lost our homeland. What more needs to happen in order for you to stand up and take charge?”
Edina never answered, and Genevieve could fight with her no longer. Edina did not want to hear what else would go wrong. She wanted someone else to do her work for her. That was not the Queendom Genevieve had expected to inherent, and it was not the Queendom she would run. 
This was the first time that Genevieve had wandered around the palace. She’d been wandering around the gardens before the unnatural heat had driven her inside. Nobody was following her for once, and she had no idea where her mother or uncle were, so she took the much-needed respite from them without guilt. 
She found herself worrying about Winx and Keaton. Were they okay, as London insisted they must be? Or had something terrible happened to them along the way? What if they were attacked? Winx had already been so battered; could she handle another fight? 
To think, she had led them both to trust her. Now they must think her a turncoat. It wasn’t like lixyns were popular right now. How could she get word to them? It seemed impossible. If she ever got back to them, they would have to coordinate cell phones.
When walking was not helping her cope, she headed back toward her room. Nothing would settle her at these troubling times except for getting something done. Here that was not an option. After all that she had done! All of her progress, ruined. 
Finding the winding path back to the grand staircase proved to be troubling. Genevieve was completely turned around, and every pillar,  every hall, and every door looked exactly the same. She saw no one around who could help her, not even the usual setup of patrolling guards. Genevieve quickened her pace, looking down each corridor with the hopes of finding something that looked familiar.  When she heard the dull echo of voices, she did her best to follow them.
It went without saying that Orion wouldn’t be pleased about Genevieve wandering the palace without supervision. Everything had been so strict since her coming here, and the arrival of her mother made routine a necessity. But what could they possibly do to her that they had not already done?  And even with the tall windows stretched across every wall, even with the priceless décor, the place was still suffocating her.  A prison with pillows was still a prison.
Just as she found the opening that led to the dining quarters, the distant intoning clarified until Genevieve recognized the sounds of an argument.  She hesitated.  If she followed, she would abandon the opportunity to escape back to her room.  But now that she was looking closely, the voices were coming from a stairway tucked away from the light that appeared to lead down into the pit of the palace.  It had to be an extra wing that she wouldn’t have discovered if she hadn’t been so lost.
Genevieve started down the stairs without really evaluating what she was doing. The voices grew clearer as she descended.
“I am absolutely forbidding Genevieve to leave the palace. Do you hear me, Iragall? She doesn’t belong out on the battlefield.”
“Chancellor, please. I’ve had many reservations with bringing her here. She was doing so well with enlisting able recruits. She’s helped me realize that volunteer fighters are much more efficient than prisoners.”
“I will hear no more of it.”
“Hasn’t it occurred to you that she’s not meant for the slow lane? The princess isn’t like—”
“Isn’t like what, Iragall? Choose your words carefully, friend.”
The cold tone of “friend” echoed for a moment in the chamber.
“You know as well as I do the danger out there.” London changed his tone, but not his urging. “And to have efficient support like Genevieve at our disposal and not utilize it makes absolutely no sense, Orion.”
“My means are not for you to make sense out of, Iragall. Genevieve will stay here under my protection, far away from cannibals and murderers. Now. On to other matters.”
The subject on the other wall changed from Genevieve to more dreary militia tactics. But from the sounds of it, Chavez was currently nowhere to be found. After his attack at Denver, he went underground. Genevieve wondered how long that would last. Quiet was usually more pronounced before a very real threat resurfaced.
“We are standing by until further notice. Our reinforcements are tackling the savage epidemic in their designated regions. All we have to do now is wait.”
“If we were to find Chavez, we could end this war sooner.”
“London, some of your troops recently had an encounter with the Chancellor. Tell me. How did it end?”
He stammered. “Well… Winx and Keaton faced him and his operatives without backup. They could hardly be expected to bring him into custody.”
“If you lack faith in your troop’s abilities, perhaps it’s not without reason.”
“They’re new recruits. Winx only had basic training over a year ago, and Keaton—”
“Your excuses fall short of my point. I, and I alone, will decide when it is best to act on taking the Chancellor out of the picture.”
“In the meantime, the savage numbers grow and people die.”
“I am well aware of the situation.”
Thudding footfalls started to echo around the antechamber. Genevieve’s heart hammered wildly when she realized that someone was heading directly to the door she was leaning against to eavesdrop. In a frenzy, she scuttled away from it and to the underside of the darkened staircase, tucking herself and the trail of her dress away just as the heavy door swung open.
Orion was adjusting the cuffs of his shirt when he walked through the entrance and up the stairway. Iragall had seen him out and closed the door behind him with a soft click.  Genevieve listened to the double doors through the hallway open and close again, but she stayed where she was until the voices of London and Roy started to emit from the room once more.  The conversation was too soft to hear from her hiding place, so she crawled from it to listen at the door again.
“What do you mean they’ve still had no contact with them?”
“There have been no reports of new arrivals in Washington. I just got off of the phone with Reginald. He says all is the same.”
“Are you telling me that she has disappeared again? Have you sent anyone to go looking for her?”
“We cannot spare the resources. It’s too risky. The camp has grown since we’ve last been there. More bandits are searching for shelter and different territories uninfected by this uprising.”
“And those areas are dying out by the day.” Silence. Then, “You don’t think that this goes deeper than we imagined?”
“London? What would make you say such a thing?”
“I don’t know. I’m out of ideas, perhaps? But consider. We received the order to bring Genevieve out of the state by any means necessary. Orion wouldn’t specify why the order was immediate despite my requests for more information. Now there has been no news of Keaton or Winx, and we know that the hotel was under siege by savages.”
“You think the attack at the Yertz was orchestrated?”
“I cannot rightly say.”
“London, to accuse the High Chancellor is not wise.”
“Trust me, I realize this. And I do not know what motives Orion would have in seeing Winx dead. All I know is that if he did have something to do with it, he may not have succeeded. The daevor and the bandit’s bodies were not found, but savages aplenty were.”
“We have no evidence that Orion would aid Chavez.”
“Perhaps not. But we do know that Winx is a wanted felon. When left with an opportunity, can we be sure that Orion wouldn’t make an example out of her? After all, he could have easily had me poison Genevieve.”
“And you agreed to it. Sir.”
“I did.” London’s voice quavered just slightly. “You need to understand the depth of the people that we are dealing with, my love. You have to understand… the pressures… that come with being a Chancellor.”
“What do you plan to do, sir?”
“Honestly? I haven’t the faintest idea.” There was a sound of glass clinking, someone pouring themselves a drink. “The lixyn authority has officially crumbled. Any fool can see that. We’re not even in control of our own territory any longer. Protests are already rising up, counterlegions are surfacing to take matters into their own hands…it’s going to turn into an even bigger bloodbath out there. And in the end, who knows what regime will be in charge.”
“You cannot control vigilantes.”
“Quite right. And I refuse to try. But Orion…” A sigh. “He’d see us all dead before admitting defeat. His search for Esteban Chavez is a joke. He’s refusing to send troops to the royal palace and insisting it’s because of the huge number of savages there. But I think I know better. Chavez is there. And Orion is not ready to deal with him just yet. Why or why not, I cannot say.”
“Sir, we cannot stand by and let this happen.”
“It’s already happened, Roy. There’s no stopping a rebellion that Chavez has won.”
A large hand covered Genevieve’s mouth. She squealed, but the sound was completely muted by the cupped extremity. A deep voice tsked by her ear.
“Eavesdropping is a terrible habit. But it must run in the family. Did you know that this entire palace is bugged? Cameras, microphones, sensors…did you think yourself unseen?”
Genevieve felt faint with fear. She trembled when she felt the hollow point of a gun rest against her temple.
“One shot to the head, and you will be entirely unable to heal yourself. And don’t think that I will be doing that for you. After all…you did shoot me in the neck when last we met. I’m anxious to return the favor. Now, come with me, nice and quiet, and we’ll see just how long you get to live, yes?”
 



CHAPTER 12
Keaton and Winx were handcuffed and marched along the side of the road until a large van pulled up to meet them. It was nondescript and resembled a transport used for criminals or the insane. Heavy back doors were swung open, and the two prisoners were tossed unceremoniously into the hatch.
“Look at that, company,” a deep voice drawled with humor.
Inside of the van, handcuffed as well, was a beast of a man. He had a lot of overgrown stubble and blonde hair that curled around his earlobes. His face was a handsome that you could have picked out in a catalog if it weren’t for the overgrowth of beard. His clothing, although stained with dirt and blood, fit snugly over a strong form. He was stretched out for all the world as if he’d been snoozing with his head against the side of the vehicle. He gave Winx a megawatt smile when she turned her frown at him.
“Keep quiet,” one of the guards spat at the captive.
”Come on now, gorgeous.” The beast was full of sarcastic charm. “I’ve been in this van for three days now.”
“By all means, get comfortable,” Tipping cut in. “We have a long way to go.”
“You killed Stori.”
Archibald was closing the doors, but he stopped when he heard Keaton’s accusation. His face remained blank, but he did not deny it.
Keaton growled menacingly from the back of his throat. “You won’t be greeting too many more sunrises now that I’ve found you.”
Archibald did not look frightened by the words, but nor did he look brave. He merely nodded his head once as if he’d gotten the message, and then he had the doors slammed closed. Almost all light was extinguished, leaving the three inside blinking to adjust their eyes. The lock clicked from the outside, and the van shook as the guards piled in the car bed. 
“There’s no use threatening a Lighter,” the stranger chuckled in the dark. “That’s a complete waste of time.”
“Lighter?” Winx asked.
“That’s what I call them, anyway. Cryptids who are controlled by those harnessing the light touch. They had all of their will overtaken a long time ago. All they know now is Chavez’s path to glory. They’ve been so tortured and brainwashed they don’t fear anything but him.”
Winx shifted so that she could sit upright. “How do you know all of that? Who are you?”
“Who are you?” he asked silkily instead of answering, the teasing never leaving his tone.
“Are we not trusting each other?” she asked.
“There’s all kinds of trust, sweets. From what I can assume about you, you’re in as much shit right now as I am. But that doesn’t mean that we are on the same side.”
“We’re imprisoned by the same people. That would make allies out of anyone.”
“Time will have to tell on that one.”
“We can help each other,” she insisted, annoyed.
“Unless you’ve got a five course meal in your back pocket, I don’t see how you’re helping me anytime soon. Hell, I’m so goddamn hungry I’d settle for a mushed bag of M&Ms.”
The van was chugging away from their position on the side of the road. Winx toppled over when it made a wide U-turn. She mentally tried to pinpoint their direction, but it was difficult from their wobbly position.
“Where are we heading? Do you know?” she demanded of the stranger.
“I couldn’t tell you, sweets.”
“Where did they pick you up from?”
Even in the dark caravan, she could see the glow of his secretive, toothy grin.
“What harm could come from me knowing that?” she was exasperated.
“It’s funny what little bits and pieces of information can be used against you. I have too much at stake to go shooting my mouth off.” He lowered his voice. “Besides. Don’t think for one second that they can’t hear us in there. You’re interrogating me just as bad as they’ve been.”
Winx squeezed her eyes shut. Right. That made sense. “I’m sorry.” 
“Not to worry.” He really didn’t seem offended. No, in fact, he never lost his touch of humor with the situation. What could he find amusing being trussed up and carted away by the enemy? Winx did a cursory flit into his mind, but she was blocked. Cryptid. Still, something about him seemed more accessible than the others she’d been in contact with recently.
It didn’t take her long to figure out why that was. He was of the dark touch, like her. That didn’t mean that she could read him completely, but it did make it a bit easier to get an impression about him. And from what she could tell, he was keeping a lot of secrets.
Winx tried to look over at Keaton, but the way he was slumped made a visual hard. “Are you okay?” she asked him timidly.
“Nope,” the stranger answered for him. “He’s sucking in sharp breaths every time we hit a bump in the road. He’s in pain.”
Winx had known that, but she still flinched at his observation.
It had sounded like he could have broken something back there, and they did just narrowly escape from a fire. Winx shuffled her bottom, sliding over to where Keaton was laid out with his brow against the floor.
“Hey.” She nudged him with her shoulder. He hissed in pain. “You need to keep your wits about you. There’s no telling where they’re taking us, or what they’re going to do…” Her gaze shifted to the dark silhouette of their new companion. If his injuries were any indication, these Lighters weren’t the type to avoid hitting their captives. Or of starving them.
“It’s fine to rest while you can,”  the stranger advised. “It’s when we stop that you should be worried.”
“Funny how such a big palace can be a hindrance,” Esteban Chavez kept up a conversational tone as he walked Genevieve, gun still pressed to her head, throughout the halls she had recently been lost in. Obviously, he knew his way around.  The thought was as discomforting as the bullet awaiting her in its chamber.
“I’ve downgraded recently to a mere bunker of a home,” he continued. “Not glamorous by any definition, but it’s prime territory when it comes to defense. No place for anyone to surprise me. You can buy security like that, just like you can buy luxury as this. But instead, your pompous family must flaunt their wares, even while in hiding. How asinine of you Merricks.”
“W-where are you taking me?”
“You sound afraid, my dear. There’s no need to be. You’re my leverage. If anything, you should be pleased.  It means I need you to live, for the time being.” 
“The palace is surrounded by guards,” Genevieve tried to deter him even as he marched her along the corridors. “Whatever you’re planning won’t get off of the ground. My uncle is here.”
“Yes, and so is the Queen. Yet I’ve still managed to bypass Orion’s security systems. How do you think that is?”
She would love to know. Something in her felt even more slighted by the fact that her uncle had not taken her warnings about Chavez seriously. All of her talk had fallen onto deaf ears, and now, it seemed it was too late. Who knew what kind of example Chavez was planning on making out of her, or of the others who had tried to stop him?
Esteban brought her around to the grand staircase at the opening of the palace. Five armed guards waited at the base, and they went on alert when they saw the Chancellor with his captive, all of them pointed rifles in their direction.
“Stop right there!” one guard shouted. “Release the princess!” 
“Why, if it isn’t Orion’s personal guard.” Esteban’s voice leaked with superiority, his gun twisting about in Genevieve’s fiery hair. “You might as well lower those. Because if you don’t…”
He intentionally squeezed the trigger. Genevieve’s head jerked violently. She knew a blinding moment of substantial pain before it all went away. When she reopened her eyes, she was covered in thick coats of her own blood. The Chancellor had shot her in the head, and then he’d immediately healed her before death could steal her away. No discomfort was leftover, but the message was clear.
“Next time,” Esteban said wickedly, “I won’t heal her.”
That was all of the message that the guard needed. They all dropped their weapons. None of them wanted to be responsible for the death of the princess.
“Very good. Now, make way, amateurs. I have an appointment with Orion.”
Chavez walked through the five guards without giving them a second glance. Genevieve saw real fear etched onto each of their faces. She was sure that her expression was similar. 
It was a long, slow waltz up the marble stairs for her. She was doing her best to keep her balance with Chavez’s death grip around her. Genevieve could still feel the blood from her brief head wound sliding stickily down her neck to pool onto her shoulder blade. Heading toward her uncle should have made her feel safer, but it didn’t. But it didn’t. If his guard couldn’t help her, how could he? 
 When they reached the landing, Genevieve’s wing was to the left, and the queen’s was to the right. But of course they wanted Orion’s, so they went straight down until the Head Chancellor’s massive doors were before them.
“Be of some use,” Esteban chided her when they stopped. “How am I supposed to open the door while I’ve got you and the gun?”
Genevieve reached a shaking hand out to turn the handle. When it clicked over, Chavez kicked it heavily. It banged loudly as it slammed into the opposite wall.
“Knock, knock!” Esteban walked over the threshold with Genevieve still clutched to his body. “I request an audience with his holiness.”
Orion’s suite was as highly renovated as the rest of the palace. It doubled as a place of work as well as sleeping quarters,  so it looked as stately as any agency for high society. Though the color tones were rather drab, all the decorations and furniture were at the very height of fashion. A plush rug led the way to the Head Chancellor’s intimidating desk.
Orion stood there before it. The way he was dressed and the disheveled state of his hair implied that he’d been about to have a relaxing afternoon after his trying meeting with Iragall and that he’d undressed quickly. The lines of his loose, robe-like clothing did nothing to hide the prominence of his rounded abdomen. Still, he remained stiff and imposing as Esteban brought Genevieve further into his quarters.
“Chavez,” Orion greeted him without inflation.
“High Chancellor.” Esteban sounded out of breath near Genevieve’s ear.
“This is not what we agreed to.” An irritation was building underneath Orion’s calm exterior.
“Quite right.” Esteban guided Genevieve to sit at his feet, gun still trained onto her. “But I’ve waited long enough for my kingdom.”
“You were not promised the kingdom,” Orion revealed. “You were promised the power of High Chancellor were you able to agree to certain terms—“ 
“I’ve upheld my end of the deal!” the madman screamed suddenly. “I’ve done your dirty work! I’ve started the culling! Now it’s your turn to make good on your promises!”
Her uncle was working with the enemy. This place had never been safe. Genevieve threw Orion a hateful glare.
“I am to be given my queen,” Esteban continued to shout. “And my rightfully earned power.”
“You were to be given a bride, not a queen.” Orion never raised his voice. “And we were to run the Queendom in tandem with the Goddess. You’re overstepping your reach, Co-Chancellor of the Light.”
The crazed gleam in Esteban’s gaze did not waver. “If we cannot make a deal,” he said, tilting his gun in emphasis, “then we’ve no need to negotiate any further.”
Genevieve whimpered in fear when the weapon sighted on her again.
“You forget, Orion,” Esteban continued, “You are the one who stands to lose everything. I am the one who can only gain.”
The High Chancellor got brave. “After all I’ve done for you? I cleared the pathways to your retribution against the Rowan family. I covered your tracks after Dante recklessly had their eldest daughter murdered! Is this how you repay me? By snatching more power than you know what to do with?”
Esteban shook the gun wildly. “There will be no more need for your cooperation when I am in total control!”
“Wait.” Her uncle finally showed a bit of remorse at Genevieve’s situation. He held a hand up quickly when Chavez kept his finger pressed determinedly to the trigger. “Killing the princess won’t gain you control of anything.”
“I don’t see how it would affect anything. She and the queen are useless things. We control their festering pile of a Queendom. So why pretend any longer?” He barked a mirthless laugh. “Those with the touch should know who runs their lives and fear them. We are the order. We are the peacekeepers! No more hiding behind the tempered hand of their pretty queen!”
“Things will go a lot smoother if both Genevieve and Edina live. You know that.”
“Why should I listen to you when you cannot even protect yourself? When you’ve already lost the battle?” He raised his free hand in emphasis, speaking down to a gadget at his arm. “Bring her in.”
Three savages followed by two men entered Orion’s chambers. The savages were nipping hungrily at the quavering form of the Goddess Edina. She squeaked in fear as they threw her forward toward Chavez, who, in turn, threw her beside Genevieve.  The queen did her best to put her daughter between herself and the still-snapping savages. 
“Don’t let them kill me!” Her eyes were panic stricken, her movements not her own in her fright. “Please, keep them away from me!” 
“Do you see now who holds all of the cards?” Esteban shouted over the Goddess’s sobs. “Please, tell me why I should listen to you for one remaining minute?”
Orion’s face finally caved in defeat. He looked embarrassed and alone. His fists clenched in haughtiness. “You dare—”
“Oh, I dare!” Esteban laughed triumphantly.
Nobody was going to stop him.
 



CHAPTER 13
They drove for hours. Winx wasn’t able to keep count. Since the stranger had fallen asleep and she couldn’t rest through this, her focus was mostly on Keaton. She had tried to keep Keaton lucid, but soon, she wasn’t able to convince him to keep his eyes open, either. That left her alone and shifting continuously, the vibrating metal hard under her numbing body. 
They stopped twice on the journey. The first time, the backdoor wasn’t opened. Winx had hoped that the guard would let them out to relieve themselves, at least, but Winx was forced to ignore the demands of her body. Real embarrassment was nearby, but she wasn’t alone in that, she was sure.
Still, Winx bellowed to be allowed out to relieve herself on the second stop. The guard relented, to her surprise, but they were far from gentle as they tossed her out and shuffled her into a rest stop bathroom, much to her amusement. She would have been satisfied with a nearby field.
When she came back out, Keaton and the stranger were being roughly put back into the back of the van. Keaton looked miserably pale, and his limp was over-pronounced before he was damn near lifted off of his feet to be returned to the vehicle.
Winx shouted angrily at that, but she turned even more feral when a man picked her up by her hips, grabbed a healthy portion of her ass, and then bodily threw her into the stranger in the van. She landed nearly facedown in his lap and had barely scrambled off him before the doors were closed again.
“Closest thing I’ve had to a date in a long time,” the stranger tried to joke. “Wish I could have had a shave first.”
Winx didn’t find it funny. She scooted away from him and over to Keaton, who looked barely recovered from his near faint outside of the van. She was even more worried.
They drove for another stretch of indeterminable time. Nobody had anything to say. The only sounds were of their harsh breathing grating off of the bare interior.
When they came to their final stop, Winx had actually been considering trying to close her eyes for a moment. The complete absence of even a sliver of light told her the sun had set at least an hour ago, and without being able to see even an inch in front of her nose, she no longer saw the point of staying awake. She could hardly regret the missed opportunity, though. It seemed that they were about to get some answers...at least, before they were rendered useless with injuries. Or worse, killed.
The guards pulled them out of the van’s bed one by one. All of Winx’s instincts were telling her to fight, but instead, she did her best to focus on her surroundings as they were led up a long, concrete drive. A surplus of foliage made seeing any nearby landmarks impossible, but she was sure that they were somewhere remote. A large steel gate was rattling closed behind them, and the building resembled a palace, with a lot of polished marble, ornate carvings, and high, floodlit beams.
Foreboding had long overtaken her, but when Winx met Keaton’s watchful gaze, she attempted to calm herself. There still might be a way out of this. If they were going to suffer, then they would at least suffer with cause, by doing all in their power to get out alive.
The stranger began to laugh as the group was led around to the back entrance of the structure. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You’re taking me to the man himself?”
Winx felt a snakelike chill creep down her spine. Keaton made an odd growling sound.
“What did I tell you about keeping your thoughts blocked?” Archibald shouted at the guard holding the stranger. “Didn’t I tell you that demons have tricks up their sleeves? What was all of that training for, if not to prevent him from getting disclosed information?”
The guard was turning beet red, but he defended himself. “I’ll be more careful. But come on. That’s something that he was about to find out anyway.”
“We’re going to Chavez?” Winx’s voice was barely above a whisper. The one man who had been trying to kill her all of this time, and she was being led directly to him. 
They were taken down a large staircase. Winx dragged her feet the entire way to the point that she was lifted by her arms off of the ground. Beside her, she could hear Keaton attempting the same, though it had to be more difficult with his severe injury. But the stranger was jovial and walked readily, as if leading the troops himself.  Didn’t he know what they were about to face?
The closer they got to what was surely the mouth of hell, the more Winx found it in her to fight. Sounds tore from her throat as she violently jerked her body.
“Don’t make us Taser you like last time,” Archibald offered calmly. It didn’t make her stop her struggles, but she did ease up. At least, if she stayed awake, escape was still an option. Chavez had proven before that he was enough of a madman to want to kill her while she was awake. No need to weaken herself and make the job easier for him.
They reached a set of doors with distinguished woodwork. Beyond that, the room got a lot darker, with hard floors and no sunlight. 
Winx, Keaton, and the stranger were all thrown into a cell together. A heavy metal gate was slammed shut, and the guards walked away. 
Despite herself, Winx thought of the last time Chavez had met her in a cell. The memory of the pain and horror, of the shock rendering her body useless, brought Winx to an almost catatonic point. She stared off into the dark, unseeing and frozen in time.
Keaton knew that Winx was not okay. But how could he help her? She was reliving her worst nightmare, and he was completely futile with his injury. His eyes had adjusted in the dark, and he could easily make out Winx’s wide eyes and the grim set of her mouth. Her breath was shallow and uneven. He’d never seen her that way.
The stranger was walking around the cell. He kicked at a low bar with a “humph” and looked at the upper corners with calculation. Keaton decided to mirror him, for lack of anything else to do. He took in their surroundings with a slow sweep of the room.
Besides a few pillars decked with chains, there wasn’t much to see. It was obviously a dungeon, but besides the lack of light, there weren’t many clichéd jail-cell remnants. There weren’t any dank smells or rats along the ground. It may not have been lavish, and it was likely a simple cellar before the bars were erected, but it was obviously cared for. There were vents, but no windows. How deep underground they were wasn’t clear.
“How is she the one flipping out?” the stranger suddenly addressed him.
“What?” Keaton was instantly angry. Winx had every reason to feel the way she did. Chavez was set to murder her.
“She’s of the dark touch.” The stranger said it slow, as if he were speaking to a dog. “And you’re a mongrel. Don’t  mongrels lose their shit behind bars?”
What he was saying wasn’t untrue. Normally a bandit in a prison cell was a dangerous thing. They’d paw around the place haphazardly. Some would go insane. Being confined was not their thing. But Keaton was focused on the too-silent Winx.
He glared at the stranger, and then he pointed at his foot. “I think they’ve done enough.”
“Keaton?”
Both men jumped. It was a female voice to the far right echoing toward them, and Keaton recognized it immediately. How had he not realized they weren’t alone? His senses must be on overload from his sad state.
“Genevieve?” he called to her. He slid himself carefully to the very edge of the cage and peeked as best he could to the far corner. He could make out half of her form sitting in the darkness, her cell separated from theirs by a width of walkway. She looked like she was cuffed, just like them. “Yes, it’s me.”
“Keaton!” her shrill voice sounded alarmed. “Is that really you?”
“It is,” he answered back. “How long have you been in here?”
“I’m not sure. Hours, I think. It’s hard to say.”
“Are you alone?”
“Yes. My mother and uncle are being kept elsewhere.”
“Who put you in here?”
“Chavez.”
He’d been afraid of that. “What happened?”
“He’s taken over everything, Keaton. He has overrun my Queendom with savages, and now he’s overthrowing my mother. We’ve lost, Keaton.”
He rested his head against the cold of the bars and stayed there. “Heavens.” 
“Are you hurt?” Genevieve asked him.
Keaton lifted his head a fraction. “I’ll be all right.”
“Even so…” Genevieve slid over to press herself against the bars. She reached both shackled hands out and stretched, but it wasn’t nearly enough to close the distance. Keaton, knowing what she tried, reached his hand out as well. The two of them strained, but it was no use.
“Thanks anyway, Evy.”
She sighed. “I wish I could help.”
Keaton glanced at his twisted, broken ankle. It wasn’t a pretty sight, so he looked back at her. “I thought that Iragall would at least keep you safe. Didn’t he take you to a secure location?”
“Yeah, you’re looking at it.”
Were the lixyns so inept? Keaton was irritated. “Then where are his enforcers?”
“I don’t know. My uncle was supposed to be keeping us safe. But… that has failed. We have failed.”
“Hey, speak for yourself, lady.” The stranger spoke up this time, directing everyone’s attention to him. “I’m right where I am supposed to be.”
“Who is that?” Genevieve queried.
“I have no idea,” Keaton confessed.
“Don’t worry about me,” the stranger answered. “I’m just a shadow in the dark. A sexy, sexy shadow.”
“Sir, if you are of any help—”
“Oh, I should say that I am.”
“Please. Tell me. Do you see a way out of this plight?”
The stranger went back to observing the bars. “Nothing immediate.”
“Then how are you so cheerful?” she demanded of him.
He leaned his shoulder against the bars. “Come on, you’re acting like you’re not used to being thrown in prison.”
“Will you stop with the act already?” It was Winx who spoke up now. Her head was downcast, hiding her features, but her tone was ever annoyed. “We get it. You’re braver than the rest of us. If you’re not going to tell us why you’re not afraid, then quit talking.”
“Ah, no nonsense.” The stranger laughed. “What a serious little sub-demon.”
“I’m not a sub anything.”
“Sure you are. You’re not quite a demon, but still of the dark touch.”
“She’s a daevor,” Keaton answered for her.
“Exactly. Such serious creatures. If she were a full-blooded demon like me, she’d lighten up a little.”
Winx glared up at him. “You’ve obviously never run into Chavez before.”
“No, I haven’t,” the stranger admitted. “He’s still alive.”
That grabbed everyone’s attention. The lixyn, bandit, and daevor gave him wide looks of judgment. But the stranger didn’t elaborate any further.
Eventually, the entryway to the dungeon opened and flooded with light. Sconces were lit by two silent servants who did not speak to the prisoners. When they left, it wasn’t long before the man himself came in.
Four guards led by Tipping brought in Orion and London, whom they tied to a pillar with their arms above their heads. They were about three feet apart from one another. It was obvious that they were about to be subjected to some type of torture.
When Iragall saw both Keaton and Winx in the cell, a flash of disappointing sadness swept his features. Orion was stoic, not looking at his niece.
Chavez walked in looking well-groomed and rested. He smiled at the two men being strung up. “Order, gentlemen. That’s what this has always been about.” He eyed the prisoners with that persistent look of glee. “Look how many birds I’m knocking down with one stone. The two criminals I’ve sought after for so long.” He even gave Winx a greedy glare. “At last. One by one, I’ll put an end to these traitors of the Queendom.”
“You don’t know what you are doing,” Orion spoke up. “You’ll never gain the acceptance of the kingdoms by slaughtering the innocent.”
“Or even slaughtering the guilty,” London piped in. “Murder has never been a good motivator for the public.”
“They’ll yield to me eventually. When they realize that there is nowhere else to turn.”
“No, Chavez. They will sort you out, just as all dictators are dealt with.” London shook his head. “You may run with your newly-found power. But your reign will be short lived.”
Esteban walked over to London until he could stare into his eyes. “Don’t worry about my reign, you petulant fool. You won’t be here to see it.” He chucked the younger man underneath his chin. “And neither will your regime of do-gooders. I plan on taking out that pet project that you started. Aside from wedding the Goddess, that’s my first step as ruler.”
Orion’s face went blank with surprise.
“I saw that look, Orion.” Chavez chuckled as he turned to the High Chancellor. “Why the change of heart?” Orion asked.
“Edina is the sweetheart of the Queendom, and those with the touch enjoy her prancing about. As long as she can keep their confidences and play her roles, I’ll let her live. If she wavers from that, well…” He shrugged, as if the consequent repercussions were out of his hands.
A group of seven savages were brought in and compelled to stop in front of the pillars that held the doomed men. They slunk forward, drooling in need. The daevors controlling them, including Archibald, looked just as dead in the eyes as the creatures. 
“I wish there was another way,” Esteban projected over the growls of the savages. “If you could see my vision, we could make this world anew. But instead, you cower behind outdated principles. So I have no use for you.”
Keaton forced himself to look away. “This makes no sense. Wouldn’t they simply heal themselves?” 
 “Lixyns need to touch themselves with the palm of their hand in order to heal.” The stranger sounded disgusted.
Winx had turned completely away with her eyes closed. Nobody was eager to see what was coming.
Genevieve was openly sobbing. She grabbed at her bars with a despairing clutch. “Please, stop this!”
Esteban’s gaze flitted toward her in confusion, as if he was noticing the princess for the first time. He walked over to her, his footfalls pronounced in the suddenly still room.
“You sympathize for these men? The same ones who forced you here against your will? Your uncle, who couldn’t protect you from me, and his mewling predecessor, who poisoned you? Nobody is that good-hearted.”
“How will killing them secure your rule?” Genevieve demanded. “This is gratuitous.”
“See it as a lesson. You could do well to learn from your mother. It took very little effort for her to see things my way.”
Chavez nodded to his servants and walked away. The daevors didn’t move, didn’t blink, but their will was done instantly.
The savages pounced the strung-up lixyns. They fed quickly, digging deeply into all areas of flesh made available to them. The resounding, gurgling shouts from the men were terrible. Because their abdomens and chest cavities were the closest to reach, the savages were literally goring the insides of the men onto the floor. They drank their blood greedily and chewed on the abundant tissue.
Orion was the first to go into shock. His eyes rolled back into his head as his body convulsed and he frothed at the mouth.  The savages were digging their hands into his open body, tugging entrails into their awaiting mouths. A surge of liquid mire slapped noisily onto the floor. London shuddered in pain, but he made as little noise as possible. He stared ahead with steely eyes, but they were fading fast. His body was quickly becoming ribbon.
Genevieve’s sobs increased in volume. The stranger went pale, as if he could vomit on the spot. Keaton and Winx kept their backs turned.
As the awful scene continued to erupt before them, the doorway suddenly crashed open. The prisoners looked up as long, pearl wings beat to bring none other than Roy Ardess into the fray. He jumped the daevors quickly, breaking their concentration over the savages.
The prisoners jumped to their feet instantaneously. For a moment, they stared as Roy pummeled the daevors. The savages scattered, unsure of which body was more promising in abundance.
The stranger grabbed Winx’s upper arm. “Are you done flipping out?”
She tried to nod, but she was so transfixed on the battle waging before them that she might have failed.
“Help me control the savages!” The stranger shook her. ”Now.”
Winx reacted more out of instinct than anything else. She probed the savage’s minds and found emptiness. Quickly, she stopped them from eating the two chancellors and redirected their energy onto the daevors. They crawled over to the outnumbered Roy and attacked the guards. Archibald and his four comrades shouted in horror and beat at the creatures, nimbly avoiding being eaten alive.
Roy reached London and pressed his palm to his exposed chest. It was evident that his injuries were too great for him to bounce back right away. Still, his body began to knit together. 
A savage that the stranger controlled backed a daevor into their cell. After having the creature tear out the daevor’s throat, he made it pick up a set of keys off of the dead man’s belt. The savage showed an intelligence that only a demon controlling it could give it as it headed over to the cell to unlock the doors. 
But before it could insert the key, it was shot in the head. Archibald had killed the savage that had been ripping at him and was now holding a pistol. He ended the other savages being used against him, and then he leveled the barrel at Roy.
“Nice try.”
But Roy had nothing to lose, and he threw himself at Archibald anyway. The daevor let off shot after shot, aiming for his head. But in his desperation to stop him, he missed twice. Roy was on him in a heartbeat, and soon, the gun was tossed to the floor.
Archibald Tipping, however, was no weakling. He and Roy crashed throughout the dungeon, tripping over the dead bodies and slipping in fluids marring the floor.
Meanwhile, the stranger slid to the edge of the cell and leaned far against it, straining to grab the keys. He held his breath and pressed hard, and his fingers hooked over the ring before he lost it. He repeated this until he managed to slide the keys underneath the stall of the cell. They slid near Winx’s thigh, and he hurriedly crawled over to her.
“I’m going to uncuff you first,” he said. She didn’t have a chance to ask him how, because he leaned down to pick the set up with his mouth, and then he sifted them around until he had what looked like the proper key. He leaned down over her bound hands and worked the key around.
“Who the hell are you?” she asked in disbelief when the lock clicked and her hands were freed.
“The guy who’s saving your ass. Now focus.” 
Winx finished picking at her other shackled hand before removing the cuffs entirely. The stranger turned around so that she could return the favor for him.
In the rest of the dungeon, Roy was hesitant to give Tipping the upper hand yet again, t but when Archibald brought his interlaced fingers together and side-swiped him in the jaw, he went down hard on the knees. Archibald  picked up the dropped gun and leveled it at Roy. 
A blur of a body blazed through the dungeon, and Archibald was tossed onto his side without preamble. The gun went off loudly, sparking as the shot went wild.
Keaton had completely ignored the pressing demands of his severe injury to press Archibald against the wall. He didn’t have a gleeful look of triumph on his face as he balled Archibald’s shirt in his fist. Instead, he looked as if he were intent with one thing: killing the daevor.
Roy didn’t waste time. He rushed over to the decimated lixyns and untied the limp body of London. His boss fell into his arms weakly. 
“I knew that you would come for me,” he wheezed.
“Of course. Sir.” Roy held him tightly.
Genevieve was set free from her imprisonment, and she went straight to her uncle. She placed a glowing hand on an untouched part of his arm and waited calmly, but the results were lacking. The High Chancellor was dead. Genevieve dipped her head as silent sobs shook her.
“Keaton.” Winx walked over to him and held a hand to his shoulder, but he didn’t pay attention to her.
“What are you planning on doing with that chew toy?” the stranger asked him.
Keaton didn’t answer. He only stared intently at Archibald, who was boldly staring back.
“Whatever you’re going to do, do it quickly!” Roy hissed in their direction. “We haven’t got much time! Chavez is going to want a report on his dirty work!”
Keaton was staring daggers at the daevor, his feral eyes gleaming. Tipping did not try to squirm out of his hold; it would have been useless anyhow.
“You would have done it already.” Tipping’s voice was hollow. “If you were a killer.”
Keaton didn’t respond.
“He killed Stori,” Winx reminded him, seeing the hesitance in the animal’s stance. “I’m sure that you don’t kill lightly… but. You don’t need to feel sympathy for him.”
“Yes.” Keaton finally spoke, and when he did it was directed to Tipping. “My family died screaming by your hand.” He growled menacingly.
With one slow, deliberate movement, Keaton turned Tipping’s head by his chin until his cheek leaned against the wall. Then, keeping his quarry in place, he reached his hand up. A vicious claw was already sprouted and waiting in anticipation. The guard didn’t beg for his life, didn’t whimper, didn’t make a single sound. Perhaps that made it easier on Keaton when it came to destroying him.
Winx closed her eyes against the horrid sight, but it didn’t shut out the sound of Keaton’s sharp nail digging into Archibald Tipping’s temple.
 
 



CHAPTER 14
Winx rifled through the guards’ bodies for weapons. She’d gotten the idea from the stranger, who was doing the same beside her.
“Can we know your name now?” she asked.
“Just call me Cris.” He looked over a baton before going to the next body. “And you are…”
“Winx.”
Their eyes met briefly. Cris gave her an uncomprehending frown.
“You’re of the Rowan clan,” Cris said suddenly.
Winx nodded. “You know my family?”
Cris nodded, but he returned to his chore instead of saying more.  Winx followed suit.
The group didn’t find much except for a few Tasers and clubs. Apparently, Archibald was the only one who had deemed it worth his time to bring a gun. Of course. Cryptids couldn’t always be counted on when it came to firepower. 
Winx stood up straight when nothing else could be found. She and Cris looked over to Genevieve, who was still crying. She was quickly ushered away from the dripping form of the High Chancellor, her time of mourning cut short for the necessity of escape.
Roy headed to the doorway with London’s arm draped over his shoulder. He wouldn’t need to support London for long, since London gained a modicum of his former strength with each step. “Chavez has more armed guards,” London said brokenly as they hurried to the exit. “There’s no way to make it out of the mansion without the alarms blaring. If we’re going to make our escape, we had better do so quickly.” 
Cris rose an eyebrow.  “Armed with what?”
“Knowing Chavez?  Savages.  It’s how he took over the Queendom in the first place.”
“What about my mother?” Genevieve’s breath hitched, and her face was blotchy red with grief.
QueendomLondon’s face never stopped looking dour. “I’m sorry, my lady. But if we want to survive, we have to simply make a run for it.”
 “Chavez doesn’t want to kill the Goddess,” Cris pointed out when Genevieve started to cry again. “He’s keeping her alive. It’s us that he wants dead. Therefore, it’s us who need to haul cheek out of here.”
That seemed to give Genevieve enough control to heal Keaton, and as she worked, everyone else formulated a plan. The consensus was that, since Keaton was the fastest, he should take up the front, clear the way of any barricades, and blindside any opposition. Cris would take behind him, the lixyns would rush the middle, and then Winx would bring up the rear.
They wasted no time.  Once Keaton was healed, he opened the heavy door and peered up the long stairwell. He listened. There was no sound.
“Come on.” 
They shuffled out.  Keaton took the lead, just as they’d planned.  He kept quiet and slow until he spotted a line of six or seven guards down the hall, and then he blazed forward. There were a lot of surprised screams. One guard pressed a button at his lapel and shouted an alarm through an invisible microphone.
But before they could fully mobilize, Cris blindsided them. He thoroughly flayed the men with a push of his mighty black wings, and Keaton was there to help him, throwing aside any takers who would have come up behind the demon.
Roy, London, and Genevieve hurried past the piles of unconscious people. Winx was with them, keeping her eyes open for any advancing behind them.
One hall down, a myriad more to go.
Keaton felt alive. It was an odd emotion. But after his awful injury, being downtrodden for so long, feeling helpless, and watching his pack be torn asunder, it was nice to cause some mayhem for a change.
Fighting alongside Cris was exciting. Their fighting styles complimented one another, and working in tandem with him wasn’t a difficult thing. It was as if he had an impression of what tactics the demon wanted to try and the minute he should do them. Funny, considering they hadn’t even been properly introduced at this point.
In the back of his mind was a bloodthirsty monster. Killing Tipping hadn’t been enough. Exhilarating, desirous even, but not enough. He could still feel his claw sinking into the daevor’s head and the blood spattering over his face and arms. He could still hear the dying grunts and twitches of the bastard.
It still wasn’t enough. Every guard was Tipping in disguise. Every guard had ruined his home and killed Stori. And they wanted to do more. 
He wouldn’t let them.
The fights were getting messy. Having a full-blooded demon on the loose, even one who had been starved for days, was a huge advantage. Keaton and Cris tossed the guards about like rag dolls and made way for the rest of the group.
They broke into a wide room surrounded with stained glass windows.
“You all go ahead!” Cris shouted as the alarms started to blare. “I have to find my weapons!” 
“What for?” Genevieve demanded.
“I have unfinished business with theChancellor!”
“You’ll never beat him, he’s too protected!” London and the other lixyns spread their wings as the danger mounted.
“I’ve been taken straight to his lair! I’m not about to let that opportunity slip past!” 
With a crash, Cris broke the stained glass with his midnight wings. The group covered their heads as the multicolored shards sprayed about them like bright, sharp rain, and the demon bounded away in search of his quarry.
The rest of the group wasted no more time.  They ran out into the grounds, searching for a way out. Nobody noticed when Winx, still taking up the rear, was quickly grabbed and flown in the opposite direction.
Her first reaction was a horrendous dread. She started to scream for help before a hand clapped over her mouth in finality. With wide eyes, the daevor was swooping away from her oblivious group, who were hot-footing it into the green acres of the mansion.
But her second reaction? That was the one that steeled her. She felt a swell of anger, not only at herself for being caught, but at the idiot who’d actually picked her up. She kicked her legs back viciously, bit at the hand over her mouth, and squirmed, not thinking of how high off the ground she was.  The struggle erupted her horns, and she slammed her head back into her assailant’s face. 
Then he dropped her.
It was only about a five-foot fall, but it did leave her wheezy. It still wasn’t as bad as the other guy.  She bounded back to her feet as the lixyn she’d been searching for landed. Blood slipped down the contours of his mouth and chin from where she’d headbutted him.
“You crazy bitch!” He healed what Winx now saw was a gouged-out eye. The puckered skin regrew quickly, but the lixyn was still livid and struggling to breathe. “You h-have evaded the law long enough.” 
Since the lixyn stood in the lights coming from the mansion, Winx could take in his form. He wasn’t very tall, but he was stocky with some semblance of muscle. His face was an ethnic handsome, his skin a glowing Spanish hue. Dark hair and dark brows detailed his face. Perhaps he could be seen as good looking if it weren’t for a spark of insanity brimming beneath the surface. So like… 
“Who are you?” Winx hotly demanded. 
He gave her a mocking frown. “Oh, what, Deja never told you about me?”
Winx didn’t answer.  If there was any chance she could actually explode from anger, this would have been the time. 
 “Really? She really never told you about a Dante?  Just like her.” He scoffed. “So what did you think this was about the entire time?”
“I had no reason to think someone would want her dead.”  Winx trembled with rage.
He was disbelieving. “Did your family really think Deja a saint?”
“What could she have possibly done to deserve what you did to her?”
“The trollop had you fooled. But I suppose that was easy. The doting sister, full of worship over the eldest in her family.”
Winx charged him. He backed away and dodged her swings. 
“Yes, I had the bitch killed! I would have gotten my hands dirty myself, if it weren’t for my father’s political career! But my methods were just as effective: bring one of his lackeys in to do it for me.”
Winx stopped. She looked harder at him. The Latin looks. The accent. The facial structure.
“He had plenty to spare. He’s been brainwashing his wards for quite some time. All I had to do was coerce one of them to impose their will on a nearby gang. So simple to make Deja’s last moments on Earth a living hell. And none of the blame shot back at me.” He let out a low whistle. “But then you came in and resurfaced everything that had been covered up.” 
He was still retreating. Winx followed.
“It was all over until you got those hoodlums killed. My father knew I was the one who almost compromised his rule. Now he won’t  trust me with anything, and I must prove myself. Let him know that I’m loyal!”
With a horrible shout, Winx used a surge of speed to chase him down. He turned a corner and entered a room. She followed hard, bursting through the door without thinking.
She came face to face with the unthinkable. The room held the remainder of the source of her punishment.
Robin Hoggs, Arn Dunning, Matt Gretch, and Manny Ellis. 
The men she’d killed.
Time had not been kind to them. Since their death and travels beyond it, they’d become more rotted bone than corpse. Their gang insignias were still visible, as if someone strived for them to be recognized.
Winx lost her breath. She staggered backwards at the four men prowled toward her. Beyond them stood Chavez’s son and a shackled daevor, recognizable as a Lighter from the dead look in its gaze.
“Let the games begin!” Dante said with a laugh. 
 



CHAPTER 15
Keaton and the lixyns didn’t get very far.  They had to stop in their path when a firing squad made up of about fifteen Lighters blocked the way. Although they were obviously still slaves, they held their weapons and leashes for the savages at their feet with a confidence that belied their dead eyes.
Firepower and the dead added together. There was nothing to be done.
“Did you really think it would be that easy?” Chavez demanded as he walked around his guard, the Goddess Edina dragged by his side. “I’ve been prepared for a breakout. Though I’m mightily disappointed to see how hard you are to kill, Iragall.”
London wasn’t fazed. “I’ve heard as much before. Hopefully, I’ll hear it plenty in the future.”
“Don’t count on it.” 
“You still have the power to stop this, my old friend.”
“Mind who you’re talking to.” The calm exterior of the madman broke away easily to his ferocity. “I’ve spent years organizing this breach. You really think your miniscule group of do-gooders is enough to stop me? You don’t have what it takes, London. You may as well surrender now; that way, your death will be quick and easy.” 
“Mother…” Genevieve spoke to the Goddess in an undertone. “Mother, are you all right?”
The Goddess Edina didn’t look her daughter square in the eyes. Her features were resigned to grief, her posture regal but weightless in Esteban’s hold. She stared ahead, almost as lifeless as the Lighters around her. She didn’t look bruised or dirty, but her composure was obviously feigned.
“What? Doesn’t your mother look in the peak of health?” Esteban drew Edina closer to him, cupping her cheek. She did not respond. “Don’t worry, dear. I’ll be taking care of her from now on.” He signaled to the guard. “Get them back into their cells and make sure that they stay there. And find the daevor. We seem to have lost her.”
There was a sheepish exchange of looks when the prisoners realized that Winx was gone. Keaton grimaced the hardest.
The guard advanced, hiking their weapons in the direction that they wanted the group to go. They shouted orders, but their voices held no inflection whatsoever.
“Any more grand ideas?” Keaton asked.
“Oh, not to worry, ol’ chum,” London stated. “I’m sure something will fall out of the sky.”
No sooner were the words out of his mouth than five blurs whooshed around the area. The guards fired, swinging in every direction to try and hit their quarry. Keaton took a bullet dead in his lower back and fell to the ground, hollering in pain.
The savages were let loose as bandits began to tear into the Lighters. Chavez shouted and spread his wings, taking the Goddess up into the air with him. But he’d barely gotten more than five feet before a body braced with black wings collided into him, knocking him sideways and to the ground in a crash.
Genevieve rushed to her mother when she was dropped like a sack. She gathered her close and covered them both with her wings as she tried to crawl out of the fray. The Goddess, however, had lost her outward calm and was back to the mewling from before. This only intensified when a savage nabbed her dress and tugged her toward his snapping jaws.
“Help!” the Goddess screamed in an unworldly pitch.
Genevieve pulled her mother away from the savage, not reacting when the skirt of the Goddess’s dress ripped high. She forced her mother behind her, as the woman was obviously not prepared to deal with such a creature, and grabbed it by the back of its head. She slammed it face down against the ground until it made a squishing noise, and then she only paused to grimace until she was sure that its brain had been damaged, making another face when its neck cracked. 
More savages roamed, some of them armed, but when their minders lost control, they weren’t at much of an advantage with their tools. It was quick work for Roy to rid the area of their presence, using his superior skill to crush the creatures.  The bandits, on the other hand, used their speed to attempt to snatch the firearms away from the Lighters.  Some succeeded, and others were shot.
In his corner of the battle, Cris held one halberd in each hand and swung them expertly as Esteban scrambled to get out of the reach of his blade.
“Hell-born heathen!” Esteban screeched as he flew to back away from Cris. “Don’t you know who you’re dealing with?”
“Yeah. Esteban Chavez, head honcho of the Order.” He twirled his blade elaborately. “I’m sending you a message in the form of a blade through your skull.”
“Shoot this idiot!” Chavez demanded. 
The guards who weren’t too engaged turned their barrels in the direction of the demon upon hearing new orders. Cris darted out of the path of a rain of bullets, using the surrounding gardens for cover, and keeping a trained eye on the direction that Esteban ran in to retreat. 
The Lighters may have been armed, but they were clumsy when it came to keeping a steady hand against the bandits. When the animals crossed paths, the guards hit each other with friendly fire. It quickly diminished their numbers, to the point that there were only four male Lighters left. Realizing defeat, they stopped shooting and tried to box in the bandits. Roy flew down to take out one of the remaining guards, London beside him.  Cris used the lack of bullets to dart from his hiding spot within the trees and to rush back into the mansion.
Once the Lighters were all down, everything started to make more sense. Eight bandits stopped around the gardens, out of breath, but victorious.
“Violet. You made it.” London’s relief was palpable as he spoke to what was obviously the animal in charge. “Where is the rest of the force?”
“Still back in Washington.” Violet was a tall, Amazonian bandit with dusky skin and darker eyes. “We couldn’t spare too many of our numbers. We haven’t been able to recruit in weeks.”
“No matter.” London turned to everyone else. “Let’s away. Quickly.”
Keaton made a sound of relief when he was healed. He looked up tentatively to see Roy healing him, and beside him stood...
“Sabrina? What… how…?”
“I decided to come find you.” She smiled winningly and touched his cheek. “I couldn’t let you leave the way you did. I care too much about you.” She smiled 
“Winx.” Keaton jumped to his feet upon remembering the daevor’s absence. “We have to find her.”
“We have to get out of here,” Violet countered him. “Right now!”
“I’m not leaving without her!” Keaton gave them all one look, his gaze ending on Sabrina. “I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.”
He left amidst Sabrina’s protests, not looking to see if anyone followed him.
Being trapped in a room with all of the men responsible for the death of her sister was doing odd things to Winx’s head. She had no weapon to speak of, and her immediate reaction was to shrink back, unsure. But as her emotions continued to buzz inside of her, growing steadily in volume, she braced herself for whatever would come. 
The savage Black Hearts gang was advancing. Their snarls were terrible, and their smells were worse. Dante smiled behind them with the anticipation of her defeat. Winx was outnumbered. 
But rage kept creeping up the back of her throat, almost suffocating her.
She knew what she had to do. 
With her eyes trained directly onto the daevor, she stepped forward. The gang still approached; even controlled, they still ached for her flesh.
“How does it feel to see them again?” Dante asked, smiling sinisterly. “Bo would be here. But, of course, you took care of him weeks ago.”
Winx refused to rise to his baiting. Instead, she took another step forward, which brought her face to face with Manny. His eyes were milky white with blindness, but his nostrils flared like he could smell her. Without hesitation, she brought her hands up to cup his head.
The more seasoned the corpse, the easier the kill.  Winx had that on her side, if nothing else.
When she snapped his neck, Dante’s smile faded, and the rest of the gang jumped on top of Winx in the span of seconds. She was crowded to the wall, teeth and claws ripping at her skin. Wounds that had only just recently closed reopened without too much effort.
Winx screamed, but she didn’t let her gaze waver from her goal. The Lighter. Kill the Lighter. 
She used her strength to push off the weaker crowd of dead. They parted an inch, and Winx used the space to spin quickly, her crimson tail coming up out of her pants like a whip. She kicked high and caught Robin in the jaw.  He flew back into Matt as Winx punched the temple of a wildly-snarling Arn.  They all rose again quickly thanks to Dante’s compulsion.  But Winx used the time to push and kick her way to the middle of the room. 
 “What are you doing?” Dante yelled as Winx advanced. “She’s getting closer! Stop her now!”
The Lighter didn’t react. But her eyes shifted between each savage, mentally giving different commands. 
The bandits were trying to weigh Winx to the floor in response to their orders, but they were far from successful. Every time it seemed that a bite or a tug would take Winx down, she would spring back up again. 
When she tossed Arn into the wall and rushed over to kick his neck, Dante bellowed at the Lighter. “She’s killing them!  Stop her! Stop her!”
Matt and Robin shuffled over to Winx. She stopped kicking the now very dead Arn to knock her elbow into Matt’s midsection. He toppled backwards, but even though he was regaining his footing, Robin made himself far too accessible to Winx’s determination. She brought him to the wall, and when she slammed his head into it, a part of his skull fractured and broke off, exposing his brain. Blackened blood slipped out of his cranium, splashing across Winx as she kept forcing him to the wall, her grunts accented by her actions.
That left Matt. He still came at her as if he was even a threat at this point. Winx held him at bay by his shirt, and then she stalked over to the Lighter and her master.
“You are useless!” Dante screeched at the Lighter as he backed away. “All of your training was wasted! All you had to do was kill her!”
Winx bounded over to the Lighter, still holding onto Robin as he wriggled. The slave, on the other hand, didn’t move a muscle as she awaited orders to protect herself that didn’t come. 
“I want to feel sorry for you,” Winx growled. “But the last time I sympathized with one of you, someone died.” 
She reached into the slave’s belt and pulled out a tactical knife. Without apology, she dragged it across the Lighter’s throat. The slave’s eyes widened,  and she gurgled as she fell to the floor to die.
Dante Chavez was already thundering for the exit when Winx pulled the blade into the savage’s jaw. She shoved hard until he went still, and then, she yanked the knife out and hopped over the bodies to find Dante.
He wasn’t hard to find.  He was running clumsily away, his wide wings spread, hallway after hallway provided no windows for him.   Winx wasted no time in hopping on his back and tackling him to the ground.
 “No!” he screamed. “Get off of me!” 
Dante tried to defend himself, tossing her back, but Winx was fueled by years of rage. The two of them pushed against one another, the lixyn trying to save his skin while the daevor tried to bring her knife down.  Dante grabbed her wrists to keep her clasped hands from shoving the weapon into his chest, and his arm muscles bulged with the effort. 
 “You… killed… Deja…” Winx panted. “So… die!”
Using a different tactic, she brought her arms away from him. His arms slipped, leaving his chest more open with the action. Winx evaded his grasp and slammed the blade down repeatedly into his chest.  Dante screamed in horror and pain.
It didn’t last.
After stabbing Dante for the seventh time, Winx flew backward. She slammed hard into a wall and slid to the floor, white lights dancing before her eyes. She would have made a sound, but she couldn’t breathe.
“What is happening here?” The voice of the elder Chavez was recognizable, even in her haze. “You cannot fight that thing off of you? What use are you?”
Winx squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, rubbing gingerly at the growing lump on the back of her head. When she opened them again, the tilted world began to straighten...and she could only watch as Dante’s father healed him. 
“Come, we’ve been breached.” Esteban started to usher Dante away.
“No! We have to kill her!” Dante grabbed the blade that Winx had been using on him.
“Oh, and have you the courage to do that?  You’ve still learned nothing!” Esteban glared and reached his hand out. “Better let the adults see to it, boy!”
“No!” Dante’s whining made him sound like a child. “You ordered me to take out the last Rowan daughter. And I—”
“What? Crave my respect?” Esteban sneered. “Don’t be a fool. Give me the blade!”
Winx wanted to let them argue, but she knew that the Chancellor would not have the patience to continue fighting his son for long. She summoned as much energy as she could and scooted to the side as quietly as she could.
But Esteban heard her. He crashed over to her without warning. Winx barely made a sound as he lifted her by her throat with a double grip, her feet dangling a few inches from the floor.
“No matter,” Esteban spat through grit teeth. “A real man does not need a weapon.” 
Winx scratched uselessly at his hands as he squeezed harder. She switched to kicks, but he slammed her again against the wall before she could land a good one. The dancing lights returned as oxygen skirted her. 
Her eyes were rolling up in her head as Esteban said, “It ends with you. You are the last piece of the puzzle to be removed. Now die like a good girl.”
Winx was blacking out,  and after that would be death. Perhaps this really was it.
But then her throat was released, and she was on the ground again. Her body greedily sucked in air until she felt she could drown from it. Her hands held her throat in an attempt to soothe the sting there.
It was only after she gasped for a few moments that she focused enough to look up. She hadn’t been in the right state of mind to see Dante tossed aside like a rag doll or what happened to Esteban, but Cris had caught them both completely by surprise. Esteban was on his knees, a startled look drawn across his features. His body twitched and spasmed as he fell facedown on the floor, revealing an ax embedded in his skull. The symptoms of his nervous system told all present that he was beyond healing. A second later, after Dante had recovered from his own blow but before Winx or Cris could do anything, the younger Chavez screamed. “Father!  What have you done? You’re dead! You’re all dead!”
He tossed the blade still in his hand toward the membrane of Cris’s wing. But instead of avenging his father further, he turned and ran, bellowing at the top of his lungs. Cris followed him, turning the corner with nimble feet.
Winx was still reeling from everything that had happened. Blood coated the floor in all directions from the Chancellor’s still-twitching body, so she moved away, forcing herself to her feet. She felt lightheaded still.  Winx leaned her head back against the wall and tried to figure out what to do next. 
A whoosh of sound echoed around the hall. Winx’s eyes popped open quickly as a breeze hit her face. She looked around nervously until she realized it had been a bandit passing her. When Keaton came back, realizing his blunder, his face was relieved. 
“Oh, Winx.” Keaton held a hand to her shoulder. “You’re okay.”
Winx was happy to see him, but a part of her was dejected. The group hadn’t protected her from almost dying. It wasn’t exactly that she expected Keaton to be her knight in shining armor again, but she hadn’t expected Cris, a complete stranger, to swoop in and save the day. And to top everything off, Keaton had his hand on her shoulder like she was only a friend to him. 
Keaton looked over at Chavez. “Did you do that?”
She shook her head no.
 “Then...the demon?” She nodded. 
“I guess that’s how he planned to finish his business with the Chancellor.”
She frowned at him. “You think?”
As if things weren’t bad enough, Sabrina blazed into their scene, stepping in the pools of blood around the dead Chancellor as she did.
“Eaauuuggghh!” Sabrina tripped backwards and fell onto her bottom. Keaton walked over to help her up. Winx hugged her arms around herself and blinked rapidly to keep dizziness at bay.
Sabrina clung to Keaton as he helped her up. “We need to get out of here. The team is leaving.”
Keaton looked back at Winx. He started to pull away from Sabrina to reach for Winx, but the glare she gave him stopped him in his tracks.
Sabrina kept her arms around Keaton and tugged him in her direction. “Come on.” 
Winx waited until Keaton loosened himself from Sabrina’s hands and lead the way out of the hall before she followed, slow and measured.
 



CHAPTER 16
After scouring the mansion for things that would aid them, the group was prepared to start off.   Even though the opposition had been killed or run out of the mansion, Cris had returned to confirm that he had, in fact, lost Dante. There was no way of telling how many savages and Lighters the Chancellor’s son had at his disposal, so the general consensus was that leaving was the best option.
Sabrina told Keaton everything that had happened since they had last seen each other as everyone regrouped in the opening hall. “Right after you left, the pack was restless. They didn’t trust having Winx around, but they’d wanted you to stay. They insisted that the demon’s visit would lead more savages to destroy us even after she was gone, so they left me.” 
Keaton wasn’t pleased by that news, but he couldn’t give more than a wince of apology. Sabrina hadn’t left him alone through the communal sweep of the mansion, and her presence felt more like a hindrance than a happy reunion.  
“I didn’t know what to do with myself,” Sabrina continued. “And being alone wasn’t an option. So I packed what I needed and set out to the address that you had left for me. I followed the same road you had gone down, I smelled you everywhere I went.” Her smile was dreamy before fading. “And then I found the barn. I knew that you weren’t safe.”
After that, Sabrina got distracted when London was talking with the others adamantly about going to Washington to meet with his reserves, and Keaton took the opportunity to walk over to Winx, who was sitting on the marble floor with a distant gaze that didn’t go anywhere near the group. 
 “We’re going to find him,” he told her as he sat beside her. “This isn’t going to be a new uprising.”
“Oh, wake up, Keaton.” At least there was still a snap in Winx’s voice. “He has all of his father’s resources. Killing Esteban gave him an even bigger reason to come after us than killing my sister did.”
“Your sister?” 
“Dante was involved with my sister. As far as he’s concerned, anyway.  She supposedly broke his heart, and he had her killed. I was supposed to be silenced, especially after I killed the gang.” Winx gave Keaton a look. “Now I’m a witness to his father’s death. I don’t think for one second that he’s about to let it all go, and you shouldn’t, either.  If we’re not prepared for the worst, we’re all going to die.” Keaton put a hand on her thigh and squeezed gently. “Okay. You’re right.” 
Winx’s mouth set grimly. “And what about you? You aren’t okay, are you?”
 “What do you mean?”
She shrugged. “Tipping. I can tell you’re at odds with it.”
He looked away again without a word.  He couldn’t bring himself to answer.
“I know,” she said softly. “It doesn’t bring Stori back. But…”
“But nothing. What’s done is done.”
“Keaton. There’s no running from your decision. Believe me.”
“I’m not running from anything.”
They went silent again.  No one broke the silence until Cris sauntered over to where they sat and stopped in front of Winx. “Time to go.” 
She nodded, and Keaton watched her stand up and offer Cris her hand. Thank you. I don’t imagine that we will meet again under similar circumstances. That is, I hope I don’t—” 
He cut her off with a mere shake of his head. “I don’t mean just me.”
Keaton frowned at the same time as Winx.
“Us,” Cris said. “It’s time for you and me to go.”
That got everyone’s attention. Keaton got to his feet in a rush, and he heard London and Roy stop their instructions to listen in on their conversation.
“You and me,” Winx repeated.
“Yes. You are the last Rowan daughter. That means you come with me.”
Winx looked as confounded as Keaton felt.
“I was commissioned to assassinate Esteban Chavez and to bring you home after the deed was done.” 
Winx’s eyes bulged. “And who hired you to do this?” 
“Your father. Who else?”
Keaton laid a hand on her upper arm when she flinched at the news.  She looked at him, and then back over to Cris.  
“My father hired an assassin?” she asked.
 “Your family has been searching for you for quite some time. But although they had the means to find you, they hesitated to…” He gave the lixyns a pointed look. “Step on anyone’s toes. They had to be careful. Methodical. That’s why they found me, and I agreed to the job.”
“So you’ve been following me?”
“No. I’ve been following Chavez. I knew I couldn’t bring you home without the job done in its entirety. It took a long time.”
“Winx,” Keaton said, his grip tightening in warning. “You don’t know him. How can you trust him?”
“He killed Chavez,” Winx pointed out with a frown. “How can I not?”
“You don’t know anything about him!” 
“He saved my life,” Winx said roughly as she tugged her arm out of Keaton’s grip. She stepped closer to Cris, her features expectant. “But they would have given you something…right?”
“Sure, a very lucrative advance. I get the remainder upon your safe return.” He winked.
Winx only continue to stare at him.
“All right, yeah. They gave me this.” He showed her a ring that decorated his pinky finger.
Winx grabbed his hand to inspect it closely, and Keaton peeked over her shoulder. The ring had a ruby set in white gold, shimmering filigree marking each side of the stone.  It meant nothing to Keaton, but Winx looked up at Cris eagerly.
“He says come home, Snot.”
Winx slipped the ring from Cris’s finger and squeezed it into her palm, bringing her hand slowly to her chest.  She didn’t need to say anything.  Keaton could read how happy she was in the bliss on her face.  Winx never looked that happy. Or comforted.
Cris also took her silence as assent. “I figure we can take one of these vans until we find a more inconspicuous car in the city. Obviously, staying in a vehicle taken from this place would be too recognizable—”
“She’s not going anywhere with you.” Keaton’s claws and fangs erupted in agitation, the need to protect her brimming through him.
Winx bristled when he pushed her behind him. “Stop, Keaton! This has nothing to do with you!”
Keaton felt his face fall as he turned to look at her. “You really want to go with him?”
“Yes.” 
“You can’t!” Keaton turned around fully and lowered his voice. “Don’t leave.”
“All this has ever been about is getting back to my home.” Winx stared at her clasped hands like she couldn’t meet his gaze. “Everything I’ve done has been for my blood. I can’t pass up the opportunity to get back there.”
“What about your service to the order?”
“What of it?” Winx scowled. “I’ve been mutilated, beaten, on the brink of death, and I’m still supposed to fight for this broken alliance? I don’t think so. I’m done with this.”
“You have an obligation here. You can’t just turn your back on that.”
“Why am I supposed to be so noble?”
“The Queendom is being taken over—” 
“And it’s not my problem anymore.” 
Winx sidestepped Keaton,  but he veered into her path again.  “Come on, let’s talk about this.  In private.”
 He took a couple steps and held his breath as he waited to see if Winx would follow him out of the room.  
Luckily, she did.
Genevieve had been too busy trying to goad her mother into speaking to follow the finer points of the conversations around her.  But she focused when she heard London’s dramatic sigh. “Oh, this is not good.  If Keaton can’t convince Winx to stay, we’ll be traveling to Washington without anyone of the dark touch.”
“So?” Violet didn’t seem to care. “We came all this way without demons, and we can go back without them. Besides, if the new dictator really is after her, she’s dead weight.”
The bandit Genevieve didn’t know that had been hanging off Keaton—Sabrina something—was quick to agree. “She only causes problems! Let her go!”
“Having a daevor, or a demon, is essential to leveling the playing field.” London shook his head. “It is why Chavez only utilizes those with the dark touch in his regime. Their power is superior in many ways. I’ve striven for Winx’s cooperation for that very reason.”
“I’m just as strong as any Lighter,” Violet boasted. “We’ll be just fine getting back to headquarters.”
Genevieve sighed and turned back to her mother, petting her hand.  “Mother.  What did he do to you?” 
Edina kept her eyes on her lap. Bruises dotted her arms and shoulders, but it didn’t look like anything that wouldn’t heal. Everything that was paining the queen was on the inside. 
“He was psychotic, mother. He killed Uncle Orion in cold blood. But he’s dead now, and we can get out of here, reclaim our throne, and live in peace.” 
Edina’s gaze remained unseeing, her expression bland disinterest as London stooped beside them.  “How is she?”
Genevieve shook her head. “We must get her somewhere safe.”
“We’re leaving directly. If you’ll come this way, Your Majesties.” 
Both Genevieve and London helped the Goddess to stand and led her outside.  When Genevieve looked over her shoulder at the remaining bandits and Roy following them, she saw that Cris was the only one to remain in the room, stoically watching the direction that Winx had left in.
Winx was prepared to prod Keaton into speaking.  But she barely had time to pace the floor of the empty room he led her into before he started talking.
 “I understand that things have been hectic,” he said. “And it may seem easy to run away. But what kind of life will you be going to, Winx? You’ll never officially clear your name. As soon as the lixyn Queendom is up and operating again, your crimes will be held against you. It’s possible it’ll be worse because you chose to go AWOL in their time of need.”
Winx crossed her arms over her chest. “If London and Genevieve choose not to give me a break after all of this? They’ll never fully release me from my duty.”
“All of this will come storming back into your life. If your parents truly want you safe, then they would advise you to see this through to the end.”
“How can I pass this up?” Winx asked him. “You wouldn’t! Nothing would keep you away from your pack. Why do you expect me to slave away to a Queendom that ruined my life when I can go back to where I belong?” 
“What if you don’t belong there anymore?” Keaton pulled her close. “You’ve built new attachments. Haven’t you? You have a different life now.”
Winx didn’t allow herself to sink into the security of his arms.  “I’ve almost lost my life more than once.  I did lose my wings.  I can’t believe you expect me to stay here, knowing what I’ve gone through. I’ve suffered enough.”
Keaton’s brow drooped.  “What would I do without you?  How can you leave after...” 
Winx’s nostrils flared a moment before she spoke. “Anything that was good about our night together was tarnished when that barn got burned down.”
“You can’t turn your back on us because of a few trials.”
“There was never an “us”, Keaton. You’ve always put your home life first. I have to do the same. You may not have lived amongst my clan, like I did yours, but mine is every bit as special. And they need me, too.”
Keaton crumpled as she pulled back. “Please, Winx. Don’t leave me.”
Her heart was hammering in her chest, and the pain on his face startled her. When had their relationship grown so intense?  
“I have to, Keaton.” She wouldn’t say that she was sorry. Because she wasn’t. Instead, she pushed past him. “And you have to go, too. Your family needs to know that you are okay.”
She walked closer to the door until they were on two different sides of the room.. The separation was exactly what they needed. If she drew a clear line, maybe it would be easier.  On them both.
Keaton’s hands were out in front of him, as if still clutching an invisible Winx there. He seemed at a total loss, struggling for the right thing to say. But there was nothing that he could say. Her mind was made up.
“It’s time to go, Keaton,” she said finally.  
Winx walked through the door, not looking back at the man that she had hurt. 
The group departed without many words. Cris and Winx got into one van as the bandits and remainder of the lixyn authority crawled into another. London didn’t try to change Winx’s mind about leaving. Instead, he bowed his head at her choice, not saying whether or not there would be consequences for her decision.
Winx tried not to look at Keaton as he slid into the van next to a happily babbling Sabrina, but it was impossible. When she finally caved in, closing her passenger side door, she found that his eyes were on her already. The two gazed their last as the drivers of each vehicle fired up the engines and drove off in two completely separate directions.
 



EPILOGUE
A bonfire wasn’t the greatest idea, but since there was absolutely no shelter on the vast land, it was necessary. Cris and Winx were miles from any real civilization since they’d left Nevada in their rearview mirror over a week before.
The demon was sitting casually on a rock by the fire with one leg thrown over the other. His skin looked rather delicious bathed in firelight, and the reflection of the moon made his midnight wings gleam.
“Come on, kid. Shit happens, but sometimes, a rose grows out of it.” He’d been talking like that since their departure from the mansion. “Do you really miss that mongrel all that much? What was his problem anyway?”
“He’s had a lot of disappointment lately. I just add to it.” The admission didn’t sound like a regret falling from her lips. More like a chilly observation.
Cris gave her a calculating look. “Adding relationship problems to your already tumultuous lifestyle?”
 “Keaton and I are just friends.”
“Thank God for that. You’re far too spicy for a daydreamer like him.”
“What do you know about me?” she spat.
“Not much. But I’d like to change that.” He waggled his eyebrows.
Ugh. What was it with men lately? Winx definitely had enough on her plate without this addition of raucous, unabashed trifle.  It was time to change the subject.
“Are you going to tell me more about your group of misfits?” Winx asked. “Now that you can clearly see how trustworthy I am?”
Cristis remained heavy lidded as he looked at her. “What do you want to know?”
“Who were you really affiliated with?”
“The good guys,” he put it simply.
“Oh?”
“You don’t believe me?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Yet you look skeptical.”
“There doesn’t seem to be much good about you.”
“I could surprise you.” He had a gleaming, lascivious smile.
Possibly. Winx was having a hard time not being charmed by him. He was so her type. But that was dangerous territory, especially since she did not know much about him.
“Are you going to start being serious?” Winx let a bit of humor slip into her once harsh tone.
“All right.” Cris sat up straight and leaned forward to face her better. A rush of heat emitted from him. It had to be from the raging bonfire in front of them, since he’d absorbed a good amount of it. “We’re basically a group of henchmen for hire. If someone needs the deed done, we do it.”
“How do you get away with being an assassin with the Lixyn Queendom in power?”
“Very carefully. But it helps that the Queendom is dissolving into shambles.”
“I can imagine.” She looked down at the holsters on his hips. “And your calling card is an ax?”
Cris never lost his gleaming smile. “Gets the point across, doesn’t it?”
No arguing with that.
“Now, are you done quizzing me? You’ve been doing it a lot lately.”
“Just trying to recognize your brand.”
“My gimmick is mystery. It adds an allure. Come on, don’t try to deny it.”
Winx was humored by him, though she barely let it on. Too much had clouded her since the death of the Chancellor. Really, she should feel relieved. He was dead. And even though his son had escaped, there was a part of her that insisted Dante Chavez couldn’t be as awful a contender as his father had been. A danger? Sure. But all of that was being put behind her. She was going home.
Long years had separated her from the Rowan clan. She felt like she had so much of them to relearn, but her family must have missed her if they’d sent an assassin to clear the pathway back home.. They had to have forgiven her for dragging their good name through the mud.
Or… had they? Was a different kind of punishment awaiting her here? One that would be doled out by her blood rather than those with the light touch? And if that were the case, what would she do about it? Was there any escape from retribution on either side for avenging Deja’s death?
“You’re looking cold.” Cris had come around the fire. With his wings still brazenly bared, he sat near her and shielded her with them. Instant warmth flooded her, making her shivers disappear. He handed her a bag of beef jerky, which she took though her appetite was absent.
“You don’t have to be afraid anymore,” he told her. “The worst is over. Now you just get to live your life. The way that you want.”
“And what about the savage problems throughout the States?”
“What about them? You didn’t start them. It will get sorted out.”
She wanted to believe that. But she knew that more blood would be spilt. Maybe this was the beginning of something worse. Had she ever been soldier enough to handle that? Or was she merely a chick killing on a vengeful work visa that was about to expire? Mulling it over didn’t bring her closer to figuring it out. She wasn’t quite sure who she was anymore.
The night air continued to blow erratically, but Cris kept her well-guarded from it. As Winx closed her eyes and took a bite of meat, she could almost imagine Keaton there instead of him, his arms snug around her, his lips near, and a Bryan Adams song playing in her ear.
 



SULTRY IN DEATH
A Befallen Tides Short Story
She walked in spiked high heel boots, dressed to kill in a dark leather corset with red accents that pronounced her bust. The leggings were painted to her skin, fashionably split in places to reveal smooth cocoa skin. Her black hair had recently been cut to a bob, the front in long sideways bangs and the back buzzed short. She felt sexy and powerful, like a jungle cat out on the prowl for its next meal.
But for Deja Rowan, the nights had always been for play.
She strutted the city streets with confidence. Whenever a man or woman gave her a look, she posed and flaunted her wares in promise of bedroom prowess.
Her body spoke bold promises. “Yes, I am here for your entertainment. Look your fill.”
When she reached the night club she had been looking for, she swayed her thick hips on to the front of the line, gave the security a wink, and walked inside without paying. The humans stared at her longingly, hungrily, panting for her presence.
The music pumped with bass and rap lyrics. People swayed provocatively against each other. The dance floor lit up in a thousand different shades. Deja threw her arms open and plunged into the thick of it. This was where she belonged. Where the music never stopped, the drinks flowed like water, and merriment cascaded upon the people.
She wended through the lively hall, body shaking rhythmically to the music. Deja’s coal-lined eyes flitted over the crowd, peering into every inner thought. Everyone there was boisterous and ready to do as much damage as she was. She picked her way through them one by one, making eye contact with the most attractive humans there and hypnotizing them with a leer.
Deja found herself pinned between a gorgeous man and an equally attractive woman. They spun her around their writhing bodies, and she took her time making them acquainted with her intentions. They caressed her clothed flesh with pleading eyes. She teased them, magnetized them, made them beg for more of her. It wasn’t enough for Deja to be coveted by them. She wanted to be a living breathing aphrodisiac. She wanted all to stampede in anticipation of her arrival. She wanted them to kneel.
It didn’t take long. They drew her close to kiss and nip her exposed neck and whisper heated pleas into her ear, she knew that they had succumbed completely to her wiles. Telepathically or not, it was what Deja required: total submission before the coup de main. Greedy with empowerment, she walked off of the lit tiles and toward the back door. It was not a matter of would they follow—only how quickly.
The alley was dank with the heavy, sweltering summer. But convenience came with its pitfalls. Deja was too hungry to care about anything but the touch of her lovers. The man, large with muscle and manly with heat, dove his hands into her cleavage almost as soon as the doors had closed behind them. The woman, blonde and curvaceous, traced fire with her fingertips between Deja’s legs. Deja had driven them there, to this ecstasy waiting to happen. How proud of herself she was. It didn’t matter how many times she accomplished it. Her one night stands were always enthusiastic.
Deja dropped to all fours, and even the cement beneath her knees wasn’t enough to derail her from the skyrocketed pleasure she was enjoying. Her hips were held high as the man thrust inside of her. And better yet, her face was buried in the wet depths of the woman’s nether regions. Their cries of joy echoed around the alley as the rough lovemaking theatrically commenced, outside for any passersby to see.
Deja’s body thrummed with delicious curls of satisfaction as she took and was taken. She lost count of how many times the strangers achieved orgasm, how many times she herself did. They warmed the summer concrete with their liaison, shifting and clamoring at one another like animals in heat. Flesh was pierced by teeth, fingernails dug white trails into skin, and when they found themselves sated, the better half of the night had already passed.
Deja walked back into the club, sore and uncaring. Her two lovers were just as disheveled. She let them go, allowing her spell over them to wane.
“Do you need a drink?” the girl asked before leaving.
Deja declined. What drug could possibly numb her better than amazing sex? 
They walked to the bar, and Deja contemplated joining the throng of still-dancing bodies in search of another dance partner. Or two.
But her revelry did not last too long. As she straightened her bosom within the tight confines of her bodice, a tickle of unease spread throughout her. She frowned, searching the room, but came up empty. The same humans frolicked before her and none seemed effected at all by her departure with the couple.
Deciding to rest, Deja walked over to the unused booths of the establishment. Red lined furniture with glossy highlights promised respite from the buzzing activity of the lounge, and Deja sunk in readily. She was bruised but sated, and she couldn’t get the goofy smile off her face.
“Are you having fun?”
Deja went cold. Her eyes rose to find a lone man before her. He was not very tall, but the fire in his eyes made his stature imposing. His well-crafted Latin features were twisted in rage. His dark hair was mussed, as if angry fingers had been rifling through the thick curls.
“Dante.” Deja tried to remain calm, even if her heartbeat had kicked up a few notches. “Hey. What are you doing here?”
“I have been looking for you.” He leaned toward her, that fire still in his gaze. He gave her a quick peck on her reddened lips that she did not return. Their eyes remained locked as he sat beside her on the chaise. “Why haven’t you been answering my calls?”
 “I’ve told you I need some space, Dante,” Deja said.
“And I have given you space. For two weeks.”
“Calling me every single day isn’t giving me space. And now look, you’ve followed me from New York here to Ohio.”
“You told me that you’re here on business.”
“I am!” she said.
His eyes flashed. “And your business involves going out to a club?”
“My work during the day does not interfere with my nights.”
“Obviously,” he said.
“Look.” She was losing her patience, and her innocent expression slipped. “I am not ready for all of this.”
His eyes went softer with sadness. “That is not what you showed me two months ago.”
 “What?”
“When I proposed? Remember? You were so happy.”
“I wasn’t happy!”
“You smiled…” he said.
“I laughed! I thought that you were joking!”
“Deja!” Dante grabbed the meat of her upper arm. “Why are you doing this to us?” There was a pain beneath his anger that alarmed her, and not for reasons of his obviously hurt feelings.
“There is no ‘us,’ Dante! I told you that I am not looking for anything serious. I told you that the day that you asked me out!”
“I thought that you had changed. I thought that our love made you change.”
She wrenched her arm from his hold, then patted her chest emphatically while she spoke with him. “I am not anyone’s property! Do you know how long it took me to strike out on my own, leave my parents’ house and get my life started? I am not jumping from one prison to another. I love my life!” She held her arms out. “I want a lot more of this. I want to be young and unattached, that was always my plan! Marriage? It’s out of the question! Probably forever!”
“So you plan to whore yourself out for the remainder of your days?”
She slapped him. The sound was muted beneath the music, but the way his head jerked spoke of how hard the blow was. When he looked at her again, the coldness of his stare froze her from within. But she stayed firm in her ire.
“What I do, and who I do it with, is none of your concern. We are no longer together, Dante. It’s over. It’s been over for weeks. Now leave me alone. I cannot make it any clearer than that.”
When Dante Chaves stood up, his eyes dawned with a new light as if seeing her for the first time. He nodded, but the anger never ebbed. When he walked away from her, Deja wondered why that unsettling feeling did not depart along with him. She was too incensed to enjoy the rest of her night out. No matter how she tried, Deja could not focus on any of the appealing faces that crowded her. She felt as if eyes were tickling the back of her neck.
Deja left the club and headed down the quiet city streets to her waiting hotel room. The mirth of her night had been ridded. The bruising on her skin, which before heated her with the memory of intimacy, now felt a nuisance. The night air was not cool, but she felt a chill that would not cease.
A car approached her. She kept her eyes downcast and waited for it to pass. 
Maybe she had been too hard on her ex flame. It was not as if Dante were all bad. He was clingy, yes, and he hated the word “no.” When they met, she had singled him out due to his somber stare and aphotic attitude. He’d seemed as secluded as she was. But he was too serious. She’d had enough of serious in her life.
 “How’s it going, honey?”
Deja’s focus turned to the gang that had stopped the car beside her. They were an unruly sort, five of them piled in the car with something unsavory in their eyes. She found herself in no mood to humor them.
“Carry on, boys.” She continued to walk.
“Hey, a young thing like you shouldn’t be walking alone.” The car followed slowly beside her. “It’s dangerous out.”
She would have laughed, but they wouldn’t have gotten the joke. She was of the dark touch. She was probably one of the most dangerous things out here. “Off with you,” she said.
“No, I’m for real girl. Let us help a sister out.”
“Look.” She stopped walking. The car stopped right beside her. “You’re someone who would make a perfect stranger. Now buzz off, chuckles.”
The car window stayed down and the men inside of it had a good laugh at her attempt. Deja frowned. Why hadn’t that worked? She was a daevor. She could compromise any human’s will. She tried again, urging them to leave her alone with her mental powers. It still didn’t work.
“Come on, baby! We just want the pleasure of your company. Even if it’s accompanied by that mouth!”
“You’re having delusions of competence.” Why wasn’t this working? This had never happened to her before. She started to walk away, this time at a jog.
The car sped up significantly. The back doors flew open and a grip strong armed her into the back seat. Deja screamed pitifully, but she found herself on her back along the lap of the three thugs in the back seat, all of them cheering at their triumph.
“All right, you’ve had your laughs, now let me go!” She squirmed, trying to get away as the car sped off. She kept trying to force their compliance, but nothing she said or did stopped the humans as they drove off into the night, speeding through stops signs, to take her somewhere secreted.
She had always been able to avoid situations like this in the past, but there was nothing about this situation that she could alter to her advantage. The gang took her away from civilization and anyone who might be able to help her. 
Deja was dragged out of the car and somewhere she did not recognize. The trailer they took her to was parked somewhere obviously illegal, and no matter how she screamed, she knew no one would hear her.
In her panic she searched the parameters for any human nearby whose will could be compromised to help her, but came up empty. She was forced to her knees on uncarpeted floors, and the reality of her situation blindsided her.
“Is this what you wanted, darling?”
Deja began to cry softly when she heard Dante’s voice. She looked up at him, makeup streaming down her cheeks. He looked just as desolate, as if he’d been crying for hours. His red face remained livid and she knew that she was about to endure something akin to agony.
“What are you doing, Dante?” she sobbed.
“I thought this was what you wanted!” he raged. “You wanted many different partners over the course of many different nights, right? You wanted a life that did not involve me!”
Deja lowered her head, entire body shaking. “Let me go!”
The gang members approached then. They began to cut her clothing off of her with knives. Deja fought with all of her might, but she was outnumbered. She screamed as her body began to become exposed before the strangers.
“Try all you want, you cannot control them!” Dante went on. “There is nothing that you can do to escape this.”
“Help me! Oh my God, help me!”
A shredded corset littered the floor. Then skin tight leggings. Then a frilly underwear set.
“You expect sympathy from me? No, my love. You were already dead when you decided to cheat on me.”
Deja’s screams were becoming worse and worse. Dante watched the exchange with horror, as if what the poor woman was enduring hurt him just as much as it hurt her. He screamed with her, pulling his hair at the roots, sobbing openly, kicking and punching the walls, tossing whatever was within his wake.
“Dante, stop this!” Her pained voice wavered. “Please, I’ll do whatever you want!”
Dante stopped. He held his hand up, and all ceased. “What was that?”
“I’ll marry you! I’ll stop sleeping around, I’ll do whatever you want! Just please… Please, stop this!”
Dante knelt before the bloodied and battered daevor. She was sobbing face down on the floor, her naked body riddled with shallow knife wounds. He lifted her face by her chin. “Say it again,” he commanded.
“I’ll marry you!” She choked on the foam bubbling from her throat, her nose ran, she was an entire mess.
“Say that you love me.”
She paused. “I love you.”
 “I don’t believe you, Deja.”
“I do! I love you!” she insisted.
“No, Deja. I don’t believe you anymore.”
Taking the chance of but a moment, the daevor sprung her wings and tossed herself out of the still open trailer door. Dante bellowed in betrayal as she took to the skies. With all of her might she propelled herself upward, her red wings pumping furiously, all of her efforts pushing her up and up and up…
But she did not get far. Dante stopped her, his white wingspan shadowing the moon, and she tumbled as he took out all of his pain onto her. No matter what she did, her plummet was erratic, and she hit the ground hard enough to knock all of her remaining energy out of her. Her head hit something hard, maybe a stone, and the world tilted dangerously. She did not move from the ground.
Dante was out of breath. “You never meant it! You never cared! You never understood! I thought you were different! You’re just like everyone else! You need to die like everyone else!”
The gang reappeared once more. Their eyes were cloudy, as if their actions were unknown even to them. Their forms reflected in her dark eyes as they descended upon her.
When the gang arose, Deja Rowan had stopped breathing.Dante curled himself around the limp, lifeless form of Deja. He cried and cried, wishing that he could die along with her. His fingers shook as he moved her hair from her face. Her eyes were still open, her mouth agape. She was still beautiful to him. And so still. The softness of her cheek was still alive, even if her heart wasn’t. The curve of her bottom lip, busted, but still so gloriously lush. Her vivacious form was riddled with wounds, but even the wounds bled with beautiful color.
He brought her closer, enveloping her. Why didn’t she know how much he loved her? Why didn’t she know that he would always love her?
She would know now.
“This is a very serious case,” London Iragall said. “I don’t know if, in all of my career, I have ever heard of a daevor being killed by a human. Perhaps on accident, a gunshot or something just as wilily, but this was…”
Orion Merrick finished the other chancellor’s sentence. “Deliberate.” 
“Hang on now,” Esteban Chaves cut in. “That’s a bit egregious.”
“How so?” London said.
“Well, we’re talking about a young woman with the Touch. Do you really believe that someone would purposefully murder her? What would the motive be?”
“At this point it, doesn’t matter. Deja Rowan has a noble familial background. They will want justice, and it is our duty to see to it.” Orion sighed as he looked again at the evidence before him. “Though I do not know where to begin. Does anyone know anything about her personal life? Who her friends were, if she was dating anyone—”
“I have already taken the liberty of asking those exact questions,” Esteban interrupted. “Everyone who had any contact with her said that the girl kept to herself. She did not mingle with those that she worked with. She was a loner.”
Orion looked at the other chancellor calculatingly. “Odd.”
“Well, those with the Dark Touch are known for being cloistered. Just look at their communities, branched off from all contact with humans and cryptids alike. Deja Rowan lived in the Florida community. It was in her nature from the start.”
“You have done your homework in this case,” London said.
“I’m merely doing my duty as a chancellor. After all, this crime did happen in my jurisdiction. I have a special interest in it.”
“Very well, Esteban. Bring me more information on this gang. Find out where they are, and do hurry. I’m getting calls from her parents every hour on the hour. The quicker we handle this, the sooner we’ll all sleep better at night.”
London Iragall and Orion Merrick walked away side by side, still talking to one another in an undertone. Esteban Chaves’ face remained lighthearted and passive until they turned a corner. Then a darkness spread over it, from eyes to lips, dourly. He folded his arms behind his back and straightened his spine.
Yes. He was merely doing his duty as a chancellor. And as a father. 
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