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PROLOGUE
AWAITING PUNISHMENT IS USUALLY MET with sweating palms and erratic heartbeats. Only those who believe they have done no wrong, or who are sick in the head, walk to retribution with a squared jaw. But Winx was no punk ass bitch. She had been anticipating this day for over three months.
Winx’s hands were cuffed behind her. Her long wings were stapled together. A guard stood on either side of her. Such was the treatment of daevors. If you caught one you had to be careful, for they were extra crafty creatures. The Order had prepared for this and was taking no chances. She had run out of options, and the only thing that awaited her now was her sentence.
The guard took her to the headquarters of the Order compound. It was an overlarge building filled with closed doors and gargoyle sculptures. A long yellow carpet lighted her way to the end antechamber, where a judge and council awaited her. The yellow brick road—Winx was off to meet the wizard.
When they reached the end hall, the guards roughly presented her to the standing greeter.
“Winx Taya Rowan?” The greeter eyeballed the scroll in front of her nose.
“I keep telling them they have the wrong girl,” Winx sassed.
None of them cracked so much as a smirk.
“Present,” a guard answered for her.
“Of course. I’ll announce her. You wait here.” She turned on her heel, went beyond the double doors, and closed them behind her. Winx caught a glimpse of a small room with nothing but a large desk and a few persons seated behind it. The sound of the doors closing echoed throughout the empty hall.
Winx chewed the corner of her lip to pass the time. Eventually, the doors opened again and the greeter returned.
“Miss Rowan is ready to be processed.”
The double doors opened on their own, and the guards drew Winx into the large room. There wasn’t much to the office. No seats save the ones behind the desk. There sat The Three, the prosecutors of those gifted with the Touch.
The middle one was a dark haired Caucasian man who was tall even while sitting down. He wore an intimidating suit and a frown, and had a willowy build with a pudgy face. To his left sat a man of mixed origin with auburn hair and piercing eyes. And the last was Spanish, with suave looks heated by anger.
The Three waited until the doors closed. For a moment, a silence as heavy as a curtain fell over them.
“Winx Taya Rowan.” The middle one, obviously in charge, spoke. “We are London,” he addressed his left. “Esteban,” to his right. “And Orion.” Himself. “The Highest class of the Order, and Assessors under the laws of Edina, Priest and Goddess of the Touched Kingdoms. You are brought before The Three to address your crimes against the human population.”
“I have done no crimes against the human population,” Winx said.
“Is that so? So you are no responsible for the murders of…” He looked down at a paper at his elbow. “Robin Hoggs, Arn Dunning, Matt Gretch, Manny Ellis, Bo Erkett…”
“Not at all.”
Three pairs of eyes bored into her.
Winx shrugged a shoulder. “I heard they killed themselves.”
“The evidence shows that a daevor forced their will. A daevor with a vendetta.”
“How would there be any evidence of that?”
“Don’t be coy,” Esteban spat out. “We lixyns harness a power that you daevors never could imagine. We know when you have been behind something.”
“Miss Rowan.” London’s voice was cool, crisp, and calm. “You would really do better for yourself if you simply told the truth. If you weren’t guilty, why on earth would you have left your home, your possessions, and your family? Why be on the run for so long if not hiding from us?”
“You have wasted enough of our time.” Orion clasped his hands together in finality. “Tell us all.”
“I would rather rot.”
Winx spoke behind clenched teeth. The two guards beside her readied their grip for good measure. With enough momentum she could break their grip and make an escape. Her shoulders were hunched, her eyes livid, and her dreaded hair hung over her twisted features, making her look more beast than daevor.
“They got what they deserved,” she continued. “Those men took Deja and they mutilated her. She died screaming. They should have as well!”
“It is not our place to discipline mankind—”
“They were let go! The audacity…”
“We have made strict vows to remain absent in their affairs unless some supernatural interference threatens to expose us. The ramifications of human contact have never been hidden, or minced, from ours or yours-”
“…and while they know nothing of our race, they went unpunished! It is a deeper crime than mine!”
“Yours?” Esteban laughed mirthlessly. “You’ve given yourself away. Not that you had need. So. You admit to this?”
“I said I have done no crime against humankind. And I stick true to what I said. Those monsters were not human. They got what they deserved. It was no crime. It was justice calling.”
The men went silent. They shuffled some forms and muttered between themselves while Winx remained in the arms of her minders.
“This assault was heinous. None survived. Each were forced to stand and watch as they, one by one, committed group suicide with the aid of kitchen appliances. They literally hacked themselves to death, unaware of how or why, and died in horror. And abruptly afterwards, their souls perished.” London lowered the sheet of paper he was looking at. “You do know what happens when a human soul perishes.”
Winx lowered her eyes. “I’ve heard speculation.”
“There is no speculation necessary. It is fact: A human soul dying is one of the worse things to possibly happen, for the simple fact that the action leads to serious consequences. Consequences which express high risk of unmasking the secrets which we have striven to remain hidden for centuries.”
“Are you saying I should have found a way to have them murdered without their souls dying?”
“Neither is preferred.” Esteban slammed his fist to the desk. “Nonetheless, you have committed a serious infraction to the morals of those gifted with the Touch!”
Winx scoffed and tilted her head. “Worse things have been done to humans.”
“Those dark ages have ended, and there will be no attempts to revive them. Which is why you are here in the first place.” Orion sat back and steepled his fingers beneath his chin. “Your punishment will be grave. Take her to a cell until we come to an agreement.”
The guards dragged Winx away. Her feet stamped the floor as she went, and her eyes blazed with red fire. It made no difference. She was carried away from the Assessors, and through hall after hall until they reached a set of spiral stairs. Then they marched her into the prison and threw her unceremoniously into her cell.
She bounced off her bound wings with a grunt of pain and rolled unsteadily onto her side. The bars slammed closed. Winx shut her stinging eyes.
Breathing harshly, Winx tried to take in her surroundings. Everything was dark., but with enhanced sight, she could see perfectly. Four cement walls and a cement floor. A wretched cot considered a bed, on top of which were two folded sheets and a paltry quilt. A sink and a toilet in the corner. No windows. No candles. No comfort.
Everything in her life was so far away from here. She wondered if she would ever see her family again. Winx was part of an old, large, respected clan of daevors. The Rowan line went back to their demon ancestry, and was one of the purest families in the Touched kingdoms. What would they think of her being dragged in by lixyns? They would probably disown her, throw out her belongings, and pretend that Winx Rowan never existed.
Her eyes stung even more. She had to growl at herself in order to force back a surge of emotion.
It was a long time before she heard anything. It was so deadly quiet in the cells that she could hear the distinct echoes of footsteps on the above floors. After that, the unmistakable sounds of people coming down the staircase made her shiver. They had reached a verdict.
Her cell door clanged open. Winx sat up as best she could and stared down Esteban and the two guards. One was holding an incredibly lethal-looking weapon, like a large set of spiked pliers. They wouldn’t have brought those in if they had no need for them.
“Winx Taya Rowan,” Esteban began.
“Why does everyone keep reciting that as if I don’t know my name?”
He ignored this.
“For the murders of Robin Hoggs, Arn Dunning, Matt Gretch, Manny Ellis, and Bo Erkett… by the powers of Edina the Queen, myself and the Assessors of the Order sentence you to ten years on Earth for cleansing. You will not be allowed back into your homeland until your probation is over.”
“Cleansing?”
“You will have your wings removed, undergo vigorous combat training, and then be released from our kingdom to eradicate the presence of savages from mankind.”
Winx’s eyes widened as her sentence was read to her. Even knowing she was about to lose the most precious part of her identity, she could not help but question the second part of her punishment. “You want me to kill? For…killing?”
“Thus is your penance. Yet, all things in order.” He reached for the weapon.
Before Winx could fight, she was lifted from the floor by the two guards. She screamed in horror as she was placed against the wall, her head held by a strong hand so that her forehead was pressed against it.
“Wait! You can’t be serious! This is dismemberment! The Order can’t approve of this!”
Each of her legs were stiffly blocked by a hard thigh, and she had no chance. No chance at all.
Esteban lifted the heavy weapon, opened it wide, and set the spikes against the root of the first wing. Though the wing was already red, thick coats of crimson blood sprayed them as he clipped it at the bone. The crunching of bone and flesh being ripped off were only accented by Winx’s heart stopping shrieks and Esteban’s grunting as he tore the appendages away. Tendons and strings of flesh resisted as Esteban tugged and pulled at Winx’s body part.
It took nearly five minutes to completely sever the first wing. The second wing received the same treatment. The pain reverberated throughout Winx’s spine.
Once both of her wings were removed, the guards let Winx fall to the floor so that they could take her long wings out of the cell. Esteban took a rag, wet it with a smoking liquid, and placed it against the first wound to her back. Too weak to do much, Winx still managed to shudder and hiss in pain. The second wound was doused with the acid, and after Esteban stepped back, Winx had two cauterized nubs where her beautiful red wings once were.
“Tomorrow, you have the honor of your first day of boot camp.” Esteban sounded out of breath. He wiped his hands and face with a new hand towel, ignoring the splotches of blood spattering his once domineering suit. “I trust you will not disappoint the Order or the Queendom again. Sleep tight, Miss Rowan.”
The bars were once again closed. The footsteps echoed against the walls, as did Winx’s breathy, hoarse sobs. She lay in a huddle, soaked in her own blood with her dreadlocks covering her face, determined to will the pain away.
But it would never go away. A daevor’s wings never grow back.



CHAPTER 1
Two years later…
“WHOA!” KEATON SILVER JUMPED OUT of the way of a speeding car just in the time to avoid what could have been a most awful accident. The driver’s horn blared as they blazed away, and a middle finger jabbed in his direction.
“By the spirits. That was scary.” He held a hand to his heart and waved the other at the retreating vehicle. “I’m all right!” he called to them.
They were already gone.
No matter. Keaton continued on his way, this time keeping an eye out for cars. Apparently the city was filled to the brim with folk who didn’t quite know how to operate those things.
Where he was from, there weren’t many cars to worry about, so nighttime in a new city was dangerous and exhilarating. Breathing out his unexpected rush of excitement, Keaton continued across the road until he was immersed in the city proper. Lights and sounds reached for him with displays he had never seen before. Buildings towered over him. There were no trees, much to his dismay, and the only grass to be seen was all manicured and managed.
Keaton far more preferred the country and woods of his kind, but he had to go to the metropolis in California. They said it was where his salvation lied. Looking back down at his hand, where the directions were written, he attempted to keep focus as he trundled along.
So many sights. And smells. The city was too big for comfort. Twice, Keaton almost got mowed down by a car. And thrice he was almost mowed down by simple passersby, who were in far too much of a hurry for it to be nighttime. Yet his manners stayed in place. He had seen enough of trouble to know that he did not want any, especially from those who this territory belonged to. So whenever he found himself having to dive into a side building or a patch of lawn to avoid a group of wildly animated strangers, he did so with a cheerful laugh and wave.
It got him a lot of attention. People in those parts were not used to politeness.
It took momentum to keep going without gawking at every new thing. It proved to be extra difficult, as he was, by nature, an incredibly curious animal. The winding roads and sidewalks drew him deeper into the city until the lights and noise began to dim and the buildings shrank to adjustable size. Soon he passed through a neighborhood of apartments and business complexes.
Keaton had never been there before, but he had been given incredibly accurate directions from someone who had. With the help of a map in his pocket and the writing on his palm, he was able to navigate without too much difficulty. And before long he found his destination.
Shifting the backpack on his shoulders and straightening his jacket, Keaton looked across the street to the place he was looking for.
“Skinned,” according to the review in the current events guide brochure, “is a high caliber Gentlemen’s club, catering to the darker exotic lifestyle of S&M and BDSM play. Meet the ladies: creatures banned from the underworld of sex and spice for their naughty behavior! We’ve got whips! We’ve got chains! We’ve got everything you’re too afraid to admit you like. Come one, come all, for forbidden delights!”
The painted black establishment was enhanced with a huge neon sign, blinking the word “Skinned” in red, blue, and purple. Alongside it was a cutout of a sexy lingerie set surrounded by the tail of a whip.
Keaton didn’t know much of anything about strip clubs. Some of the women of his village had, on occasion, danced and bared all for entertainment, but Keaton wasn’t even sure what BDSM or S&M stood for. But his guess would be that it had to be something mischievous.
Unnerving still was the fact that going into the club wasn’t a pastime Keaton would have chosen for himself on his first day in the city.
He was there to find someone—a demon who could help him.
Keaton was walking through the doors before he had quite made up his mind about the place. He was greeted by a beefy man with a name badge that said, “Hi, I’m Tim.”
“Welcome to Skinned,” Tim said. “ID, please.”
Keaton ruffled through his pants pocket. He turned out a few things of no interest before finding the card that his cousin had helped him obtain at the human department of motor vehicle transportation headquarters.
After reviewing the identification, Tim handed it back to him. Keaton retrieved it with a salute and moved on. There were framed pictures of the dancers in the red-lit corridor, as well as clippings of magazine articles. Apparently Skinned was the sweetheart of the stripping scene.
Keaton tried to pick out which of the girls might be the demon, but it was hard to tell. The way they were dressed, it could have been any of them.
But then one article caught his eye:
LEATHER CLAD BUXOM BEAUTIES BARE BIG BREASTS FOR BENEFIT
Strip clubs have become an endangered species in many parts of rural America during the last decade. SKINNED is one little joint that is keeping the lifestyle alive and well, determined to entertain the bored youth of the So-Cal area. Amid heated political debates of every caliber, the ladies at skinned stay positive and doting to their local fans, and have even recently taken to organizing their community for the greater good. From showcasing specials and accepting donations for Planned Parenthood to giving discounts for those who bring in canned goods for a food drive, SKINNED is in the spotlight not only for their star player’s big assets but their big hearts as well.
Keaton smiled a bit as he read the article, then walked the rest of the way into the foyer. A cash desk along with another bouncer was awaiting him.
“Hello, sir.” The lady behind the counter was quite beautiful, and quite naked. She had long blond hair that curled around her exposed breasts and a painted face that enhanced what would have been pale features. “Welcomed to Skinned. Like what you see?”
“Yeah.” Keaton breathed before clearing his throat. “Er. Yes. I do.”
“What’s a hunk like you doing around here?” she asked, giving him a once over. “Looking for trouble?”
“I suppose you could say that.”
He started to walk through the hanging beads, but the bouncer stopped him with a shake of his burly head.
“That’ll be thirty,” the working girl said.
“Thirty?”
“Dollars.”
“Thirty dollars. Of course.” Keaton shook his head. Admission fee. How could he forget that? He unrolled a handful of money from a clip inside his jacket, counted out the bills, and handed them over. She checked it was correct before depositing them into the cash drawer.
“Are…all of the girls in there naked?” Keaton asked her with a slight frown.
She lifted a brow. “Are you sure that you’re in the right place, honey?”
Keaton looked at his palm again. “Yeah. I’m sure. I just…” He shook his head without explaining further. How could he go into the specifics of seeking the aide of a demon? And about whether he could approach that demon while she was naked? The human wouldn’t understand supernatural issues. It wasn’t her field.
“You’re looking a bit green for a place like this,” she said. “Far too country.”
Perhaps he was too country. It was obvious that he wasn’t local. Keaton wore comfort clothes of ragged blue jeans and a red check flannel shirt, miles from owning anything leather or latex. His boots were dirty from walking. His long black hair was braided, as always, with a feather hanging in the tresses. His dark skin was scarred, yet the majority of it was hidden from view. Maybe he did look strait-laced. Heaven knows he felt it.
Keaton flashed the hostess one last smile, and then walked past the beads into the hazy play den.
Booths and seats were draped in fake fog, and the bar stood at the very back of the room beside the DJ stand. Men were whooping and cat calling at each of the four stages.
The first was close to the entrance. A redheaded girl with smoky eyes and pale skin gyrated against a pole. The men around her slapped the base of the platform in time with the music.
The second stage had two women. The one bound in stocks had a lot of wavy dark hair and exotic looks, while the one whipping her with a cat-of-nine-tails was brown-haired with innocent features. The men there were silent, as if reverent of the show.
The third stage had a woman who was strung up in a device that left her splayed. Behind her, her counterpart was blowing flames along her back. Her breathy cries echoed around the room.
And the fourth stage held another dancer. She had smooth cocoa skin spotted by strobe lights. She was bald with small red horns poking from the top of her head, and when she turned, a red tail whipped with her.
Her face was pretty: big lips, wide eyes, and round cheeks. Her nose was straight, her chin strong. Her neck was long, and five glittering diamond dermals flashed from her collarbone to her jaw. And the body. That body was fit. Thick, strong legs. Hard arms. The flat contours of her belly led to sizable hips. Her clothing was revealing, yet concealed her more than those of her coworkers. Her leather outfit left nothing to the imagination, and her undulating body hypnotized her small audience.
As the music changed, her dancing became more elaborate. She held onto her nearby pole for balance as well as grace. She smiled once when a costumer walked close to hand a tip to her. He found himself as transfixed by her spell as the humans around her. She was danger and sex appeal rolled in one. There was no doubt in his mind that he’d found her.
That was the first time ever that Keaton saw Winx.
KEATON WAS SURE FROM THE start that he’d spotted the demon. The way she moved in time with the music was sinful. Her opaque eyes glittered, and her ruby lips parted slightly to release her breath as she danced. The rotation of her hips switched from blindingly fast to gradual and slow. But the horns and tail sealed the deal.
Any humans staring down the sun-kissed beauty would automatically think those wicked features were props, and it fit the club setting well. However, Keaton knew better; a cryptid could always spot another cryptid.
Smiling to himself, Keaton chose a seat to the back of the demon’s stage area. He did his best to ignore the cigar and cigarette smoke that mingled with the faux fog. The girls all played quite convincingly in their arenas, judging by the sounds of lashings and shrieks. Yet the demon stayed silent as she twisted and swayed. Her look was that of a woman who begged to be made love to, nothing more. Even the fact that she remained clothed while the others were stark naked added a quality to her work that was absent from the others.
It didn’t work for every patron, but it was working on Keaton. So much so that he didn’t notice the waiting stripper to his left until she cleared her throat.
Keaton looked up quickly, reluctantly prying his eyes from the showgirl onstage.
“Yes?”
“Need a drink, lover boy?”
“I don’t think so.” Alcohol would muddy his senses. It was bad enough that the ventilation system was so awful in the smoky room.
“How about just a dance?”
Keaton frowned slightly, then looked at the men surrounding the room. Some receiving the attention of the dancers were being escorted to the back rooms. Others were still glued to the stages, whistling gleefully. He knew that he had to fit in, but he also wanted to keep an eye on his quarry.
“Come on, daddy.” She bent over his seat, almost to the point of placing her ample cleavage into his lap. “I’ll let you spank me. Would you like that?”
Touch a complete stranger? That hadn’t been on his mind, even in this hotbed of flesh. Perhaps he had too much on his mind in order to enjoy the sights and sounds around him. Or perhaps he was already too preoccupied with having found a temptress who drew him in, her body a song and her smile a lightning strike.
Keaton was overwhelmed. He didn’t want to be there. Yet he had no choice. His eyes retuned to the stage, where the still-clothed dancer kicked her feet off the ground and swung around her pole, vicious high heels catching the light and tail wrapping her body. He looked back to the boring human woman begging for his attention.
“Maybe some other time?” he ventured with a subtle shrug.
“I’ll be waiting.” Her voice was husky, yet her eyes went sharp at his dismissal. She went off to flirt with another patron. Keaton breathed a sigh of relief.
While the ladies finished their performances, deep bows and blown kisses earned them more calls and cash. The DJ spoke, but the monotony of his voice garnered him no attention. The music went down a notch as the act changed.
The dark mystery that had stolen his attention did one last twirl for her audience, then ended with an abrupt jut of her hip outward. She too blew a single kiss to her fans and stepped down from the stage. Another couple of performers were ready to take her place, and she fearlessly walked through the crowd of men still adamantly fighting for her interest.
She wound away from them like a cat and headed through the club area, passing Keaton as she went. While she rounded his table, their eyes met.
Her step faltered. She slowed a bit as she walked by, a small frown marring the smooth of her brow. Keaton stared back unabashedly, yet he couldn’t think of anything to say. The acknowledgement that they both were supernatural creatures in a human club passed wordlessly between the two before she continued on her way.





CHAPTER 2
KEATON LOST SIGHT OF WINX after that brief contact. In her place was a bawdy show with two girls pretending to be involved with one another, when in reality there was nothing of a connection between them. It seemed tactless to place them where a vision had just danced.
Keaton was from a race of excellent trackers. But putting his nose to the ground was not an option with so many humans present, and the area was full of enough scents that it would be folly, even if he could try. There was no way to find her again unless she graced the stage once more.
Backtracking, Keaton went to the bar for a cup of water. He sipped for a few minutes, hoping to hear the announcer call forth his target for an encore. When that didn’t happen, Keaton changed tactics and headed for the back rooms.
A bouncer awaited him at the opening, palm forward. “This area is invitation only.”
“Oh. Right.”
Keaton looked around for a free woman staking claims. The one who had earlier approached him while he’d been distracted passed him by. Her pert mouth tilted in a “you snooze, you lose” smirk as she lead a new sucker back. Keaton watched them go beyond the half-parted curtain and tried to sneak a look inside. All he could see were many sectioned-off booths, each hidden with heavy drapes.
“You’ll have to wait your turn, sir.” The bouncer waved him off.
Keaton nodded and left. He tried to be patient, circling the stages once more while sipping his refreshment, but he didn’t want to be patient. He wanted to speak with her.
The acts on stage became more brutal. Participants were encouraged to call out which toys they wanted to see used. The music became more eerie. The lights dimmed even more, illuminating the scaffolds alone.
The energy was foreign to Keaton. Finishing his water, he came to the conclusion that retreating was the best option. He adjusted his pack, gave the room one last slow scan, and left the club.
WINX WATCHED THE ANIMAL LEAVE the nightclub with a mix of dread and suspicion. She hadn’t run into another cryptid for so long, and from the way he seemed to be sniffing her out, it couldn’t be chance that he had come to her place of work. Not by a long shot. When he finally walked out, she was able to take a deep breath and go into the dressing room.
There was only one reason that she could run into someone with the Touch: the subject of her probation.
Winx had not been doing her duty by the laws of her kind. Once her vigorous combat training completed and she had been released, she hotfooted it to California. Winx had decided it would be best to stay off of the grid for good. She had abandoned any hope of returning home and instead pursued the carefree life of a human.
Though there was one problem with that: she wasn’t human.
The dark deeds of Los Angeles had drawn her in, and it was incredibly hard to control her impulses there. She decided to work out of the kinky world of Skinned in the hopes that the fun would keep her too busy to attract a worse fate. Or to lead the hounds of The Three in her direction.
Resuming her human form by sucking in her tail and horns, Winx was done with work for the night. She changed from her catsuit and into a pair of black shorts and a matching halter top. She wiped the makeup from her face and applied lip gloss in its place.
“Did you see the paper today?” she heard a couple of girls say as they walked into the break room across the hall. “More of those odd disappearances.”
A sigh. “This happens way too often around here.”
“But these have been really strange. This time it was a group of teenagers…”
Disappearances. Winx stopped listening as best she could, which wasn’t very easy for a psychic. She had a brief moment of something resembling guilt before she shook it off. People disappeared all of the time. It didn’t mean anything.
As she laced up her boots, a few of her coworkers entered the dressing room: Viri, Trish, and Randee. Typical womanly looks, each were big breasted, brunette, and thin.
“Good going tonight, Winx.” Viri walked over to her. “I loved your outfit. You were amazing up there.”
The other two agreed, beginning to change out of their work clothes.
“All in a day’s work.” Winx grunted as she tied her left boot and switched to the other.
Trish stuck her tongue out playfully. “You were catching some lookers tonight.”
“Really?” Winx straightened up.
“Oh yes, you were. If I were you, I’d indulge.”
“Anyone who is looking for a date on that floor isn’t thinking straight.”
“Please. It’s fun to partake every now and then.” Viri fluffed out her long, waist length hair.
“That’s fraternizing.”
“There’s a word for it?” Randee giggled. “Oh, that’s fun!”
“Hmm. You are well within your rights to enjoy it. I’d rather not.” Winx contented herself with watching the girls undress. When you’re naked, or halfway naked, at work all day, the dressing room loses some of its appeal. Still, she did work with some of the best-looking girls the town had to offer. It wasn’t such a bum deal.
“How about that Indian guy that was walking around tonight?” Randee fanned herself mockingly. “Now he was gorgeous. I wouldn’t have minded some of his time.”
“He was weird,” Winx found herself saying before she could stop herself.
“Well…they’re all a little weird, aren’t they?” Trish flipped her head down between her legs to put her hair up into a ponytail. “I mean, look where they’re spending their nights.”
“Winx, what was weird about him?” Viri asked.
Winx’s lips parted wordlessly, but before she could explain, more of the girls filed in to change. The stage manager was calling out names for the upcoming acts, and it was all a bit noisy and crowded.
She took the available interruption. Grabbing her nearby tote bag, Winx waved as she left the room.
“I’m leaving, Danny,” she told the manager.
He frowned, looking at the clipboard. “I thought we had you for another two hours.”
Her eyes flashed black. If anyone noticed, they wouldn’t remember it. “I said I’m out.”
Danny smiled. “Yeah, sure. Whatever you’d like. Will you be here tomorrow?”
“Maybe.”
“Okay. See you then. Maybe.”
Winx shook her head as she left the changing area. It was laughable how easy humans were to manipulate. Like windup toys you find on the ground, ready and willing to do your bidding. No wonder the dark ages of history were so plentiful. They made it too easy.
The floor of the club was still full of customers. Winx shuffled around them all until she reached the exit. Opening the heavy door led her out to the back alley where a private parking lot was placed for the girls’ convenience.
“Do you need an escort?” The bouncer asked as she stepped out of the threshold.
“I can take care of myself.”
The closing door thudded behind her. She shivered. Winx ignored the change from rowdy to quiet and walked across the lot to her waiting silver ‘96 Mazda 626.
Winx had a distinct unsettled feeling after the cryptid circling her place of work, so she wasted no time getting into the car and starting the engine. All she could think about was the possibility that the newcomer had been sent to see what she had been up to since leaving her homeland. There had been no real attempts to reach her since she had abandoned her quest to return home. Who knew if the Three were cozy with that idea? Being in Los Angeles was supposed to be a punishment. Obviously she’d flipped that onto its head, so what would come next?
Locking the doors made her feel secure in the so-many pounds of steel. She turned on a random music station, took a deep breath, and backed up.
She almost backed into the cryptid.
Winx stared through the rearview mirror, unable to believe what she was seeing. The same hot Indian guy her coworkers had been spewing on about had almost become a speed bump beneath her car. He was waving at her cheerfully, ignorant or uncaring of the fact that he could have been injured. She waved her hands in a silent show of impatience.
Walking up to her window, he waved again and knocked three times. She stared at him in disbelief.
Not losing his smile, he did it again.
Winx was beginning to believe that this guy was either heavily undercover, or he was dimwitted. She cracked her window just enough to talk.
“What do you want?” she asked.
He grinned wider. “You’re the demon, right?”
He was acknowledging that they both were supernatural? Huh. She couldn’t say if that was customary between the races. She’d never really met any other cryptids, except for the lixyns—and that hadn’t been in her favor in the slightest.
“I’m not a demon.”
His smile faltered. Then he sniffed. He actually fucking sniffed. “Yes, you are,” he countered.
“No, I’m not. I’m a daevor.”
He scoffed. “Same exact thing, isn’t it?”
“It’s insulting to refer to a daevor as a demon.”
“Why?”
“Demons are common,” Winx said.
“Oh. Well. I stand corrected. But still. You are who I am looking for.”
“And why might that be?”
“I was sent to find you.”
Winx’s eyes widened involuntarily. “By who?”
He shuffled from foot to foot, then looked around. “Do you think we can talk somewhere else? Preferably someplace warm? And with food?”
“I don’t think so. You state your business while I’m in the car and able to drive away from you.”
He grinned at her in confusion. “Are you afraid of me?” He laughed a bit. “I didn’t think that demons—or their ilk—were afraid of anything. I’m not going to hurt you.”
“I’m sure that’s been said before. And that it was a lie.”
“Okay, let me restate that. I can’t hurt you,” he said.
“Why not?”
“Because I need your help, all right? I need the help of a daevor.”
“For what?” she asked.
“I’d rather not talk about it here. It’s going to take some explaining and if you would just listen for a—hey! Wait!”
Winx rolled up her window and began to back up again. The stranger knocked on her window and then her hood as she continued to go. He was waving his hands and trying to regain her attention.
Winx had just shifted into drive when he stood before her headlights. She cracked her window again. “That’s not the smartest place to be right now.”
“What are you going to do, run me over? Because you wouldn’t be the first one to try tonight, I’ll have you know.” His words were barely out of his mouth when she revved her engine and pulled forward an inch. “Whoa! Heavens, woman! Okay, I’m sorry!” he yelled, moving out of the way. “Obviously, right now isn’t the time. How about I give you my number and—”
Again, she ignored him. And this time she drove away leaving him in the dark, empty lot by himself.



CHAPTER 3
WINX TOOK TO THE FREEWAY. At this time of night, the cars were fairly few and far between, nothing like rush hour. She turned up her music to quiet her thoughts and was prepared to enjoy her ride back home when she caught a streak of color in her mirror.
At first, she shrugged it off, thinking that her eyes were playing tricks on her. But the third and fourth time it happened, she looked into her side mirror and gasped out loud.
That man was tailing her. He was running behind her car like a madman, his arms pumping along with his legs to give him a burst of speed that was unreal. But what was really odd about it was that he was keeping up with her car. She was going seventy miles down the road, and he had to be going at least sixty-five.
Winx hadn’t known that there were creatures out there that could move so quickly. But what she did know was that he was in major danger of exposing himself. The inhabitants of other cars were definitely giving him some looks. Some frightened, others comically disbelieving. Who the hell wouldn’t notice some psycho guy running down a freeway? And at that speed?
She had to stop. What he was doing was definitely a no-no in the supernatural rule book. However, she found her foot pressing harder to the floor in an effort to escape him.
Even from a distance, she saw his smile. After zigzagging out of the way of an oncoming vehicle, he sped up even more. This time he playfully tagged her bumper, which made her car shake just slightly.
The son of a bitch!
Winx began to slow down her car, checking around to make sure that the humans continued on their way. “What is your fucking problem?” she shrieked at him, slowing down to a paltry five miles.
He was breathing deeply with a giant, stupid grin on his face. “Thanks for stopping. I was getting kind of tired. That takes a lot out of me.”
“People saw you!”
“Well, what was I supposed to do? I really, really need to talk to you,” he said.
“I do not want to hear anything that you have to say to me. I don’t know you. Now stop following me and get a life!”
“The way I see it, you have a choice.” He leaned his hip against her car and crossed his arms. “I can follow you home, or we can speak in a public place. Preferably somewhere that I can eat.”
Winx narrowed her eyes even more. “And you really believe your cause so important?”
He actually got serious. “Yes. Lives are at stake.”
The cars passing them blared their horns, probably because her Mazda was still in the middle of the road. The stranger gave her a pleading look.
“Please. I promise you, if you talk with me I won’t follow you home. And I won’t come into your work again. Just hear me out.”
The promises had merit. It meant that if she didn’t like what she heard, she could go back to her peaceful “human” life. But Winx didn’t want him in her car. The idea of the classic hitchhiker murderer was stuck in her brain, not to mention the possibility of an assassin sent by the lixyns.
“Fine. I’ll take you somewhere that we can talk. But you’ll have to ride in the trunk.”
“What on earth for?”
“I’m not getting stabbed while I drive,” she said.
He seemed to be thinking this over. He looked at the trunk, then at the soft-looking interior. “Is it roomy in there?”
“Nothing to worry about but a spare tire.”
He must have really wanted to talk. He not only chased her car down like his life depended on it, but he rode in her trunk readily. It was as suspicious as him running beside her car, yet nobody stopped when she shut it. Maybe that wasn’t such a good thing. However, Winx felt oddly gratified as she drove to an exit and searched out a restaurant for them to eat in.
After finding a pub called the Firkin and Hound, Winx popped the latch for the trunk, got her bag, and opened her door.
The cryptid sprinted out easily and cracked his neck. “Oddly comfortable in there,” he said. “With the exception of the speed bumps.” He looked up at the pub with a small smile. “They have food here?”
“Sure do.” Winx waited for him to walk in front of her before following him inside.
Their hostess was a small teenage girl who couldn’t stop staring at the tall hunk of guy from Winx’s trunk. She handed them menus with a giggle then walked away to put in their drink orders.
They sat in silence. He stared at the menu. She stared at him.
He wasn’t quiet for long. “Why would anyone process their food this way?”
“What do you mean?” She eyeballed the picture of the sweet potato fries.
“All these cheeses and sauces and gravy…don’t they have anything raw here?”
“This isn’t a sushi bar. You can’t order anything raw.”
He looked momentarily disappointed, then pointed to a picture. “But look, they have hamburgers. I like a good hamburger.” He smiled at her.
“Who are you?”
“I am not a stalker, I promise. Name’s Keaton Silver.” He held his hand out.
“Winx.” She tentatively shook his hand.
“Winx. What a great name, it suits you.”
“How do you mean?”
“It’s exotic,” Keaton said. “And you’re exotic. I wouldn’t have pegged you for a Pam or a Sue.”
The waitress returned with two waters. “Have you two decided on what you want to have?”
“I want a hamburger,” Keaton said.
She gave him a smile. “Which hamburger?”
He stared at the pictures, then pointed at one. “This hamburger.”
“Alright. How would you like it cooked?”
He stared at her, then to Winx, then back to her again.
“He’ll have it rare,” Winx answered for him. “As raw as you can without violating health codes. And I’ll have the sweet potato fries.”
The waitress wrote their orders down with an unreadable expression. Then she took their menus and left them alone once more. “How do you usually eat back at home?” Winx asked.
“Most everything is raw. We rarely cook, unless it’s for a quest or festival. Cooking is frivolous. Sorry for my ignorance on modern terms—it’s been a long time since I came into the city. Any city, really. I much prefer home.”
She leaned back, feeling slightly more comfortable in his company with other people around. Something told her that this man, so new to the city, had no idea what trouble she was in with the Queendom. And if he had, he probably wouldn’t have minded in the slightest. Or have been able to do much about it.
Keaton was playing with his knife and fork. “My tribe doesn’t mix often. And we travel a lot.”
“Like Gypsies?”
“If you feel the need to refer to us as such, yes. It can be easier to stay on the move. Especially with how much of the natural wilderness is being taken over by human population.”
They were quiet again. Keaton looked up at the high-definition televisions surrounding the eatery. Winx sipped at her water. “So,” she said before long. “You said that there was an urgent matter to discuss with me? Lives are in danger?”
Keaton looked back at her, turning serious again. “Yes.” He looked down at the table, clearly trying to decipher where to begin. “It is a matter of grave importance.”
“Which is usually the case when lives are at stake.”
He only gave her a wry look before jumping into the subject. “Have you ever heard of a savage?” He took in her facial expression and sighed. “Yeah. Of course you have. They’re monstrous creatures. How could you not have?”
Winx closed her eyes for a moment. She could still hear them in the echoes of her mind. See and smell them, too. The training. That awful training where she had learned what she was to face, what she was condemned to contend with…
“What about them?” Her voice was hard.
“For a long time, we with the Touch have kept them at bay. They usually inhabit city life, or the places where they have died, but they’ve strayed to our woods on occasion. We can handle ourselves fine when it’s a few stragglers. It is when they grow in number that we have a problem. And lately they’ve been more and more.”
“So you have a savage problem. What do you expect me to be able to do about it?”
“Well, you’re a demon. Daevor!” He held up his hands when she glared at him. “Sorry. You…control them, don’t you?”
Winx’s mouth twisted slightly. “Not exactly. We cannot keep them from terrorizing villages. We can only divert their attention.”
“Huh. That doesn’t sound like much of a power.”
She shrugged. “You asked.”
“So what? You put out bait or do some sort of duck call?”
“No. It’s essentially the same thing we can do when a savage is human. There is a psychic link. We can, basically, give them an idea counterproductive to their own.”
“So you can still help me?”
Winx looked away from him. “I don’t know.”
“What don’t you know? We really need help. Do you know what a savage attack looks like?”
Winx glowered. “Yes.”
“Then you know how destructive a large group of them can be. They… eat the living.”
“Look, it’s not my job to worry about that.”
That was an all-out lie. It was her job exactly to worry about that. And to stop it. Yet Winx had never joined the eradication force waiting for her.
The chances of Winx unweaving that lost past was nonexistent, in her mind. She had long ago come to terms with never seeing her family again; a family that had never looked for her. The only thing she’d kept an eye out for was a lixyn-hired assassin, come to make her pay for taking off.
But since that hadn’t happened either, was this possibly the only option awaiting her? A duty that she had vowed to always avoid?
“If a troop of Bandits can’t hold the savages off, what makes you think that one daevor can?”
“We have to try. There are innocents dying. We’ve lost so many who cannot defend themselves.” Keaton looked down at the table. “I can still hear their screams. Those evil…things. They have no mercy.”
The waitress interrupted their conversation in order to bring them their food. But at this point, neither of them could eat. Keaton wanly smiled at the bubbly waitress as she gave him a flirty look. Winx separated her Cajun-seasoned dip from her sweet potato fries and mixed it with a spoon. Afterwards, she put it down on the table with a clink. The distraction was not working.
“Do they really eat people?” Winx asked after the waitress left.
Keaton shot Winx a long-suffering look tinged with grief. She shrugged a shoulder. “Morbid curiosity.”
“There is nothing quite as devastating as a savage attack. They don’t feel. Even when you beat them, they do not seem to know or care. I have seen evil in my lifetime, but none quite like this. They don’t only eat flesh. They drink blood. They imbibe pain and horror. And all the while, they’re not even aware of doing it. “
“Stop.” Winx felt her hand shake slightly, but she covered it up.
“If hearing about it has you in knots, you should see it. Can you understand now why I’ve traveled so far?”
“Look, I’m sorry that you came all of the way into the city. I know it’s out of your nature. However—”
“California is quite a trek from home, it’s true.”
“—I can’t just… wait. What? Where are you from?”
“Colorado.”
“You came from Colorado all the way here?”
“Yes. It was many days of walking,” Keaton said, as if this wasn’t a big deal.
“You cannot be serious. You walked all the way here?”
“I ran when I could. But there are so many roads, I didn’t want to risk anyone seeing me.”
“How did you even hear about me all the way out there?”
“I didn’t. Not on my own. Our village has been trying for a long time to find help, though our resources are limited. We were advised by another pack to find a demon. And when we inquired, our alpha found information to where the closest one would be. Or rather, where you were. In the L.A. area.”
“It was that easy to find me?” Winx was thunderstruck. “How?”
“The informant gave us nothing beyond that.”
Oh boy. If it was that easy to find her, then the lixyns had to know where she was. Then why had they not come for her? Was there the faintest chance that they’d left her punishment at not being able to return home?
“No. I’m sorry,” Winx said. “I can’t do this. If I could help you I would, but look what you’re asking of me—”
“I tell you of the danger we face, and you refuse me?”
“Look! You aren’t the only one with problems, okay?” Winx was overrun with annoyance. If he knew anything about her situation, if he could even fathom…
“You can’t imagine the hell we are in,” Keaton pleaded.
She could imagine it too well. Everything he was saying scared the shit out of her. And daevors were supposed to be a proud, brave race.
Winx lowered her voice and leaned in closer to the table, wanting to make her every word clear. “I do not know you. I do not know your… your pack. And I cannot help you. What, do you think all daevors can fight off savages? I don’t spend my spare time killing anything. I am a dancer at Skinned, for Christ’s sake.” Keaton looked as if he were in some kind of physical pain. Winx ignored it and pushed on. “The deal was that I would hear out your case. And I have. I’m sorry that I cannot do anything to help you. But hey, I’ll pay the bill, all right?” She grabbed her bag and stood up.
“Winx. I am not one for begging. But please tell me that you will consider… reconsidering?”
“I’m sure you’re starving. Eat your food. And remember, you’re not to come around my work any longer.” Winx waved at him. “Have a nice life, Keaton Silver.”
And that was it. She walked away.



CHAPTER 4
KEATON WATCHED HIS SALVATION WALK away. She kept good on her word and went straight to the counter in order to pay for their food. After that, she gave him a final glance and left the restaurant.
Everything had been riding on him finding the demon. But during his travel, he had not paused to think of the possibility that she would say no and refuse to see him ever again.
Morosely, he stared down at his untouched food. He could hear Winx’s car start and screech away from the parking lot.
How could he return to Colorado without her? The alpha had entrusted him with this task, and he had failed his fellows.
Hunger drove him to take a big bite of his hamburger. That, at least, was satisfying. The patty had been lightly rotated over a fire, which left a good amount of untainted meat for him to enjoy. He could thank Winx for that, if for nothing else.
As Keaton dug in, another couple of people walked into the lightly-inhabited eatery.
“Table for two?” the bubbly hostess asked.
“No,” answered a deep voice, thick with an accent. “We are meeting with him. Over there.”
“Oh. All right. Can I get you a drink?”
“No, thank you. And no menus, please.”
Keaton had finished half of his large plate when he remembered Winx’s untouched sweet potato fries. He dragged the platter over, and as he did, he looked up at the newcomers heading his way.
Two imposing men in white suits had eyes directly on him. Both were tall with a hint of muscle. The first was the one in charge, guessing by his posture. He stopped in front of the table with a charming smile that reached his eyes. He was a young-looking man with auburn hair and a tan skin tone.
His partner stood behind him, crossing his arms in front of his chest as if on guard. He had darker hair and steely eyes and no smile.
“Keaton Silver?”
It was never comforting for a stranger to know your name.
“Who are you?”
“My name is London Iragall. This is my compatriot, Roy Ardess. We would like to have a word with you. Would you mind if we sat down?”
Keaton could not see why he should deny them. Inclining his head in assent, he kept an eye on them as they scooted into the bench. Roy remained on the outside, which led Keaton to believe that he was not so much a compatriot as he was a bodyguard.
“Thank you. We’ve had a journey getting here.” London silently inquired about the fries, and when Keaton offered no objection, he tasted one. “Oh my, that’s exquisite. But I suppose I should have expected that. Our dear Winx has such great taste in… well, most everything.”
“You know Winx?”
“I personally take responsibility for Winx.” London helped himself to another fry, again getting a bedazzled look on his face when it hit his tongue. “She makes quite an impression, does she not?”
Keaton had gone from feeling unsettled to downright suspicious. He momentarily forgot the rest of his food and sat back to stare at his newly-met acquaintance.
London continued amiably. “She’s a troubled girl, however. One with a colored past. But I’m sure that you could guess that without too much difficulty. She wears it on her sleeve.”
“I only just met her tonight. The most I could tell you about her is that she is, in a phrase… disagreeable.”
“Well, daevors usually are. Incredibly stubborn creatures, all of them. And haughty. Their ancestors are demons, and demons are hotheads. Why wouldn’t their offspring be as well?”
“And what are you, exactly?”
“Me? Why, I’m a lixyn, of course. I thought you would have guessed that much.”
“Never met one before,” Keaton said. He hadn’t even heard of them.
“Oh? Well, I have met many Bandits in my time. Bandits are a lovely folk. Dependable, loyal, far more to my taste. You can get a Bandit to race to the edge of the earth for something that they believed in. Such a reward to have one in your company, or on your side.”
“I cannot tell if that’s supposed to be flattering or if you are comparing us to dogs.”
London cracked a ready smile. “Well, old boy. Who doesn’t love dogs?”
Keaton felt something deep inside of him leap slightly. As if raising to his bait. But he kept his emotions tampered down, as well as he could.
“I tease, of course,” London continued, helping himself to another fry. “Sadly, comedy was never quite my forte. My skills lie in the arenas of enforcement, regulation, justice. If you release a loose end, an entire tapestry can unravel. I strive to remain very thorough with keeping things together.”
London reached into his pocket and brought out a small newspaper clipping. Throwing it onto the table in front of Keaton, he went back to eating Winx’s fries.
Keaton stared at the headline.
POLICE BAFFLED BY GROUP SUICIDE.
Dayton, Ohio. 1:25AM. Montgomery County Police dispatch received an anonymous tip pointing to gang-related conflict. When they reached the McPherson address, they found what onlookers described as a mass of self-inflicted mutilations.
“Robin Hoggs (23), Arn Dunning (19), Matt Gretch (24), Manny Ellis (19), and Bo Erkett (27) were found in the kitchen of the property with covered in lesions and injuries. Body parts had been severed, and pieces of flesh had been found in the garbage disposal. Knives, cleavers, scissors, forks, spoons, and other tools were scattered across the scene. All victims were pronounced dead on sight.
“It’s as if they chopped themselves up,” Officer Luighorn told reporters in a prepared statement. “This is one of the most disturbing cases I’ve seen in fifteen years.”
“Though each of the five men had a criminal history, it is believed that the deaths were not related to gang activity. Law-enforcement officials have refused to answer any further questions from the press and have only expressed their confusion and sadness over the unfortunate events. A memorial is available to the public on…”
Keaton stopped reading. He looked askance to London.
“This wasn’t a suicide. This was murder,” London said. “Murder committed by Winx Rowan.”



CHAPTER 5
“THAT CAN’T BE TRUE,” KEATON said. “She told me that she’s never killed before!”
“Does Winx strike you as a particularly truthful person?”
He lifted a brow. “I guess I wouldn’t know. Then again, I’m not sure why she would have to lie about anything to me—or why I should believe you.”
“I am of the order protecting our races. I have no reason to lie to anyone.”
“And you make it your priority to find Winx’s new acquaintances and tell them that she’s a liar and a killer?”
“Far from it. My intentions, though some may be veiled, are only to redirect Winx onto the path that would get her back into our society.” London paused to wave down the waitress as she was passing by. “Changed my mind on that drink. I’ll have an iced tea, please. Anything for you, Roy? No? Are you sure, love? Then yes, that will be quite all. Thank you.” He watched her walk away before speaking again. “Winx is not just some fetish player at a seedy kinkster bar. She is a lot more. She is, in fact, the warrior that you require for your quest. And she is a soldier that our kind has a mighty need of.”
“If that’s the case, then why did she just turn me down?”
“Just because she is what you have been sent to find does not mean that she wants anything at all to do with it.”
“All I was told was to find a daevor.” Keaton quieted down when the waitress returned with London’s drink. He declined her offer for dessert, then waited again until she was out of earshot.
London smiled. “And I led you to one.”
“It was you who spoke to our alpha? Who led me on this wild goose chase for a demon?”
“Oh yes. I know that the savages have been overpopulating your lands. And I know that you have lost loved ones, family and friends. Not only was I sent to help you, I was sent to make sure that Winx serves her allotted time under the Order.”
“So she was punished for her crimes.”
“Severely. Some say too severely.” He looked as if he were a part of that sum.
“She killed five men—”
“Not without cause.” London sipped his drink as a few people passed them, being led to a table. “Someone incredibly close to Winx was victimized by this gang of miscreants. As we are not to police humans, the Order could do nothing about this onslaught. Winx took matters into her own hands.”
“Who was the loved one that she lost?” Keaton asked.
“Her sister.”
He was stunned. “Hers was an honorable action.”
“I would expect you to think nothing less. A Bandit would. But let us not forget the proper protocol. Her actions were dangerous—she almost exposed herself.” London gave Keaton a piercing look that revealed knowledge of his own lack of protocol from earlier that evening.
Keaton shrugged without worry. “I was desperate.”
“Of course you were.”
“Not that many people saw me. Nobody stopped anyway.”
“I’m sure Winx’s abilities with the Touch had a lot to do with that. However, I am here because exposure is a serious crime in our society. Even your band of wildlings knows the rules.”
He actually found himself nervous. Which was strange, as the threat posed against his village was far more than any threat a lixyn could give him. Keaton straightened his spine. “So. What does this mean?”
“Usually an offense of this kind would mean a visit to a preliminary hearing where the details of the case would be weighed and a sentence carried out. A sentence could be anything from a warning to a five month stay in prison. But I have come to the decision that you would be better useful here than in a cell.”
“And how would that be?”
“You convince Winx to serve her time.”
Keaton laughed. “Are you serious? I could barely get her to hear out my plight.”
“The point is, Mr. Silver, that Winx is still the recovery that you require. The Order wants to see her home and out of humanity’s hair. And she must see to those savages. Or risk being…” He stopped.
Keaton frowned. “What? Killed?”
“The Queendom has never resorted to termination. Yet.”
“I thought that you were trying to help her.”
“I am. I personally do not agree with how her sentencing was handled. Winx not only lost her sister, but she was tortured during her prison sentence. And to top it all off, her ties with her family has been severed. Believe me when I say that Winx will never be allowed to return home if she does not take up her task. Every minute she delays hurts not only her, but you as well.”
London motioned to Roy, and Roy moved out of the booth to stand.
“You need her.” London’s voice quavered as he moved to leave the cushions. “Therefore, you will be able to sway her resolve. Don’t worry. You have everything you need in order to get her to concede.”
“And if I don’t?” Keaton asked with a rattled laugh.
“If you don’t? I doubt that is an option for you.” London briskly shook Keaton’s hand. “I hope our paths are lucky enough to meet again, Keaton Silver.”
“Don’t take it personally,” Keaton said, “but I don’t.”
AN IVORY GLOW TORCHED THE sky with the beginning of day. Winx watched it happen even while her eyelids tugged downward with fatigue.
Every time she closed her eyes, disturbing images forced her to swiftly open them again. How could she have a nightmare if she was still awake to watch the sunrise?
Funny how the gruesome manslaughter she committed never seemed to come to mind. Perhaps it was because she staunchly refused to let herself feel any remorse for having done away with Deja’s attackers. Their end had been inevitable. Deja had not been the only one on their list. She was merely the only supernatural that they’d had the grisly privilege of capturing. The thought of avenging not only her sister sent nothing but a cool, collected relief to her mind.
No, it was not the killing that put her in turmoil. It was the aftermath. The lixyn’s so-called attention to lawfulness.
What Winx regretted was getting caught. For so long, she had kept out of reach of the lixyns, charming all humans in her path in order to stay concealed. One tiny slip-up, one she still did not recognize, had sent her to prison.
Now she was a refugee, and from what she learned last night, she was far from safe. The Order knew where she was. That’s the only reason Keaton could find her. Why wouldn’t the lixyns help a pack of savage-stricken Bandits find a warrior?
Sleep would not come. Winx continued to blink blearily at her wide-open window. Every noise outside had her on alert. If a car door slammed shut, she would jerk awake. A bird singing too loudly would send her heart hammering. Shouts of voices or laughter would even put her on edge.
She wasn’t safe there. Not any longer. It was time to quit her job again and leave. Winx had no desire to be found by The Three. They had already cut her hair and taken her wings. What would they cut off next? She did not plan on finding out.



CHAPTER 6
KEATON FELT LIKE A LIAR. He had told Winx that he wouldn’t go to Skinned again if she heard his story, and after she stormed out of the Firkin and Hound, he’d had every intention of following that promise. In spite of this, after his long talk with London Iragall, he ended up back at Skinned the very next evening.
He sighed. Winx was not going to be happy with him. In fact, unless he was mistaken, returning to the club could be grounds for the security officers monitoring the club to rough him up.
Maybe if he pretended that he wasn’t here to see her again, he could get away with it. He just had to get on her good side. Become a friend. But after that? He was still lost. Winx would never agree.
After warring with himself for countless minutes, Keaton crossed the street and entered the club. He once again paid the admission, admired the pictures on the walls, and bid hello to the naked hostess at the beaded entryway.
The first thing Keaton noticed when he walked into the floor room was that things had kicked up a notch since the night before. The sights and sounds were a lot more brutal, dark, and mystic. Along with more intense fire play, there were electric toys. More whips were being used, and more men and women crowded the scene. A song over the loudspeaker was heavy with a beat, the lyrics wailing about how good it felt to do bad things.
Keaton saw no sign of Winx, which was good so far. He could see her having something to do with the increased dirty deeds. But none of the humans seemed to be complaining. No, just the opposite. They were a lot livelier tonight.
Taking advantage of the fact that Winx was ignorant of his presence, Keaton decided to blend in as best he could. He got a drink from the bar and found a seat that was backed by a mirror to help him spot almost everything around the room.
Bandits didn’t do well with alcohol, but to stay incognito, he sipped his small glass of whiskey. The liquid traced a path of fire from the tip of his tongue all of the way down to his innards. The effect was instantaneous. His spine went lax against the hard chair, and a lazy smile spread across his face.
Best of all, the voice that kept telling him there was not much time to waste here in L.A. stopped. The ensuing quiet was most welcome.
Well, not all quiet.
Keaton looked over at a particularly stellar performance taking place on the stage before him. The first woman was like a dream. Her midnight hair was so black the lights bounced off of it with blue highlights, and her painted face contended with a movie star’s flashy beauty. The second was a redhead, her long ringlets traveling down to the valley of her lower back. She was slightly thicker than her counterparts, but her pretty face was also a worthy contender. The last was rail thin. Her chestnut curls were short and manageable, her eyes too large for her face. Each had the well-honed body of a trained dancer. And their leather skirts stopped, blessedly, way above the knee.
The DJ announced them in order. “Everyone, please welcome Sugar Baby, Cherry, and Athena!”
Three women. The real holy trinity. They slapped each other and pulled hair in between stripping down and revealing soft, curvy, lovely flesh. Eventually, Cherry and Athena ganged up on Sugar Baby and forced her into submission. She went down fighting, but she eventually cooed under their touches.
Cherry made quick work of the rest of Sugar Baby’s clothing while Athena prepped the cross beam that the willing victim would be tied to. Soon, Sugar Baby was securely strapped, her arms open and her legs splayed, and the audience around the platform shouted their approval.
Keaton remained silent and watchful.
Sugar Baby’s long, glorious hair was pulled roughly. Her pliant ass was spanked with gentle thrums of fingertips before a flail was taken to her ample thighs. Cherry still held the sub by her hair while Athena flogged her thoroughly. Sugar Baby’s cries of passion filled the air, along with the numerous other sounds already pervading.
An almost violent twitch in the pants reminded Keaton of how long it had been since he’d had the pleasure a woman’s flesh. He himself had never taken to the rough tactics of the BDSM lifestyle. But from the way he was responding to the spectacle it seemed that there was a part of him that was growing to accept it all.
The night wore on. Keaton had enough water that his vision cleared, and his senses once again began to dull from the scene. The women went from queens of the stage, to simple beauties cavorting for a dollar. The excitement did not exactly wear off; still, Keaton remembered what he was at Skinned for in the first place. Glancing at the clock, he came to realize that he had been sitting in his seat by the mirror for over an hour. And no Winx had appeared.
“You all alone, sugar?”
Keaton looked up to see none other than Sugar Baby in his line of sight. The onstage act had changed. Cherry and Athena were each looking for a lap to grace, and Sugar Baby, apparently, had chosen his.
“I suppose I am.”
“Aw. That’s too bad.” She grinned and did a sort of twirl for him. Keaton winced slightly when he saw the damage that had been done to her back.
“Looks like they really got you.”
“Oh yes. It stings quite a bit. Do you want to feel?”
The Bandit laid his hand on the human, feeling the subtle curve of her hip. A large, angry bruise was promising to show there. He could still feel the heat emanating from it.
Keaton swallowed heavily. There went that twitching down south again. “Wow. Um. That’s…”
“Hot?”
“Yes. Quite so.”
Sugar turned back to smile at him. “You’re cute. Would you like a dance?”
He knew that he shouldn’t. But Sugar was such a temptation. How long it had been since he’d wanted, or had been tempted…
“Yes, I would please.”
As Sugar commenced with her teasing, Keaton sat back to take in every tantalizing visual. The music was high-tempo, and the temptress was well-versed in staying with it. His cheeks went hot when she sat on his lap and writhed into him. If she wasn’t careful, she would easily feel what her touch was doing to him.
When she turned to smile at him, he found himself smiling back. She was quite the pretty young thing.
Since it had been so long since he’d had time to gather positive attention from the opposite sex, Keaton reduced himself to milking it a little bit. He drew money from his pocket and placed various bills along her person, as he had seen other customers do. With every bill he gave her, she became a little more abandoned in her dancing.
Eventually, amid his feverous haze, Keaton figured out how to turn the tables from him being entertained and him keeping his eye on the prize. “Do you know Winx?”
“Winx? Yeah, I know her. Or knew her, anyway.”
Keaton felt a sudden rise of apprehension. “Knew her?”
“Yesterday was her last night. Why? Is she your favorite? Because you can’t request dancers, sweetie.”
Shit. She had pulled a fast one on him. How many times would the daevor best him?
He didn’t have time to reflect on it.
Someone screamed in the back. It took a trained ear to recognize the difference between play and dead seriousness, but the thing that made Keaton sit up and take notice was the smell. A putrid stink swiftly drenched the floor room. It was death, slowly creeping up the aisles.
Keaton gently pushed Sugar out of his lap and looked in the direction that the shrieks were now unmistakably emanating from. At this point, many of the patrons and dancers were awakening from their fervor. The bouncers ran quickly in the direction of the front hall, pushing chairs and people out of their way in the process.
Before they reached the beaded curtain, the pretty blond hostess stumbled out. She was missing a forearm. The wound gushed blood that glinted black from the overhead lights.
“Help! Please! Help me!” The panicked blond could barely move.
Sugar started to head toward the hurt girl, but Keaton pushed her in the other direction. “Get out of here,” he commanded. “Now.” Keaton had seen this before, and he knew damn well what was next.
Before anyone could do anything, the curtain parted again. Savages began to spill over the opening, clawing and snapping their way toward the promise of live flesh.
Their movements were sloppy, flesh and blood from their dining in the entryway falling off of them. It was everything anyone would believe of a reanimated body and more.
More terrified screaming echoed the establishment. The DJ over the speakers shouted, “Everybody get the fuck out!” before he took his own advice and jumped out of the sound booth.
If anyone went down, they were trampled from the surge of people searching for an exit. Nobody was stopping to help anyone.
Except for the bouncers. They brought out tasers to shoot at the killers. Though one or two were affected, they just kept coming. Nothing short of death stopped savages. Soon, the pretty blond from the front desk was overrun by the dead, and all Keaton saw left of a hand dangling midair before she was devoured.
A few of the dancers tried to be heroes. They kicked and punched at the fiends, but they were soon brought down with nothing more than a bite to the leg or a slash at the face.
The bouncers were floundering. A few of them ran away. The others brought out batons and attempted to beat the savages out of the club. Smacking one or two of the savages over the head kept some of the attackers at bay, but after five or six strikes, the guards started to go down as well.
The savages made a steady line toward any and all things moving beyond the entryway. The bass line of the seedy music continued to thunder over the loudspeakers as blood spread across the floors.
Keaton had been focused on getting people out. When he noticed that so many of the employees had been actually fought the losing battle, he sped over to the threshold with a deep growl. “Get back!” he shouted at anyone who was still alive. “There’s too many! Just run!”
One Bandit fighting against the thirty savages prowling into the club was not going to be easy. But the bodies of guards and dancers littered the floor, and no one else alive stuck around to see what he would do to the savages still pouring into the room. Keaton had no choice.
The Bandit’s features twisted. Fangs grew long in his mouth, his eyes turned a feral red and his hands presented long, vicious claws. With all of the strength and speed he possessed, he flung himself into the fray.
Keaton definitely had the speed to tear through the onslaught, but every time he came out the other side, he sustained more injuries. Despite that, he continued to go with the one tactic he had on his side: physical assault. But tearing throats with his claws and tearing off limbs with his fangs wasn’t killing them. He needed to slow down in order to dig a claw into the back of a savage’s head and damage the brain. But slowing down meant more crowding, more injuries to his person, more chances of failure.
If he wanted to win, he had to be methodical.
Keaton grabbed the arm of a nearby savage and pulled him away from the rest. He stuck a lethal claw into the base of its skull, watched it go limp, then got out of the way before the group could amass in his corner. He repeated the action, easily taking down eight savages, but it became highly apparent that the numbers were far too great. The savages that weren’t preoccupied with the dead bodies on the floor were distracted by the cryptid’s presence among them. Soon, he was being bitten and scratched in multiple places, barely making it away from their ferocity before they could further weaken him.
Keaton pulled back to one of the stages. The savages were many, but they were still slow, sluggish, decaying things. Checking his wounds was a ghastly chore. His clothing was going to tatters. Bites released blood all along his arms, scrapes and scratches colored on his legs, and the loss of blood was fatiguing him. Looking around, he searched for a weapon that could work in his favor.
There were restraints on each platform, but not enough for each savage.
Paddles weren’t going to do much of anything. Neither would whips or flails. But what he did find was the set up for the fire play: a blowtorch, some cloths, and a large bottle of isopropyl alcohol.
Keaton threw the cloths all over the floor. He sped about the club and back into the dressing room, throwing the racks of lingerie and costumes absolutely everywhere.
After things were covered, he attacked the bar. He smashed bottles of alcohol, taking considerable pleasure in smacking savages with the heavy glass. Soon, the place was dripping with vodka, whiskey, silk, and leather.
Keaton had another problem once he was done: starting the fire without burning himself in the process. And judging by the increasing difficulty of evading the savages following him, he was running out of time.
He quickly took off his sweater and torched it. The fabric blazed instantly. Keaton tossed it onto the floor.
Soon, Skinned was an inferno of a different kind. Keaton stood by the back door long enough to be sure that the entire dance floor would burn. It became very apparent that it would, and Keaton’s last job was merely making sure no savages would make it out of the exits. Last thing anyone needed to see was a group of men and women groaning and stalking the streets, all while on fire.
When Keaton was finally able to desert the club, the sound of an explosion blasted the air, momentarily deafening his hearing. He raced away as the fire licked the night sky with hellish flames.



CHAPTER 7
KEATON GOT A GOOD DISTANCE before stopping for air in the shadow of an abandoned gas station. He winced as he sat down. His wounds were not as severe as they could be, but that didn’t stop them from taking a massive toll on his strength. Running at top speed was almost impossible.
It wasn’t just the physical wearing him down. It was the emotional as well. Seeing those things attack those poor people. Those women and men who had died in horror.
Where had that come from? A group of thirty or more savages attacking a strip joint? Who had even heard of that?
Keaton leaned his head against the concrete wall and pointed his nose skyward. He took a deep, slow inhale of the air. There were so many different smells everywhere, and to stay focused on one strand, he needed to concentrate. But soon he was thinking of Winx and only Winx, knowing in desperation that if he didn’t find her everything would be lost.
Keaton pushed everything but the memory of Winx’s smell from his mind. He thought of her shining eyes and her grim-set mouth. He pictured her leaning close to him as she told him flat out that she would never help him. He singled out the brand of her lip gloss, the perfume of her body, the loveliness of her earthy scent.
Then he found it. And once he got it into his senses, it could not escape. He inhaled long and hard, keeping it with him. It was Winx, entangled with the image in his mind.
Somehow, he managed to struggle to his feet. All he had to do was get to her. That was the ticket. And he wouldn’t be exposed any longer.
Keaton took another deep breath. Then he ran. Not thinking, only following.
His feet were a blur. As was the rest of him. At this speed, his body ached even more from the savage attack. For the purposes of keeping the scent, he ignored the discomfort.
Winx’s smell took him a good distance away from the once-upon-a-time Skinned and the city lights, yet he made it to the neighborhood ten minutes later. It was an upscale and remote area, making it easier for him to pinpoint his quarry.
Keaton began to walk since he was so far close to his destination. The streets were empty, and the only noises came muffled from the inside of houses. Keaton’s hair was wild and loose from its once tidy braid, and his remaining clothing did nothing to cover up his lacerated body.
Sooner rather than later, luckily, Keaton came up on a rather fancy apartment building. He spotted her car easily and saw that it was filled with neatly packed tote bags.
Keaton sighed. She was planning on leaving town. The tricky little minx. He wondered how quick it took her to quit her job. Maybe right after she’d talked with him? But why would she feel the need to run in the first place? Was she that afraid of him, or of what trouble he might bring her way? Either way, it wasn’t like he could blame her. After what he’d just witnessed, he had every intention of running with her.
Most of the lights were on in the building, which meant it was hard to tell by sight which one was hers. However, his nose was still aiding him. Walking up to her mailbox, he eyed her stairwell.
What should he do? Go up to her front door? Or wait by her car?
Or better yet, he could kneel before her feet the moment he saw her, kissing them in reverence, and beg her to hear him out one more time.
He was still contemplating what to do when he heard a shift of sound behind him. Footsteps. And then the sound of something heavy being swung into his direction.
Keaton turned on his heel quickly and blocked the object easily, then snatched it from the adversary’s grip.
Once he stepped back, he realized what he was holding was a shovel. And the assailant turned out to be Winx herself. Should he have expected any less?
She looked beyond angry; she was pissed. Her eyes were flares, and her arms were poised to snatch the shovel back from him.
“What. Are you. Doing. Here.” Every word was braced with fury.
“Yeah, I expected this reaction.”
“What are you doing here?” The second time the question was asked, it carried about the empty street.
“All right, Winx. I understand that you’re upset. But when you didn’t show up for work tonight, I had to find you—”
“You were at my job? Again?”
“Please, calm down!”
“You promised. You said you wouldn’t follow me again. Stay away from me!” She started to walk around him so, stupidly, he grabbed her upper arm.
If looks could kill, Winx was definitely attempting to shoot daggers into his brain. Her eyes widened in shock for a moment before they went even darker with ferocity.
“So that’s how it is? Do you realize I could break your arm in three places—” Her voice trailed off. She actually looked at him. Then her eyes widened. “Holy shit! What happened to you?”
“Maybe we can talk in private? And, you know, sit down?” He slunk a little, dropping her shovel.
Winx nodded once, not wasting time in picking up her shovel. Her anger was momentarily replaced by concern. She in turn took his arm and led him toward her awaiting abode. They climbed her stairs without talking, and she hurriedly swung the door open.
He preceded her into the mostly empty space. The apartment was nice. Wooden floors, a glossy stone fireplace, and a state-of-the-art kitchen. A large television and comfortable leather furniture accented the high-caliber space.
“Wow. This is a very nice home.”
“Yes. It was, anyway.” Winx carelessly placed the shovel onto the foyer floor. “But I have to leave it now. And if your current condition is any indication, I should have left this morning. Savage attack?”
Keaton eyed her. “You can tell?”
“What else would be able to do that to you? Unless you went to the zoo and wrestled with a couple of tigers.” Winx led him to one of the chairs and sat him down. He bounced slightly from the force. “I’m sure there’s a first aid kit around here somewhere. Let me see what I can find.”
He let himself sink into the comfortable furniture, releasing a breath. Even the hotel room he’d stayed in didn’t have anything as soft as this throne. Relaxation overtook him, and his eyes were halfway closed when Winx returned with a small, locked box.
She sat down on the floor beside him and started with the injuries on his legs. A deep bite on his thigh made her click her tongue. She cleaned it with some Bactine through the hole in his pants, then covered it with a bandage.
“It may not seem like much, but clean wounds heal faster,” she muttered. “Where did this happen?”
“At your job. I was waiting for you, when out of the blue…chaos.”
Winx’s movements were slow, and she didn’t take her eyes off of his face. “How many?”
“I lost count around twenty-six. I was a little too preoccupied to do a proper head count.”
“No, I mean…how many…did they…?” She didn’t want to ask. It was very apparent.
Keaton sighed. “A lot of people got out. But they got most of the bouncers. And at least six of the girls.”
Winx shuddered. “Oh my God.”
“I took care of it. I had to burn the place down, but I took care of it.”
She continued with her ministrations to his arms. “They really got you.”
“I got them worse.”
Keaton noticed that she looked as pretty tonight as she had last night. Her clothing was formfitting: a yellow camisole t-shirt and simple brown linen drawstring pants. In place of the stage makeup, her eyes were shaded with a light purple brush. Her lips were juicy with a honey-colored gloss. Her eyes remained hard, yet in this light he could see the dark depths went on for miles.
“Why would they attack your club?” he asked.
“You think I know? There have been multiple savage attacks in the area lately.” Winx started to clean the blood from his face, her motions becoming rougher with her renewed irritation. “The beasts have a pattern, and it’s easy to spot. You watch the news, you read the paper, you see missing persons alerts, and it doesn’t take a genius to figure it all out.”
“So you see all of this happening and you say nothing about it?”
“I’m just trying to keep my nose clean, all right?”
“People are dying, Winx. People you know died tonight.”
“How do I even know that you’re telling the truth?” she shot at him. “What if you made this all up so that you could convince me to help your pack?”
Keaton gave her an exasperated glare. “I don’t have to pretend the savages are murderous zombies. I never have.” He pointed at the television. “If you don’t believe me, put the TV box on. I’m sure something about the fire will be on there.”
Winx sighed, but she flipped the television on. She went through the channels twice before coming to the conclusion that there was no breaking news about a fire in town. “There’s nothing,” she said, going through the guide again once for good measure.
“That’s impossible! The entire club was in flames! Why wouldn’t that be breaking news?”
Winx frowned at him. “How long ago did this happen?”
“Maybe an hour ago. No more.”
They were silent for another moment as Winx turned the television off. They were both thinking. She knew that he couldn’t be lying about the bites on his person. But why wouldn’t there be any alerts about a fire ?
The answer was a flash into their minds, almost instantaneous.
“The lixyns,” Winx said. “The Order. They are here.”
SO. THE LIXYNS HAD ARRIVED. Tired of sitting on it all, Winx got up and began to pace. Her head was whirling.
Keaton held a hand out to her. “Are you—”
“Please, do not talk right now. I need to process all of this, and it would be easier without conversation.”
He obliged. For about five minutes, anyway. He was getting a crook in his neck from watching her wear a streak into the wooden floors, and he just had to speak.
“I would feel better if I knew what you were thinking.”
“Honestly? Because I’m thinking that you are drawing me closer to the Order. And that it would be stupendously easy on me if I were to knock you unconscious, get into my car, and drive however far my gas tank would get me.”
Keaton scoffed. “That would probably work for the duration of my being passed out. But as soon as I woke up, I would find you. Do you realize that you would be saving both of our asses if you just cooperated? The lixyns have the resources to find you no matter where you go. Unless you are planning on procuring a space shuttle and circling Mars for a while, I think it’s safe to say that your goose is cooked.”
“I have plenty of options here. And all of them work in my favor. So keep your lectures to yourself, animal!”
“Can’t you even think about the possibility of doing the right thing?”
“The right thing?” Winx shook her head slowly. “There is no right or wrong in this situation.”
“There most definitely is. And you aren’t choosing the noble path.”
“How is it right to choose death in the line of fire for the lixyns? Or for your pack?”
Keaton was tired of trying to talk an unwilling fighter to his aid. He was wasting time, getting his ass kicked and dealing with a chore of a woman. “I don’t know. But what I do know is that I did not expect to find a coward when I came into the city. I came looking for a demon. And I found a daevor.”
Instead of rearing up, as he’d expected, Winx sort of seemed to deflate. “What did you call me?”
“I don’t need to repeat it.” He backed down at her show of vulnerability. “I… said that out of anger. Even now, I could be losing parts of my family. If you do not want to help me—”
Winx cut him off. “I don’t. I don’t want to help you. I don’t want to fight savages. I don’t want to put myself into danger. But…” She paused to take a breath, steering her words. “But I want to see my family again. And I want to get the lixyns and the Order and everything having to do with the Three out of my life. And… I want to help you.”
“You just said—”
“I know what I said. I don’t want to help you. But… I do want to help you.”
“That makes perfect sense.” He laughed. “So what does this mean? Does this mean that you will come back with me?”
Winx didn’t answer for a moment. She stared down at the floor. Then the ceiling. “I need to see for myself first.”
“What?” Keaton stared at her until he got her meaning. “You want to go—”
“Just to make sure.” She fished through her pockets for her keys.
Keaton sighed. “We can’t go back there.”
“Look, either you show me that your story is true, or I leave like I planned. And following me won’t help your pack.” She said the last with ferocity that made his insides clench.
“Fine,” Keaton said, sighing. “If you have to see it.”
Winx left the apartment without looking to see if Keaton was following. She didn’t even bother locking her door; she just walked down the stairs and to the street. Keaton had barely opened the passenger-side door and sat down before she fired up the Mazda.
The drive was quiet. Keaton looked out the window, searching for any signs of another hoard in the city. From what he could tell, the rest of L.A. was untouched and none the wiser of his near-death experience.
The way Winx was cutting off cars and running through lights would have gotten anyone else a ticket or two. But that was no worry for the daevor. When someone could redirect a human’s thoughts, human law had no meaning.
Soon, she made the turn toward Skinned. When they stopped in front of her old job, a terrified gasp tore from her throat.
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me…”
The nightclub had been alive with activity not even two hours before. Now, the ruin was boarded up with condemned signs all over it. The smell of water mixed with burnt wood filled the air. The buildings next to it were in the same condition. Anyone walking or driving by wouldn’t give it the courtesy of a glance.
“Do you believe me now?” Keaton asked.
Winx didn’t say anything. She just stared. Once or twice, she attempted to close her mouth, but it eventually just hung open again.
“We should probably get out of here,” Keaton said. “You don’t want to stick around here too long. The eradication force was just here.”
He reached over to touch her arm gently in an attempt at comfort. He was surprised when she didn’t tremble or flinch at the contact. Either Winx was already starting to trust him, or she was too shocked to tell him to fuck off.
Soon, she shook herself from her stupor, and her tires squealed as she took off away from the evidence of lixyn intervention. After a few minutes of driving nowhere near Winx’s apartment, Keaton asked the obvious question without expecting a real answer.
“Where are we going?”
“I don’t know what to do,” Winx said abruptly, as if they’d already been in the middle of a conversation.
“But you know how to do it, don’t you?”
“Of course I know how. But it’s one thing to be trained, and quite another to battle an entire hoard. I’ve contented myself with the thought of never having to face them.” She pulled into an empty parking lot. Turning off her car, she leaned her head back against the seat. “If those things were at my job, something led them there. Savages aren’t very bright. They are driven by hunger, not logic. Why would they pass all of the humans along the city streets just to destroy my place of employment?”
“I won’t pretend to know,” Keaton said.
“Why is this happening now? The missing persons, the seemingly random murders, your family issues…why me? Why am I forced to go out and take care of a problem that I did not help create?”
“But you did help create it.”
Shock widened her features. “Excuse me?”
Keaton realized his blunder. The earlier revelation of what London told him was intertwined with Winx sitting before him. But if she knew that he’d discovered her past, especially how he’d discovered it…
“Well, you did, didn’t you? I mean, why else would the Order want you so badly? I can only assume,” he continued when she still glared at him, “you didn’t do a petty crime. You didn’t steal, or break any meaningless protocol. You killed someone, didn’t you?”
Her eyes gave nothing away, but her posture remained stiff.
“I’m not blaming you. Obviously you had a motive.” He couldn’t tell if he was further pissing her off, or if he was somehow making sense to her. “But whoever it was, and whatever they did, do you know for sure that they didn’t… you know… reanimate?”
She didn’t answer. She merely stared off into space.
Keaton continued.
“Their souls could have died. If for no other reason than because they saw something supernatural before they died.”
“You don’t know that,” she growled.
“Not for sure, no. But, I mean, just think of the horrible things that savages do. Just think of the souls that they are killing themselves, creating more like them, doing the very thing that had you go after them in the first place…”
Her eyes flashed, but that was the only indication he got that she was listening. After coming up short with anything else to say, she muttered, “I cannot believe I didn’t think of that before.”
Keaton felt he was on the right track, so he kept talking. “I’ve never seen any of the Order around my forest. We Bandits have had to defend our own lands for so long, I don’t know whether the Queendom even knows of our attacks. It’s a remote place, and it’s somewhere we can regroup. We won’t be alone. We won’t be in obvious lixyn territory. We can keep each other safe.”
Keaton felt evil for his lying to Winx. But it was for his family. Winx had done all of her deeds for her family. He had to do the same for his—even if it meant hiding London’s interview from her. For now.
“You are on my side now, aren’t you?” Keaton asked, unsure about the myriad of emotions playing over Winx’s features.
“I don’t have a choice,” she said finally. “I need to get out of here.”
“My clan is still a large group. There is safety in numbers.”
She paused again before answering him.
“Fine. I will come back to Colorado with you. I will keep your pack safe if they keep me safe.”
Keaton was filled with such a surge of happiness that he had to express it. He grabbed both of Winx’s hands and squeezed hard. “I could kiss you.” His words were harsh with emotion.
“Um. Keaton? This is entirely unnecessary. Not to mention invasive.”
“Truly, Winx. Thank you. I would be lost without you.”
“Would you mind…not touching me? Or, oh Christ…” He started to kiss the backs of her hands.
“All of this time we have been praying for a miracle. You are our miracle. You’re…” He stopped talking to stare at her intimidating face. She was pulling against him, but there was no way that she was getting him away from her now. “You’re beautiful.”
Winx fought to release her hands and slid a few inches away from the overwhelmed animal.
“Look. If we’re going to be traveling together, there will be no more of that. That does not sit well with me. Understand?”
“I’m sorry. I’m just so happy!”
Winx’s lips scrunched up, her eyes widened, and she clapped her hands together. “Okay then. We had better get going, right?”
Keaton felt some of his exuberance fade. Yet he still smiled at her. “Don’t you want to get some rest first?”
“I’m nocturnal. Besides, I have got to get away from this place. If The Three are in town, even if it’s just one of them, I have no intention of staying here.”
“Well, I do want to get to my family. However, I have to stop at my hotel room first for my things, and I need to check out. What about you? Do you need to return the keys for your place?”
“Nah. I’m just going to sort of… disappear.”
“Can you do that?”
“What use is being supernatural if you couldn’t?”



CHAPTER 8
THEY DROVE THAT FIRST NIGHT into the wee hours of the morning, Keaton’s backpack stashed amongst Winx’s tote bags. They didn’t talk much, only communicating if they were hungry, if they needed a restroom, or whenever Keaton tried to help navigate using his maps and information. After six hours, Winx programmed Gunnison National Forest, the place in Colorado Keaton had known his pack to be last, into the GPS on her dashboard, and the car got even quieter.
He had been observing Winx as she drove. The music she played was reminiscent of the music at Skinned. Most of it was about caressing flesh hot to the touch or searing pain that turned into an overabundance of pleasure. She kept her steady eye trained on the road, coolheaded and direct in her flight from California.
It was six in the morning when Keaton decided he couldn’t take the silence anymore.
“Perhaps we should rest,” he suggested.
“No.”
“Come on, Winx. We’re far from Los Angeles now. It is okay to take a break.”
“What is it? Do you need to pee again?”
He blinked at her. “Pee?”
“Urinate.”
“Oh. No, it’s not that. I’m just, well, proposing that we stop to have a meal sitting down, and then we sleep for a few hours.”
“You can sleep if you want to,” she said without glancing from the road.
Maybe it was the lack of juicy, bloody meat in his diet, but he was irritated at her. Or, more likely, it was that he was still recovering from his battle and he really, really wanted a bed to stretch out in.
“You are so focused on getting away that you are going to drive us off of the road due to your exhaustion!”
“I’m not tired. I’m fine.”
It was a lie. She had heavy bags under her eyes and had yawned more than four times in the past fifteen minutes. The daevor was hell-bent on escaping L.A.
“I will drive if you need me to,” he stated for what was probably the third time since they had left. “I know you don’t not think I can, but trust me. I know a good deal about motor vehicles.”
Winx scoffed. “You know about cars? Please. You didn’t even know what a Twinkie was.”
“I don’t eat sweets often,” he said, stung by her disbelief. He had been munching on sponge cakes that Winx had introduced him to. They were called Twinkies, and as lovely as they were at first, he was at his wits’ end with the creamy snack. “But you have to realize that we cannot continue this way. Had you slept at all before I came to your apartment?”
“I would be sleeping there now if you had not led the Order to my doorstep.”
“I can tell that you are tired. I have been watching you for hours. Please, Winx. Let me drive if progress is so important to you. You can sleep in the passenger seat. I promise to be careful.”
“If it means that much to you, we can stop at the next exit and find a hotel. I don’t want you driving my car.”
Keaton shrugged. “Fine by me. As long as you get some sleep.”
They were able to find a nice place called the Abbey Inn. After they parked, Keaton went into the backseat for his backpack and grabbed for Winx’s bags. She waved him off and grabbed a duffle bag from her trunk. “I’ve got it,” she huffed.
Keaton rolled his eyes and took it from her, easily swinging it over his shoulder.
Winx glowered. “You’re still hurt. I can carry it myself. “
“I am not so sure that you can. I’ve had time to recharge. You, on the other hand, are so tired you’re swaying on the spot. Let me help you.” He took her arm with his free hand and tugged. “We’re going to need each other an awful lot for the next while.”
If she wanted to argue, it wasn’t apparent. Winx merely trudged beside him with her arm looped through his for support.
She did look offended when they reached the concierge and Keaton purchased only one sleeping arrangement. Keaton thought it silly to argue with the man when he’d assumed that he and Winx were a couple looking for a suite. Together.
Besides, what was the point of them buying two rooms? She could have the bed, and he would sleep… somewhere else. They could keep a low profile, and it would be best for them to stick together. These were the arguments that Keaton told himself, anyway, and the nagging feeling that Winx wouldn’t agree to it if she was fully awake was tramped down by the protective urge to stay close to her.
The concierge copied Keaton’s identification card as well as Winx’s license plate number and carefully didn’t stare at Keaton’s bandages. Winx sort of lazily hung off of Keaton’s strong arm the entire time, dozing in and out now that she wasn’t behind the wheel of a car.
The concierge helped Keaton with the bags so that he could hold Winx up better. The urge to take the girl and hike her over his shoulder was strong, but he wasn’t sure how conscious she really was—and if he pissed her off, she could hurt him, sleep or not. So instead of playing the macho man, he opted to guide her through the many halls of the hotel, sidestepping traffic and vending machines along the way.
Their swiftly unlocked by key card when they arrived, and the three walked into the spacious quarters.
A brand new king-sized bed awaited them, topped with a fluffy blue comforter and giant clean pillows. A forty-two inch flat screen sat waiting directly across from it. The hues of the room were bathed with black, blue, and gold, and with the white walls and high ceiling, the place was rather homey-looking. Keaton was pleased with the arrangement.
The attendant left them alone, closing the door behind him without a word. Winx almost passed out where she stood. “What use is running from the Order if you’re damn near dead on your feet?” Keaton sat her onto the bed and began to helpfully unlace her shoes. “You’re making their job easy for them.”
“I have my reasons for running,” Winx told him blearily. “Those lixyns are dangerous. They took my wings.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” Keaton asked, helping to remove her tennis shoes and then moving to her constricting jacket.
“My wings. They cut them off.” Winx shook her arms out of the jacket, then untied the drawstring of her pants.
Keaton was sort of getting what she was saying, but it still took him a moment. He frowned. “You had wings?”
“All daevors are born with wings.”
“You could…fly?”
“Yes. And they took that away from me. Forever.” Winx removed her pants, revealing lacy white shorts with frills and tiny bows. She left her camisole on and climbed into bed.
Out of respect, Keaton kept himself from staring, even though they were incredibly sexy panties.
But the thought of her underwear was instantaneously tossed away when Winx unknowingly confirmed her claim. When she turned from him to pull down the sheets, he could see that a story was told on her skin. Angry scars marred the skin of her back right above the curve of each of her shoulder blades. Each told of a truly miserable wound, and that the healing had not been able to erase the reminders.
Keaton grunted in surprise. Winx didn’t notice. Her eyes were fully closed as she scooted beneath the blankets, adjusted her pillow under her neck, and settled in.
“Will you stay here?” she asked with her eyes still shut.
Keaton had to force himself to talk. But when he did, he sounded normal to his ears. “I am never leaving you, Winx. Have no worries, my friend, and sleep.”
He saw how deeply his words sunk in. She slipped into sleep easily after that confirmation, any thoughts or fears of the Order going soundlessly into her dreams.
Keaton went over to the dining room table and sat down, staring out of the window. He could tell sleep was going to evade him for a while. It would be too odd to watch Winx’s reflection in the window, but something in him wanted to. He was as scared for her as she was for herself.
So. The torture that London Iragall had spoken of, the one he didn’t agree with. Winx had been mutilated. The thought of someone cutting a body part off of the girl was not a painless one to process. How could he blame her for running?
He sat for a long time and stared at the highway that they would be taking again, possibly by that very evening. He thought of everything he knew of Winx and of everything that he had yet to learn. Asking her to come to his aid was the last thing he would have done had he known what the lixyns had done to her. No wonder she had ran from Keaton. No wonder she had ran from everyone.
She needed saving. Just like he did. And here they were, stuck in a mess together. She would not back down now, and he had no intention of either. Still, the inclination was more present than he ever thought possible. Winx deserved to run, and run as far as she could. But now she couldn’t, and it was his fault.
Keaton took off his shoes and shirt. He sat in silence before he couldn’t stand pondering any longer. Standing up, he walked to the end of the bed and looked at the woman sleeping there.
She was deeply asleep. She stayed curved to one side of the bed, as if inviting him to occupy the empty spot beside her. How tempting.
He shouldn’t be thinking that. Of course she would not find such a thing welcoming. She did not know him all that well. He knew more about her than she had revealed. To top everything off, he was imagining climbing into bed next to her, slipping his arm behind her head, and letting her sleep against his heartbeat.
Heavens. He wasn’t attracted to the demon, was he?
Keaton took one of the free pillows from the unused side of the bed, walked to the foot of it, and sat at the floor. He grabbed the remote on his way and switched the television on, making sure to mute it. He did not watch too many TV shows back at home. All of the fiction held no appeal to him, usually. But he needed something to distract himself. And this was doing the trick for the moment.



CHAPTER 9
WINX WAS TOUCHING THE CLOUDS. She was dipping and diving within them, the soft wisps tickling her nose. She spun with a smile on her face, the first real one she had shown in a long time. The air was warm and a tiny bit stifling, but just to be flying again, just to be in the air communing with the infinite… it was everything that she had ever wanted. Her wings flapped heavily at her side and she rose higher and higher, toward the heavens, toward freedom.
And then she fell.
Winx tried to scream, but the air was rushing so fast and loud in her ears that she couldn’t hear it. In vain, she tried to beat her wings again, but nothing happened. Reaching behind her, she felt the nubs that rested there instead. No wings. Just exposed bone where they used to be.
She screamed and screamed. The ground came up to meet her.
She hit it hard.
Winx shouted herself awake, tangled in the mass of sheets surrounding her. Her yell was echoed not only around the room, but from another voice on the floor.
She opened her eyes slowly and sat up. Rubbing her face with both of her palms, she took deep breaths until her heartbeat steadied. Trying to catch her breath was difficult.
It was just another nightmare. She’d had that same one too many times to count.
Surprised to hear a groan at the foot of the bed, Winx peeked from behind her fingers. At the floor she could see Keaton sitting upright, facing away from her. He was also breathing heavily, running a hand over his brow in much the same way she’d been rubbing hers.
“Keaton?” she called softly.
“Yes?” he answered in the same tone, turning to face her.
They looked at one another for a long moment. Both were still bracing themselves, both were wide-eyed and flustered.
Winx thought she knew what was going on. “Did you just have a nightmare?”
“Uh, yeah.” He sounded almost chagrined by it.
Oh boy. “Flying through the air, and then you fell?”
“Is this one of those psychic moments?”
Winx got out of bed and stretched slowly, luxuriating in the way her bones popped. Cool air hit her warm legs, and she remembered that she was scantily clad in front of the Bandit. But Winx had little modesty. Working at Skinned could do that to a person.
“You could say that. Only it’s not quite what you think.” She sighed. “It was my dream. I’ve been having it for a long time now. I… linked to you. And you experienced my nightmare.”
“Okay.” Keaton sounded confused and irritated all at once. He stayed on the floor, and his long braid slid down his shoulder as he lowered his head to hide a frown.
“Sorry.” Winx scrunched up her nose. “I don’t do it on purpose.”
“Your abilities allow you to enter someone’s mind while you are asleep?”
“I said sorry. I’ll try to control myself better in the future. Sheesh.” She looked out of the still-open window to see darkness. “How long have I been asleep?”
Keaton looked at the digital clock. “About twelve hours.”
“Wow. I guess we should get some food then, shouldn’t we?” Winx went into her duffle bag and pulled out a new outfit. She also grabbed her toothbrush, body wash, and lotion. Then she headed toward the bathroom.
Winx didn’t take long getting refreshed. She eventually came out wearing black, seamless leggings and a white tank top covered with a black duster-style cardigan.
Keaton was seated on the edge of the bed, fully dressed. He sported another pair of boot-cut denim jeans and a simple white button-up shirt. The outfit enhanced his bandages, making him look like a casual badass.
“Something is bugging me about that dream,” he told her while he laced up his shoes. “You told me this morning that your wings were taken from you. But I saw your back. There are only scars there. In your dream, you still had, well…”
“Remaining cartilage? You can only see that when I am in my full form.”
“And what does that look like?”
“Red horns. Red tail. And what used to be wings.”
“I thought so. You were exposing your true self in the nightclub?”
“It’s hard to keep everything hidden for too long. When I can get away with it, I don’t see the point of hiding.”
“I am fairly sure that the lixyns would see this as unveiling coverage,” Keaton said.
“That’s what it is, isn’t it? Besides, they have so many crimes racked up against me at this point, I don’t care. I’m already doomed here for cleansing. Might as well be comfortable while I do it.”
The two of them left the room and went to Winx’s car. Keaton was ravenous for meat, and Winx had to admit that she was rather peckish herself. They drove around looking for a restaurant, eventually finding Main Street Grill. Keaton was encouraged by the smells wafting from the building, so Winx indulged him and found a parking spot.
They opted to sit out in the night air to enjoy their food. It was a nice evening, slightly chilly with clear skies. Keaton played with the napkin holder on the table, and Winx twiddled her thumbs.
“I wanted to thank you,” she told him.
Keaton stopped fiddling with the decorative holder to look at her. “For what?”
“For making me stop to sleep. I guess you were right. I did need it.”
“Perhaps you will listen to me when I try to help you from now on?”
“Perhaps.” She smiled at him, the first real smile she had ever given him. The significance was not missed by him. He smiled back. “You know, you aren’t so bad, Keaton Silver. You were quite the gentleman today, sleeping on the floor.”
“I didn’t think that you would be too cozy with me intruding on your space.”
“Yeah. Well, I want to be fair. You can have the bed when we get back, and I will sleep on the floor.”
“I don’t mind sleeping on the floor,” he said.
“And neither do I. So we’re even.”
“I owe you for disrupting your life.”
“And I owe you for…well, maybe I do not owe you anything as of yet. However. This is the way it’s going, animal.”
After that, the meal was quiet. Their food was brought out promptly, hot and ready. They ate in silence and listened to the sounds of the city night. Since they were the only ones on the balcony, it was incredibly easy to do. Not too many cars passed on the street, so the jazz music from the entrance of the restaurant floated out to them. It made the dinner sort of intimate, which neither of them chose to address.
It was after Winx finished her sandwich that her skin began to crawl. She shook it off at first, thinking that she merely was still groggy from her long slumber. However, pinpricks of chills were spiking the back of her neck. She couldn’t help but notice that her hands shook slightly.
Keaton noticed it too. The change in the air was instant. A wind picked up, and he sniffed once, then wrinkled his nose in disgust. His back stiffened.
“Do you feel that?” he asked her.
There was no use in lying. Winx took a drink of her water, then cleared her throat. “It’s hard to miss.”
The wind picked up again. Keaton took the liberty to inhale deeply, this time stiffening even more. “Do you know what that is?” How could she possibly forget? She lowered her head a notch. “We need to find them.”
“Why? This isn’t your homeland.”
“No. But if there are savages in town, we need to see to it. We have to be the only ones available to do anything about it. It is our responsibility.”
“I thought the deal was that we go to Colorado.”
“Winx, don’t try to talk your way out of this.”
She took a deep breath. “You are going to be incredibly annoying about this, aren’t you?” Keaton just stared at her. “Fine. How many are there?”
He sniffed again. “Just one.”
“Are you sure?”
He touched a single finger to his nose. “Absolutely sure.”
“That sounds easy. Still…”
“Think of it as practice?” It was obvious the thought of killing for penance did not appeal to him either. “I know you do not want to deal with this right now. But—”
“No, I know.” Winx closed her eyes. “There is no toeing the current. Best to jump into the deep end.”
THE PARK WAS SMALL AND deserted. It wasn’t much more than a square of lawn, some trees for cover, and a jungle gym. But the putrid smell of death hung in the air. Keaton led them straight to the site.
They parked Winx’s car around the corner, wanting to walk the rest of the way undetected. Winx got her shovel from the trunk of her car. “What are you bringing that for?” Keaton asked.
“We’ll need to dispose of the body.”
“In the park?”
She shrugged. “Do you have a better idea?”
“I suppose not. But we need to be careful not to attract any curious humans.”
“Don’t worry. I can plant ideas into their heads, remember?”
“Yes, of course,” he answered. “But I thought you said you can only do that one at a time? There must be at least thirty homes surrounding this street.”
“I lied, okay?” Winx grimaced. “I can actually do more than I let on.”
They walked side by side, shoulders brushing. Keaton kept his eyes open for the culprit. Winx mentally sent out commands for all of the humans to close their windows, draw the curtains, and ignore any unusual sounds for the next two hours. She focused on each house as they walked and felt a seedy sort of satisfaction whenever she saw blinds close or heard the clicks of locks.
The sprinklers were spraying when they walked up to the lawn.
“Anything you can do about that?” Keaton joked.
Winx shook her head without laughing. They proceeded down the path, each doing their best to not pay attention to the cold water splashing their clothing or soaking into their shoes.
Eventually, they reached a bend in the trees which hid a small pond and a picnic area. Keaton sniffed, then pointed at the water. “It’s down there.”
The bank was covered with long reeds which made it hard to see the water. Winx gulped back a surge of panic and clung to her shovel.
She weighed her options for a long moment. On the other side of the reeds, she could hear small splashes. The thing was wading through the water. It could be leaving, which wouldn’t be good. The thought of what victim it could have strengthened her resolve.
The creature needed to be put down.



CHAPTER 10
HER MIND WAS IN TURMOIL as she took those first steps. Fear and bravado collided in her chest and made her heart hammer. But she kept moving until she reached the pond.
From there, it was as if everything were in slow motion. Walking into the water. The frightened quail that flapped their wings to fly into the night sky. The ripples caused by her trudging into the mud. She saw the savage immediately, and it turned and looked at her.
There was despondency on the corpse’s face, features stricken with grief. Her eyes were sunken in, and her mouth was an open grimace, as if she was trapped inside the famous painting of the screaming man. It had been a woman with short brown hair, and she had possibly been a beauty once upon a time. But now, no more.
She was holding a dead bird in her hands and had been obviously eating it; however, when she saw Winx, the prey was forgotten for the promise of new blood. She mechanically dropped the animal into the water and came toward Winx instead. Grunts emitted from her throat, which was slashed with a gory wound. Her clothing was nearly entirely ripped from her body, revealing gray, lifeless skin. Her arms were held out in front of her to keep her balance in the water, and her movements were unsteady.
Winx held a hand up. “Stop.”
The corpse stopped.
Usually, when Winx was psychically embedded into a human mind, she could see flashes of everything they thought and knew. She could see a past of smiles or tears, family and friends, or just the opposite. She saw peoples’ stories, and their secrets, things that they would cringe from accidentally revealing.
But that was not the case with a savage. Savages were no longer people. They were no longer anything. They were simply cannibalistic, untamed. Horrific animals.
This one was no different. Winx saw nothing in her mind but darkness. She was no longer struggling to get to Winx, she simply stood there and stared at her. Empty and waiting.
Winx lowered herself to sit in the shallow water. She stared back at the creature.
“What happened to you? Who were you?”
Of course, she did not get an answer, and she hadn’t been expecting one.
“You were obviously killed. Your throat was cut. Who did it? Was it someone you knew? Someone you trusted? A boyfriend? A family member, or a friend?”
Nothing back.
“Were you kidnapped? Beaten? Raped? Or just robbed on the street corner? How long did your murder take? How sick was this person, to fill you up with terror to the point that everything good in you, everything worth something, died and cannot return?”
Nothing. No answer.
“Does your family know what happened to you? Do they think that one day they will find you? Are they even now searching for you wherever they go? Are they on the news, pleading for your attackers to release you alive? What about your home? Did you have kids? Did you have someone to go home to at night, someone waiting for you? A job? A house? Money? Popularity?”
Nothing.
“You see, that’s what makes this so hard. That’s what ruins me, to even think about. And I have to carry that with me. You aren’t just dying once, even if you aren’t aware of it. No, you are about to die again, and I don’t even know your name. I don’t even know who to apologize to. You’re just a husk, a reanimated killing machine. You are not human. You are nothing. I shouldn’t feel sorry for you.”
No words from the dead. Only Winx’s continued stream of conversation.
“I wish I did not feel so guilty for that. But I do. You have never wronged me. But I have to bury you.”
The rattled breathing of the corpse never changed.
“Come here and sit down.”
The corpse shuffled over, bringing with it the intense smell of rotting flesh. She sat down uneasily in the water, her milky eyes trained onto Winx.
“If there is a God, and I’m not too inclined to say whether or not there is, I hope that you meet him. I hope that he or she took whatever is left of you into paradise. And I hope that if you can see any of this, you will know why I am doing it. Not only know it, but that you are asking me to.”
Winx removed a sharp dagger from her pocket. The blade’s handle was beset with rubies that glimmered in the moonlight, the setting was a pretty elaborate design with tassels at the edge.
“Do you like it? It was my sister’s. She gave it to me right before she left home. See, I had pestered her for years because I liked it so much. Ever the pain-in-the-ass little sister. She took really excellent care of it. She had it professionally sharpened and added all these little decorations. When she gave it to me, she said, ‘Don’t ever ask me for anything else.’ That was probably one of the greatest gifts that I had ever gotten, I’d wanted it so bad for so long. Since I have to do all of this because I avenged her, I thought it would only make sense if I used her blade.” She held it out, handle first. “Here. Take it.”
The corpse complied without blinking.
Winx sighed deeply and closed her eyes, not opening them to see what was going to happen next.
“Stick the blade, as deep as you can, into your temple.”
KEATON HAD BEEN PACING IMPATIENTLY and jumped when he heard the scream of the creature. It was an awful sound. Not quite human, not quite animal. A rush of wind brought with it the fresh smell of blood. Metallic. Keaton coughed to rid it from his nostrils. He had heard the final screams of a savage before, but these were intense to him for some reason.
Once the screaming stopped, he heard Winx walking in the water. But she didn’t emerge right away.
“Are you okay?” he called to her.
“In so many words,” she answered.
“Do you need help getting the body up?”
“No. I’ve got her.”
He heard some dragging through the water, and then Winx appeared. Holding the thing by its leg with one hand, her other hand dangled with a wicked, blood-covered dagger. He felt nausea swarm him but did not succumb to it.
The creature was quite dead. Well, it had been dead before. Now it was doubly dead.
“Ugh, that’s disgusting.”
“‘That’ used to be a person,” Winx snapped. “‘That’ went through a hell you cannot imagine. And you had better hope that you never can.” After dropping the dead body, she held her hand out for the shovel.
“No. I had better do it. I need to pitch in somewhere, right?”
Winx thought it over, then lowered her hand. “Make it quick. And deep as possible please.” She cleaned her blade with a cloth, taking special care with it. After it was sparkling, she sheathed it and placed it into her jacket. Then she pulled a medium-sized vial from somewhere unseen.
Keaton had already started digging beside a tree, but looked up from his work when he saw what Winx was doing.
“What is that?”
“It is a dissolving acid. It will remove the evidence.”
Keaton grunted. “Then what am I digging for?”
“Because it will take about a month to completely dissolve the body. It’s fairly slow-working.”
“And you don’t think anyone will check out this disturbed earth?”
“If they do, they’ll only find a skeleton. And pardon me, but skeletons aren’t as feared by the public as newly-dead corpses. It will be their problem after this.” Winx began to pour the chemical over the body. “It destroys skin immediately. But it will take longer for the bone to deteriorate and turn into dust.”
“Where did you get it from?” Keaton’s voice was shaky from his laboring.
Winx had a faint, wry smile on her face. “It was the only thing that the lixyns left me with when they dumped me here.”
That didn’t surprise him, but he had to pretend that it did. “Really? They aren’t the ones who set you up in that fancy apartment?”
“Are you kidding? They left me in some backwater town in some random state with nothing more than a lixyn facility to train me.”
“So, you would have been in an army?”
“Yes. Giving my life for a cause I don’t believe in. I do not trust the lixyns.”
“Well, you can’t say their cause is incorrect.”
Winx paused in pouring the substance over the evidence to look at Keaton. “What?”
“It’s the truth. They are stopping the human race from being wiped out by zombies. Could you imagine if there weren’t eradication forces? It would be chaos.”
“Forcing someone into a service isn’t righteous. It’s barbaric. The lixyns aren’t the saviors to humans, even if they want to be seen as such.”
“But this is an epidemic that must be contained. I know that better than anyone. Wait ‘til you see what these things have done to my land. It will change your mind.”
Once the grave was dug, Keaton and Winx dragged the dissolving body to the hole. It sizzled and emanated strong fumes. Once they got it into the proper spot, the two of them worked to cover the woman with dirt. Eventually, they pounded the newly formed earth over the site and stamped the ground even.
Keaton went over to a nearby picnic table. He tugged it over to the grave. “One down,” He looked over at Winx. “How do you feel?”
“Cold.” She shivered and tried to wrap her cardigan more firmly about her, but it was still sopping with water.
“Let’s get back to the room. You can have a nice hot bath and get into some warm clothing.” Keaton slung his arm over her shoulders and led her away. She let him take care of her yet again.
“Were you trying to communicate with it before…you know?”
Winx lowered her head. “Not really. I was just talking to hear myself talk, I guess.”
“What were you saying?”
“Anything to validate what I was about to do.”
“It will get easier,” he told her, drawing her closer to him.
“I disagree.”
BIRDS HAVE WINGS; THEY’RE FREE, and they can fly where they want when they want. They have the kind of mobility many people envy.
Who had said that? Winx couldn’t put her finger on it. But she had known that kind of freedom for the majority of her life. And it was hard not to hate the Order for taking it from her.
She was sitting in a fluffy robe and staring out of the window. It was hard sleep when she had just confronted a long-abandoned ordeal. She had to commemorate it, as she’d already commemorated the murders she’d committed on Deja’s behalf. The five dermals, ones she’d given to herself, each had a name. They were her trophies.
She had removed the pouch from her duffle bag. All of her tools were cleaned in preparation for this moment. She had been avoiding it for so long; she had forgotten her silent vow to herself.
Winx took the needle and made sure that her vanity mirror was as straight as it could be. She pressed the point below her collarbone and began to color in a small, circular dot. She forced herself not to hiss from the pain.
She tapped black ink into the outer layer of her dermis until the mark was permanent. She rounded the tip until she was sure it would stay. Blood pooled around it and slid down her neck, but she merely wiped it away and returned the needle to the wound.
“What are you doing?” Keaton appeared in the mirror behind her. He looked shocked.
Winx sighed at this interruption. “Tebori. It is a type of tattooing.”
“You’re scarring yourself?”
“It’s for her. It’s for the name I didn’t know.” She pointed to the dermals. “But these names? I did know them.”
Keaton got embarrassed. He turned away from her and returned his attention to the television.
Before they left Cedar City, she would have eight more tattoos.



CHAPTER 11
KEATON AND WINX ENDED UP having to stay at the inn for three days. Every time they prepared to leave, a savage attack would interrupt their plans. Keaton refused to leave it alone. He not only saw it as Winx hardening herself; he saw it as their duty to keep whatever towns they passed through safe. It also gave him a chance to heal and recuperate from the horde he’d had to take on by himself.
After that, one or two savages were literally nothing to him—not even a pain in the neck.
They were finally ready to go at eight on Friday morning. Winx refused to stall any longer. It was time to be underway.
Keaton found himself more than once looking at the new design on Winx’s neck. The dots were quite lovely in a way, accenting the jewels there in a way he hadn’t expected, and the tribute to the savages she had ended was admirable. Yet a deeper melancholy had started to take over Winx since their mission had really started. Keaton chose not to acknowledge it, but only because he was sure she did not want to talk about it. The fact that she’d already acknowledged so much of her punishment and involvement with the Order was shocking to him.
They got into her car and buckled up. Winx looked over at him. “We have about seven hours left to drive. I can tackle this if you let me.”
“Hey. If you end up falling asleep in the seat again, we are pulling over. And either I’m driving or we’re staying in another room.”
Winx did not see either scenario as an option. Not only did she not want to let Keaton drive, she did not want to stay in close quarters with him walking around half-naked. They still did not know each other well enough for the continued arrangements. The sooner they reached his village, the more likely they would have more privacy.
She pulled away from their recent abode and toward I-15 North.
“There is something I have been wanting to ask you,” he said.
“What I got in trouble for?” Winx cut him off. Keaton grimaced. He didn’t know how Winx saw into his head so well sometimes. “You might as well know. I killed five men who had killed my sister.” Winx said it almost nonchalantly as she merged into traffic and revved up as fast at the speed limit allowed.
“I’m so, so sorry,” he said. “How did your sister die?”
She glowered. “She was murdered. I’ve just told you.”
“Yes, you said that. What I mean is, how did humans managed to kill a daevor?”
Winx chanced a look at him even while she was driving. “You serious?”
“Well, daevors can plant an idea into human’s minds. How come she didn’t…”
“Didn’t what? Keep them from raping and shooting her? It’s hard to fight when you’re facing a gun.”
“They shot her? You can be shot?”
“Of course we can be shot! Can’t you be shot?”
“Yeah, I can be shot. But I’m an animal. You have dark blood in you.”
“Dark blood can still be spilt!” Winx sounded aggravated.
Keaton sighed. “Look, I’m not trying to make her sound weak. I just don’t understand.”
Winx growled a little. “I don’t know either. Who can say what really happened? Whether or not she knew them, had trusted them once. Or if she was too stressed to concentrate. There are many possibilities.”
“So if you’re too distracted your abilities go onto the fry?”
“Anxiety affects us all. I don’t know why Deja wasn’t able to stop them. What I do know is that she was outnumbered. She had no prior combat training. And these men were disgusting.”
“I am sorry that I brought it up. I was just curious.” Keaton touched her shoulder. “Your sister was brave.”
Winx only continued to look at the road. But her voice did lose most of its roughness. “How would you know? You did not even know her.”
“No, I didn’t. But she was your sister. And I know you. You are definitely strong, I doubt any of your family wouldn’t rival that trait.”
Winx scoffed. “You don’t know me.”
“We’ve slept in the same room for four days.”
Winx glanced at him and smiled. It was an ironic smile, but it still counted. Especially because she did not do it often.
Keaton decided to leave her alone. He turned up the radio so that she could hear her music and rolled down his passenger-side window. The air held a bite to it that soothed his overheated brow. He took some time to admire the fall colors passing them by. Soon, he would be back to nature, away from the smoggiest city in America and in touch with the roots that he craved for so often since taking his leave.
WINX WISHED THAT IT WAS as easy for her to relax as it was for Keaton. Though she could not always link to him, she got impressions of his mood. She knew that he liked being around her, enjoyed her company even though she could be grumpy, and was determined to make her feel better when he thought her blue. She knew that he missed his home and that he was eager to return to them. Keaton’s spirit was a calm one. He rarely got worked up, even when Winx purposely baited him. And despite her coolness toward him, she found herself craving his Zen attitude more often than not.
Though she still hated to admit that to herself. Winx did not want to befriend the animal. She still did not want to help him. And killing savages was hurting a part of her that she did not know existed.
Winx forced herself to sing along with the song that came on the radio, squinting at the road to see it better through the strong rays of sunshine. The lyrics trilled off of her tongue easily, coming from memory more than passion.
“You have a pretty voice.” Keaton’s eyes were closed and his head was leaned back against his seat, a calm smile playing over his finely crafted lips. “It’s incredibly serene.”
“Thank you.”
They quieted down again, unsure of what to say after that. Winx wasn’t good with receiving compliments, and Keaton wasn’t good with conversation. It made for a mostly quiet journey.
After about an hour, they reached Monroe, Utah. After that, there was merely a stretch of road leading them away from most of civilization. Small towns here and there, but definitely no savages. The beasts were more drawn to large groups, or drawn to the places that they had perished.
They had to stop a few times for bathroom breaks. Keaton laughed every time Winx said she had to “pee” instead of “urinate.” Winx failed to see the humor behind this, but found it hard not to crack a smile at his immaturity in its innocence. They found a gas station after another two hours, and Winx was forced to pull over and fill the tank.
Keaton got out to stretch when Winx went into the store to purchase snacks. She stocked up on anything that looked tempting.
“Is there anything you need before we go again?” she asked when she put the snacks into the back seat.
“Did you get Twinkies?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Then no, I will be just fine.”
MONTROSE, COLORADO GRACED THEIR SIGHTS around 2pm. And from Montrose, Gunnison awaited them.
Keaton had found a radio station with oldies that he actually knew, and he danced comically to the Beatles, Muddy Waters, and even Queen. Winx cracked a smile more than once, even if they were reluctant ones.
They stopped to have a nice lunch around the Blue Mesa Reservoir, and Keaton delighted in the selections of seafood. Winx was awed by the many colors surrounding them—none lit up in neon.
“Now this, this is home,” he said around full cheeks of food.
Winx had to agree that the fare was delicious. But she still frowned. Around California. there were plenty of wonderful seafood places, and Keaton could have taken his pick. They had been, after all, by the ocean.
More than once, Keaton attempted to speak to her about what to expect from his family and from the pack, all the while forcing Winx to commiserate about her lost family and her own missed homeland. Though of course it was not his intention, she could not help but feel a stab of envy when he told her about his cousins and parents.
“You’ll love them,” he said. “My parents are delightful. They have such a sense of humor, you will really get a kick out of them both. And my cousin Stori, oh, she’s amazing. Such a talented musician. If she ever decided to go out into the human celebrity industry, she would be well-received. Then there’s the alpha, Ottanu. She is a wonder. Truly. Incredibly strong and loyal. And tough. You’ll like her! She’s actually a lot like you.”
Winx listened to his enthusiasm and almost wished that she could match it. Almost. 



CHAPTER 12
“YOU WON’T NEED A HOTEL room here,” Keaton told her with confidence. “You can stay with me and the pack. After we find them, that is.”
“Hang on. Stay in a reserve? I’m not much of a camper,” Winx protested. “I’m more of a Marriott girl. You know, warm sheets? Big screen television? A bathroom?”
“It will be far more practical for you to stay with us. How would you reach us if something happened?”
“You can call me on my cell phone. Or even the hotel phone.”
“By the time you get from town to our camp site, who knows what could have happened? I do not mean to make this decision for you; it is just that we need to stick together for now.”
Winx wanted to fight with every fiber of her being. Camping? Who camped anymore? Camping was for people who longed to get away from city lights to see stars, but Winx hated stargazing, and all that clarity and clean air frustrated her. Not to mention the cold, mosquitoes, rabid animals, or anything else that the outdoors brought.
“You aren’t happy about this,” he pointed out with a smile.
“How could I be?” She gave him a tight smile in return to his genuine one. “This isn’t my idea of a vacation.”
“Besides, once we find them, you won’t want to leave. Trust me.” He never lost that smile that reached his eyes, a truly happy one that transformed him from above ordinary looking to quite handsome.
Winx was impervious. She chose to remain cynical and drove with a ready sigh in her chest.
They proceeded through Gunnison and found the National Park within minutes. Winx endured his high spirits all of the way. He was ecstatic, able to sniff out his pack even from the car.
“We’ll eventually have to walk. Don’t worry about your car; I know somewhere that no one will bother it. You can park and I’ll go find them.”
Winx left her car in the secluded spot of Keaton’s choosing. They both exited the car, and a fragrant rush of pine gust hit them. Winx could tell that the cold weather would endure here, promising wind, rain, sleet or snow, all manner of unpleasant botheration.
“Are you sure this…?”
“Trust me,” Keaton said again. “I know where they are. They haven’t left, surprisingly. Perhaps they have been waiting for me.”
He took a deep breath of mountain air and began to scan the area.
“All right. I will need to go find them. They are high over that ridge.” He pointed off into the distance, somewhere that Winx could not make out. “Stay here. I will be back as soon as I can.”
“How long will it take?”
He sniffed again. “Not long. I will need to secure your admittance into the pack, though. So it might be an hour or so.”
Winx glared and huffed harshly. “An hour? What did they expect? Aren’t these the same animals that sent for me?”
“Yes, but protocol and all. Anyone who knows the location of the pack and isn’t a member of the pack… er, I won’t bore you with the logistics. In short, I will be called upon to relate my story to the committee, and it will be evaluated by Ottanu. She will decide on how to act from there.”
“And if she refuses my admittance?”
“She won’t.”
“But just say that she does?” Winx pressed.
“Then…I will get you a hotel room, and the two of us will work on the savage problem ourselves. Just wait here.” He waved his hands. “All right? Promise that you will.”
It wasn’t like she was really weighing her options. She came here to get away from the lixyns. And that’s what she planned to do.
Keaton gave her a mock salute, and then walked into the thick trees. He took three long strides before using his true speed to take off into the thicket. It was so peaceful in the area that she could hear his progress for quite some time before the echoes died out and all that was left was the trail of leaves he had blazed, suspended for that moment.
Winx went to the hood of her car and climbed on top of it. The metal groaned and popped as she situated herself to lay face up on the windshield. Ignoring the bugs and other mess that had accumulated during the drive, she put her arms behind her head and looked up at the sun. It was struggling to emerge from the patch of pearl-gray clouds.
She stayed there for a long time and tried to make out exactly when the season would change for good, watching the day advance without assistance.
It was hard not to become calm in the area. Nature graced her eye, and everything was green, brown, and yellow due to impending winter. It was also quiet. No street cars, no blasting music pouring from windows, no yells and shouts from the street corner—just trees swaying and creeks flowing.
The thought that she actually might like it there assuaged her temper somewhat, but she would never admit that to Keaton. Never. He didn’t deserve to know that he might be right about something. It could go to his pretty little head.
The cold air kept her nerves alighted, yet her eyes began to droop. Keaton, at this point, had been gone for some time. She pulled her cell phone from her pocket and looked at the time. Four o’clock in the afternoon. He had been gone longer than she’d expected, especially considering his speed. Perhaps he did have a lot to relay to his pack, and they to him. But the wait was sapping her energy.
All of the effects of the long drive, the last couple of days of combat, and waiting in silence had her closing her eyes.
Just for a moment, she told herself. Just a cat nap. Keaton would wake her up when he came back.
He would find her and make sure that she was all right …
Winx fell almost instantly into a dream. She was soaring. Cold winds rushed around her, making her course rocky and uneven. She squinted her eyes in order to see better and surged on. The brilliance of her wings, red-tinted against the clear sky, began to dim when the sun became covered by a dark cloud.
The winds whipped her hair into her face, and it began to interfere with her vision. So she headed back downwards. She glided easily.
At first, the falling was blissful and controlled. Then it became erratic. Winx tried to fan her wings out to contain the falling, but all she felt was a small twitch on her back instead of a thrust of muscle. She looked around and realized that her wings were gone.
The familiar falling sent a dip into the pit of her belly, and she flailed her arms and legs uselessly. Her body was easily thrown about within the currents of heavy air.
She tried to scream, but the sound did not reach her ears. And if she could not hear herself, then who else could hear her?
She spiraled, the ground coming closer and closer and closer.
But before she hit the ground, she hit a tree. Surprisingly, the impact did not knock the air out of her lungs. In fact, the impact did nothing at all. She hung there from a branch, useless. Then another blow hit her, the slap of a tree branch. She fell the short distance to the ground, landing in a crowd of people.
No, they weren’t people. They were savages.
It should have filled her with some sort of fear. But it did nothing. She stared back up at the tree to see who had struck her.
A beautiful woman sat in the branches. She had reddish-brown curls that framed her plump, shapely figure. Freckles dotted the ridge of her nose, down to her cheeks, to her neck, and the tops of her rounded breasts. Her dress was white and flowing with the wind. Her eyes were so azure that they nearly radiated.
Winx snapped awake. She was very used to nightmares, so it only took a few deep breaths to pull her out of her disquietude. But to add to her unease, she noticed that the sun was sinking in the horizon. It was sunset already, and Keaton had not returned.
She was still resting on the hood of the Mazda. Her fingers were numb from cold, and her back was stiff. She sat up slowly and placed her palms to her lower back for an adequate stretch. All of the vertebrae along her spine cracked audibly, sending some semblance of blood flow back to her limbs. The bite of the crisp air was still in her lungs, which was uncomfortable after her nap. She should have slept in the car, where there was a heater and soft seats.
Winx held a hand to her head and tried to get her bearings. But her solitude was broken by a nudge.
There were savages nearby.
Oh God. She jerked violently and made the car creak.
Of course her damn dream was true. What about her nightmares didn’t hold an element of reality to it? She had obviously connected with something in the forest, something nearby.
There was no mistaking the feeling welling up inside of her. The dread. The emptiness. The sheer sadness. There definitely were savages in the forest, and they were not far off from where she had slept on her parked car.
Winx had no desire to seek them out. Keaton was far away, miles, leagues, who knew? And she was by herself. From what she felt, there were at least five savages off to the west. Even if she could take them, she had no desire to.
But against her better judgment, she linked with the closest one she could find. Closing her eyes in concentration, it wasn’t a difficult thing to see what images were playing the mind of the creature.
They were all grouped around a tree. They were clawing at the bark, moaning with yearning and gnawing at one another to get as close as possible. They reached up, up, and hissed with hunger.
And in the tree was the woman in her dreams. The full-figured beauty was clinging to the branches, but instead of trying to get away from them, it seemed as if she were lowering herself. She was speaking, but the words were unclear to Winx. She held out a hand to them, and it glowed white light. When she touched one of the savages, it bit her greedily. Blood poured from her hand and fell onto their faces. They licked at one another viciously to get as much as they could.
The woman screamed, sat back in the tree, and touched her palm to the freely-bleeding wound. Her hand glowed again and the gushing bite disappeared. She shook her finger at them, as if in admonishment.
Winx cut off the connection and sat back with an exasperated glower.
It was a fucking lixyn. Some fucking lixyn was in the forest. And from what she could tell of the stupid woman, she was actually trying to heal the savages.
Really? Did the idiot know anything about dead humans come back to life?
Her resolve to do nothing doubled. Stopping the savages was one thing. Helping a lixyn? She had no agenda with the lixyns, save getting rid of their involvement in her life.
For a full five minutes, Winx sulked. A lixyn could handle herself. That girl wouldn’t get too badly hurt; she could heal herself. And maybe eventually the fool would realize that helping a savage instead of killing them was asking to be killed yourself. The fact that Keaton was not there to chastise her decision helped wonders with this delusion.
However, it became harder and harder to keep the savages out of her conscious. They were, after all, a mere ten-minute walk away from where she sat. And not linking to their ravenous minds was nearly impossible. Also, the thought of them going from possibly killing the lixyn to terrorizing Keaton’s clan kept pestering at her, too.
Winx hummed to herself and drummed her fingers. She searched the internet on her phone and checked her email.
Nothing was working. She felt the need to go to them.
Eventually, Winx stopped kidding herself. A lixyn getting killed when a supposed member of the eradication force was next door would only end badly for her. The Three and their ilk would not understand why she allowed one of their kind to get herself torn to bits and devoured like a powdered doughnut. It could only mean more punishment for her. And that was a good enough reason to get up.
Grumbling to herself all the while, Winx went into her trunk and pulled out the shovel. Tied to it was the drawstring bag with the vial of acid.
Winx started her walk slowly, dragging her feet with a pout on her face. Why did she have to risk her life for a stupid lixyn anyway?
GENEVIEVE MERRICK WAS A PRACTICAL girl. She never asked for much. But not being eaten by flesh hungry zombies was high on her list right now.
She clung to her branch with a steely gaze, refusing to shed a tear whenever one of the creatures got too close. She hated these things that she had been sent to deal with. However, she also felt extreme pity.
Humans were so dear. And dead humans were so depressing. She could help these poor beasts, if they just let her near enough to do it.
Yet every time she lowered herself enough to bless their gray skin with her healing grace, one of them would lash out at her. They had already torn a good-sized chunk from her wrist, gashed a cut on her leg with their sharp nails, and bitten whatever else they could reach several times. Luckily, she was able to regroup and heal herself each time.
Terror mingled with concern. All she ever wanted was to assist those in need. Who more in need than these poor souls? They clamored for help even as they defied her touch. Every taste they got of her blood did nothing to satisfy their cravings; it seemed to only intensify it tenfold.
She withdrew away from them and fixed yet another wound. Despite all she had ever heard of savages, she’d never heard of anyone trying to help them. The sadness as well as weariness overcoming them had to be reversible. If there was anything that her mother had taught her, everything could be fixed.
Genevieve tried again. She reached her hand out and tried to heal them from a distance. She focused on stretching out her gift, the light of her hand barely grazing them. It illuminated their ghastly appearance.
“I want more than anything to fix this,” she told the murdering savages. “I want you to know the light. To be touched.”
When she stretched her hand out further, one of them grabbed her. It took literally all of her strength to keep her hold on the branch, her nails digging into the bark. The maniacs began to eat her arm, ripping the flesh off with their teeth. They snapped at one another in their voracious frenzy to eat from her.
It didn’t hurt—not really. It would take far more than that to damage a lixyn.
Genevieve felt her wings sprout. She tried to flap them, but the massive appendages got tangled in the branches and leftover leaves of the tree. She was stuck.
The savages continued to maul her. They tugged so hard that the joint in her shoulder made a sickening popping sound, and her forearm bone snapped. The pain shot through Genevieve’s extremity. She struggled in vain to bring her arm back, but they had a decent hold on her. The tree bark cracked, and the hold she had slipped.
She was going to be pulled from the breaking tree. And then she would die.
“Stop.”
It was a simple word, and it took Genevieve a moment to realize it was not from her. She was crying while trying to get her quickly vanishing arm back. But from that one command, the savages released her, and she flew back into the tree so hard that the branch broke the rest of the way. She fell and landed on her back on the mossy ground.
Genevieve tried to regain her footing as fast as possible. There was no way that those things weren’t going to jump at her now that she was at their level. She started to run away, but she tripped over a juniper bush and landed screaming in a collection of sap-covered needles.
After struggling for a while, Genevieve observed that she was actually not being eaten alive by the waiting gang of the dead. She was in one piece, not including her bitten arm and the blood pouring down her body. She quickly began to heal herself. While her body rejuvenated, she looked up to find the savages.
They still stood at the foot of the tree, staring in the other direction, not interested in her at all.
A bald black woman walked from the clearing. The left side of her neck was dotted with jewels. Her dark clothing fit her curvaceous form in a devilish manner. She had a slightly wide nose, the nostrils of which were currently flared, a pretty oval face with a pointed chin, thick luscious lips and big eyes. She held a shovel and looked like she meant business.
“Come here.”
THE SAVAGES BEGAN APPROACHING WINX. Their gait was slow and measured, and they growled with renewed energy.
Winx ignored the victim who was flopping around like a dork in the sticky bush. Instead, she focused all of her attention on the savages. Controlling more than one was difficult, and if she broke contact with them by thinking of the silly lixyn, then they would go right back to their attempted feeding frenzy. She probed their empty minds, searching for a hold. But she could not find one. Her eyes widened.
The savages were not stopping. Winx watched as they came closer, despite her verbal and mental commands for them to do otherwise.
“Oh. Fuck.”
Their closeness was a necessity, but they were getting too close. Winx had to back up quickly, doing her best not to trip over anything in her path. Five savages. Filthy, dragging, slobbering things. And one daevor who could not make them stop.
Winx lifted her shovel. She was quickly regretting her decision to come to the lixyn’s aid. With a hard shout, something resembling a war cry, she ran toward the dead. She swung her shovel in an array about her, the movements an artful blur. Her feet crunched into the crumpled dead leaves as her gait increased.
Her shovel connected with the underside of the first adversary’s jaw. He went down, but he wasn’t out yet. While he was momentarily stunned, Winx kicked another one back. The other three swarmed in close, eager to tear at any flesh that they could, but Winx was too quick. She shoved them all back with the handle of her tool, taking advantage of their slowness.
Winx hurriedly made her way to the first savage that hadn’t quite regained his balance from the ground. She bashed his head in three times with the shovel. It was short work, but while she had been dealing with him the second savage crawled over to take a bite out of her ankle.
The pain was nothing new to her. But it did take her by surprise, and it slowed her down. She still had four savages to deal with.
Taking the blade of the shovel, Winx brought it down hard on the fiend’s neck. She continued until his neck was good and broken, wrestling her foot out of its limp grasp.
Stumbling out of the reach of the remaining three, Winx surveyed the damage to her ankle. It was bad, but not broken. And even if it were, she was still on her own.
“Stop!” She tried the command again, authority permeating her impulsion. “Stop now.”
They staggered. Winx probed their minds once more, attempting to force their will. Only one listened. The other two still made their way closer.
“You, make yourself useful.” She addressed the one that she could contact, her voice was rough with pain. She withdrew Deja’s blade. “Catch.”
The savage to her immediate left caught the blade.
“Stick it into your friend’s head.”
He made his way to the other savage. That left Winx with only one to deal with for the moment.
She used the shovel to make lunch meat of the creature’s rotten brains.
A cry sounded behind her as the one obedient savage did as he was told, sticking the wicked knife into his companion’s temple. He stood back afterwards, waiting for a command.
Winx didn’t give him one. Instead, she knocked him down with the shovel and ended him without preamble.



CHAPTER 13
WINX WIPED MUCK OFF OF her hands onto her jeans and winced in disgust. Who knew when she would be able to wash her clothes again? She doubted the Bandits had a community washer and dryer.
Worse than that, her ankle was mangled. She twisted her leg about to get a good look at the damage. It wasn’t pretty, and now that the adrenaline was leaving her, it hurt like hell. But there was nothing to do for it right now.
Deciding to check on the lixyn, Winx limped into the direction of the girl who had caused the disruption of her once-quiet evening. She sidestepped the bodies and walked behind the tree.
The girl from her dream sat beside the bush. She had just finished healing her mangled arm and was readjusting it into its socket. Her palm still glowed ethereally. “You are a daevor,” she said in her high pitched voice.
Her shoulder cracked back into its socket properly, and she let out a sigh.
Winx crossed her arms. She stared while the lixyn got to her feet and held her glowing palm out.
“You’re hurt.”
The lixyn tried to touch Winx, but Winx shifted away.
“That’s what got you into this mess in the first place, remember? Trying to heal those that you have no power over.”
“I can still try!” The lixyn reached again, only to be denied once more.
“Stop it! What is your problem?” Winx took a step away from her. “I do not need you to heal me, even if you could. And a savage? Do you not see what they did to you?” She pointed to the blood that still stained the other girl’s white clothing.
The lixyn turned up her nose in a haughty expression. “So I should have just killed them, you are saying?”
“It would have saved us both time,” Winx shot back. “And harm.”
“I have never killed a thing in my life!”
“How noble. You might want to rethink that when a fucking zombie is eating your arm.”
Then Winx turned on her heel and stalked away.
Unfortunately, the lixyn followed her. “Well, whoever you are—it might please you to know that I am Genevieve Merrick. Daughter of the Goddess Edina, ruler of the Queendom.”
The warrior groaned. Every step she took seemed to lead her closer to the Order. What the hell? And to top everything off, she had actually risked her own life to save the princess of lixyn royalty. Life was bullshit sometimes.
Winx wrinkled her nose and faced the bodies. “Of course. That makes total fucking sense.”
“So you have heard of me?” Genevieve followed Winx over to the clearing, doing her best not to step on the dead savages.
Winx didn’t answer.
“Well, then you know that I will one day be crowned Queen, and that I will inevitably be in charge of all of the lands. Including that of your people.” Genevieve said the last with supreme satisfaction.
“Huh.” Winx took the tied bag from the handle of the shovel and pulled the small vial out, uncorking it.
Genevieve nodded. “I accept your apology.”
Winx at this point was so aggravated that she was barely listening to the princess. Instead, she went about pouring a good amount of acid over each body on the ground.
“What are you doing?” Genevieve shrieked when she saw the bodies of the savages start to dissolve.
“I am getting rid of the evidence.” Winx’s voice was bland. After splashing a few drips onto the last body, she walked over to a spot she deemed worthy and started to dig.
Genevieve was horrified. All of the flesh was immediately melting off of their bones. And even the bone was fizzing in preparation of receding. It was a completely sordid sight, one that she was unused to.
“The poor dears.” The lixyn actually looked close to tears. “They didn’t know any better. They didn’t know their actions would lead to this end.”
Winx gave her a look that radiated annoyance. Before she could say anything, a blur crossed her vision. She stopped what she was doing and looked around. A trail had been cut through the fall leaves on the ground, and dust had kicked up into flurries in the air. Winx waved her hand, trying to see better.
“Keaton? Was that you?”
“It sure was, my dear.”
The dust cleared and Winx saw his outline. Relieved that it was him, she dropped her shovel.
“I see you busied yourself while I was away,” he said.
“I had no choice. Little Miss Sunshine here was in trouble.” Winx approached him until she could speak to him in an undertone. “I thought you said lixyns were never seen in your forest. Was that a lie to get me here?”
Keaton stared at her ankle. “Are you all right?”
“I am just fine, thank you. Will you answer the question?”
Genevieve attempted a smile. “Well, hello there. You’re a Bandit that I haven’t met yet.”
He smiled back, of course. As if Keaton could do anything else. “Yes, I am! You are a new face as well.”
“That I am. I’m Genevieve Merrick—”
“Princess of the lixyns,” Winx finished for her, her tone overly dramatized.
Genevieve glared. “Yes. Well, I was going to tell him that.”
“You are royalty?” Keaton asked, eyes widening. “What are you doing here? Who sent you?”
“The Order,” she replied primly. “And The Three.”
Winx felt herself go colder. Keaton stiffened. “What for?”
“To keep watch over… well, you, I suppose.”
“So. You know my name?” Winx asked. “My accused crimes? Where I’ve been all this time?”
“I am afraid not,” Genevieve answered. “It was my first day with the eradication forces located in Dallas when I was informed that my duties would be better suited here, keeping an eye on the daevor in Gunnison and assisting the Bandits that were overrun by savages. Those were my precise orders. So I made way quickly. However, I got here much sooner than you had. Almost a week, to be exact.”
“A week? I didn’t even know that I would be in Gunnison last week.”
“Well…” Keaton looked over at her. “Someone did warn my pack where to find a daevor. It could very well have been someone working for the Order. They would have anticipated your agreement.” He lowered his voice. “Possibly with a bit of persuasion.”
Winx thought of Skinned. She sighed. “And we’re supposed to trust her?”
“This is still our homeland. She’s bound under our rules. You’re protected. No one will be taking you against your will, Winx. I won’t allow it.”
In a huff, Winx picked up the shovel again and went back to her task. If Winx could have stopped, she would have without reservation. But at this point, she had come to a new resolution that could not be wavered: she wanted a free life once more. Part of that would mean not having to deal with the Order while she helped Keaton. His home was supposed to be a safe haven.
Being babysat was not something that she planned on. No one got that right over her. And definitely not a lixyn princess who spent her time trying to heal damaged souls.
“So, you have been living with my pack all of this time, Miss Merrick?” Keaton turned the subject to something a bit lighter even in the midst of dragging the smoking dead bodies into a pile.
“Oh yes, I have!” The lixyn was aglow. “Incredibly fascinating creatures, you Bandits are. So full of culture and diversity.”
Keaton tilted his head to the side. “That is an odd compliment.”
“Please, take it as such. I am enjoying myself quite a bit here.”
“Are the environments of the Queendom—”
“Oh, it is highly strict there,” Genevieve cut him off, guessing what his question was. “Nothing like this. I have completely shaken the need for kid gloves here, and the liberation is something quite exciting, let me assure you. I am elated to be able to assist in this undertaking.”
“But Miss Merrick—”
“Please, feel free to call me Genevieve. Or Evy, if you’d like.”
Winx rolled her eyes, which because of her current task led to a bit of dust to mar her vision. She blinked rapidly and began to rub at it.
“Alright. Evy. You do understand the rules of the pack, correct?” Keaton asked.
Evy raised her right hand as if swearing under oath. “That I do. I am in full cooperation with the bylaws laid down by your alpha. I am only here to help.”
“Very well. But in the future you should always stay accompanied by one of the guard. That’s what the sentries are there for. To keep us all out of danger.”
“Oh. That. I dismissed them. I was sure that if I ran into any trouble I would be able to handle myself. I am a warrior, after all. I have been very well-trained.”
Winx scoffed from the inside of her ditch. She was ignored.
“Were you hurt?” Keaton asked, seeming unsure if he was concerned or not.
“It was nothing serious. I have already healed myself and learned my lesson.”
“I can only hope so.” Winx succumbed to the temptation to mock Evy. She leaned against the shovel handle and quirked her brow. “Healing savages is not a normal pastime for anyone around here. If you’ve had such grand training, you should know that much.”
“Listen, you,” Evy countered, her smile evaporating. “I have had just enough of your spite!”
The sarcasm was far from over.
“Oh dear, forgive me, your majesty.”
Winx took the shovel from under her chin and tossed it aside. She walked over to the bodies that Keaton was still beside, and the two of them began to drag them into the hole.
“At least they get a proper burial,” Evy muttered. She sort of tried to help them get the five men into the grave, only she could not seem to bring herself to actually touch any of them. She kicked one of them with her foot, nudging his leg closer to the hole.
“Don’t worry. We’ve got it.” Keaton waved Genevieve off. She gladly stepped aside and let them deal with the bodies.
Winx was far from happy at the way Keaton was being so amiable toward the chit. And she did not feel like evaluating the reasons behind it.



CHAPTER 14
THE FIRST THING WINX SAW when coming upon the Bandit camp were many mobile homes, colorful teepees and modernized tents. The canopy of trees held thatched, makeshift roofs to help control the elements. And they looked surprisingly strong—reassuringly braced with steel as well as wood. The platforms must have been built recently, and Winx wondered how they were able to get away with this. Everything looked sturdy, yet also temporary. If they needed to go on the run, the teardown would be speedy and efficient.
Many large stone fire pits had been carefully placed about the area, and each was ablaze. The delicious smells of meat and vegetables cooking with interesting spices filled the air. Winx and Genevieve received a few speculative looks from the locals. Some even sniffed the air around them, as if their scent would tell them everything that a hello couldn’t.
Children ran in circles around their parents. Teenagers smoked wicked-looking pipes in lawn chairs around the outer rims. There were a few men and women patrolling the area, armed with unknown weapons. All types inhabited the area. All colors, all races. Young and old. They truly were a mixed bunch of gypsies.
“You will need to speak directly to the alpha,” Keaton said. “She is waiting for us. Then, if you don’t mind, I’d appreciate it if you had your ankle seen to.”
Winx wouldn’t have minded if those tasks were in reverse, but she said nothing.
They walked up to an especially secluded wickiup. It was decorated with seashells, precious stones, arrowheads, beads, and ribbons. The outer flaps were lined with raccoon hides. The strong smells of incense swarmed the canvas. It was like taking a step back in time.
Keaton made a soft call, almost like a purr. There was a similar call in answer, and he reached down to hold open a flap.
“After you.” He nodded to both Evy and Winx.
Winx pushed passed Genevieve and went into the tent first. The princess gasped in shock, unused to such treatment. She gave Keaton a sharp glance.
He shrugged. “You get used to her. I mean, you try to, anyway.”
Genevieve curled her upper lip in haughty disdain and walked into the wickiup.
The inside was just as lavish as its outer counterpart. Many furs insulated the walls. A small grated pit held a fire, keeping the place warm. More hides and soft patches were underfoot, as if stepping onto a velvet cloud.
At the center of the home was the alpha. Ottanu was stunning, her features Native. Built with strength, she was a tad burly with thickened arms and risen height even while sitting. But this did not hide her feminine qualities; she harbored a nice face and glorious jet black hair. She looked up at her guests with dark coal eyes.
“Welcome.” Her voice was an impressive chime. As she was the authority, she did not stand. She spread her hands out. “Please, all of you. Sit.”
They each sat down. Ottanu got a good look at them each.
“Was there a battle?” she asked Winx.
Winx shrugged, resisting the urge to look at her ankle. From what she’d seen earlier, the blood was already clotting, but it still looked fiery and nasty. “A small one. Your resident lixyn found herself in a pickle. It was how she chose to introduce herself to me.”
“You should see to that wound. Savages are not very sanitized.”
“I will do so.”
Ottanu spoke the rest slowly and clearly, as if to be sure that both spoke English.
“You are brave to come here, to help us face our problem. For many months, we have tried to keep the savages back from our land. For a long while, we succeeded. But their numbers grow, and ours do not. We prefer to remain a small group; there are only forty of us here, not including children. Our soldiers fight well, but they are starting to weary of the onslaught. We have lost many.”
“The lixyns told you where to find me?” Winx asked.
“Yes, they did. You must understand, we were mighty in need. I had heard of the eradication forces, and I know of the powers of those with the Touch. I know that there are organizations out there who stop the savages. Their lost souls know no mercy. We have been blessed by finding you.” She nodded at Keaton in an appreciative action. He ducked his head in a show of submission, yet pride.
Winx felt a bit more of her irritation ebb. Maybe it was the fumes of all the incense blinding her to her indignation. Or maybe it was the genuine smile of Ottanu.
The flap opened, and another girl walked in. “Cousin! I had heard you were back!”
The small girl launched herself at Keaton. He caught her easily and hugged her tight.
“Stori!” A laugh rumbled from his chest. “Where have you been?”
“Securing the perimeter for the night. Making sure none of those devils sneak up on us while we sleep.”
Stori Silver was willowy. Her dark hair was cut short, only curling about her ears. She had a lively face with a mole dotted on her upper right cheek. Her sparkling eyes were vivid. But noticeable about her person were a patchwork of vitiligo. The depigmentation, however, did not damage her comely figure.
“You must be the demon!” Stori turned to Winx, still sprawled in Keaton’s lap. Winx leaned back a bit to allow herself space from actual contact.
“I have not heard much about you, but I am so excited you are here. Thank you.” Despite Winx’s veering away, Stori touched Winx’s hand with sincerity.
Winx almost gave into the temptation to smile back. But instead, she just nodded once. If she did not remain hardened, nobody would take her seriously as a fighter.
“And I’ve met you already, of course.” Stori spoke to Genevieve. “Are you enjoying your stay here amongst us?”
“It has all been quite rousing, yes,” Genevieve said.
“Very good.” Stori gave her mate a cheeky smile as she left Keaton’s lap. “You see? I do play the host well, though you feigned concern about it.”
Ottanu gave her darling mate a caress on the cheek once she approached her, revealing an almost uncomfortable ardor, then turned back to their visitors.
“Take the remainder of the evening to rest easy and find accommodations you deem worthy,” Ottanu told Winx. “We have empty spaces for your use. Keaton will show you what is available.”
“I would be happy to.” Keaton stood up in preparation to leave, holding a hand out to Winx. She took it only because of Genevieve’s noise about his ministrations to Winx and not herself.
Ottanu continued. “Please make yourselves satisfied with all that we have to offer in comfort and provisions. We have rooms that have been well-stocked. I look forward to us becoming better acquainted.”
Ottanu waved at them as they all left.
Later, after having her ankle thoroughly cleaned and swathed with cloth, Winx was shown to her own quarters in the form of a mobile home. On the inside was a bathroom with a working toilet and running water, which sealed the deal. There was also extra battery power for lamps, music, and a space heater. A small cot made up the bedroom and living area, with overly plushy comforters, furs, and sheets.
She put down her duffle bag that Keaton had brought for her and made herself at home.
THE FOLLOWING DAYS WERE QUIET in a way that was unsettling, but there were brief moments where Winx found herself content. The weather was becoming harsher. Hard winds were beginning to blow, and some nights, it was as if her trailer could be swept up in a shifty gale. She ignored this large ambush as best she could.
One day, she sat on her front step and took care to sharpen her knife. She also had guns in her pack, and maybe she would need bullet power one day, but using Deja’s blade seemed so much better at times. She had already been bitten, and nobody needed to reiterate how fun that wasn’t.
The healing was going as easy as it could. She found herself annoyed for the first time that lixyns could heal themselves. Genevieve had been walking around without any evidence of her trials from that day, and Winx was still trying to adjust to walking with the least amount of difficulty.
Why did wounds hurt so much more when they were mending than when they were obtained?
Winx stared at Keaton when he waltzed into camp after patrolling. He was dressed in what could be considered peasant style: his usually braided hair was loose, but secured from his face with a bandana, his gray sweatpants were baggy, and his white shirt was nothing more than a bit of scrapped together linen with maybe four buttons to speak of.
“What are you wearing?” Winx called to him when he stopped near her sleeping quarters.
“What, this? This is my running outfit.” He shrugged. “It makes going at high speeds quite comfortable. Not as restricting as my jeans. This is how I dress when I am at home.”
“Yes, if he dresses at all,” Stori joked as she passed, giving his longer hair a playful tug. It earned her a push, and the two of them began to chase each other around the grounds.
“Oh now, really, it is far too early for that kind of behavior.”
Genevieve had just left her highly stylish teepee. She had spent the better part of her arrival being sure that it was the most decorated in the bandit encampment—Winx could tell. As if the girl didn’t already stand out. Her clothing was always overly fashionable and always a flowing dress of some sort. Her long auburn hair was curled regularly, though Winx could not think of how she was doing it. And she carried around a saber, complete with an orb at its hilt and intricate carvings and designs on the blade. She lorded over anyone she could with her head held aloft and her manner overtly pompous.
Yet, at the same time, she could not help but be chipper along with it. It was like she had a split personality: one half entitled, the other half sprightly.
Along with her mood swings, Genevieve also had a double agenda. Far from only being there to aid the Bandits, Winx noticed that Genevieve was questioning the locals on their savage strategies and making her way through the most skilled fighters. She was trying to recruit members for the Order or for the eradication forces. Which, essentially, was the same thing in her eyes.
Didn’t the fool girl understand that the fighters were needed here? Not only them, but anyone else who could help?
Though the area seemed clear for now, it might not always stay that way. The changing elements seemed to be drawing the savages away from the forests and off to somewhere else entirely unknown. Whether or not this migrating was permanent, and what the resistance would eventually have to resort to in order to find them again, Winx could not say exactly. But she never let down her guard, not even in the early stages of sleep. And plans laid heavily on her mind, constant strategies.
The two Bandit cousins were still at their roughhousing. Stori sat on Keaton, so he threw her off of him. She nearly collided face-first into a tree, but she stopped herself in time to turn back and attack once more, much to the amusement of the younger children and teenagers watching them.
“You are going to break the poor girl!” Genevieve admonished.
“Oh, please. Stori is tough.” Keaton picked her up and threw her over his shoulder. He was a lot taller than her, so her feet kicked uselessly in the air. “Besides, I’m the victor!”
Stori was laughing pretty hard by this point. She flipped easily out of Keaton’s arms when he tossed her from him.
“All right, who’s next?” Keaton stooped low in a combat position. The children laughed around him but did not advance. “Oh come on! Jon? Carly?” He turned to the daevor with a devilish grin. “Winx?”
Winx looked up with a bland gaze when she heard her name called. Keaton was giving her a teasing glare, pumping his arm muscles in a show of arrogance. She shook her head slowly, as if the indication were needed.
“No? Ah. I shouldn’t try to embarrass her. She would lose,” he whispered to the kids. They giggled and looked over at Winx to see her reaction.
Winx turned her attention back to her task, striking the blade with the stone in heated precision.
“You shouldn’t tease her because she has a knife, dear. Not because she would lose. Didn’t I teach you better than that?”
Winx looked up when she heard the voice. An older woman with the same happy eyes as Keaton walked over to him. Her equally dark hair was beginning to gray in a few secluded patches, but she was aging incredibly well.
Keaton laughed in response and stood upright. “Well, you know me, Ma. I cannot resist a challenge.”
“We can all tell you are quite the skilled one,” she told Winx.
“Incredibly so. Winx? You’ve met my mother Ayelen, correct?”
Winx nodded once. Ayelen had been a part of the welcoming committee that had cleaned her wound and filled her up with food when they’d first arrived.
Ayelen never lost her grin, showing where Keaton had gotten his cheery disposition. “Thank you again for coming. We are so appreciative of you putting your life on pause to come and help us. If you ever need anything, anything, simply ask and I will see it done.”
“I could use some food…”
“Easily acquired, child!” Ayelen looked more than happy to get the request and headed away almost immediately after being asked.
Keaton crossed his arms and stared at her oddly. He did not look mad exactly, more shocked at her daring.
“What? She offered,” Winx pointed out, sheathing her blade. “It would have been rude to not give her something to live for.”
“Honestly. That could have been better done.” Genevieve flippantly put in her two cents. “Would not a ‘please’ be in order?”
“Why are you even still here?” Winx asked her, unable to hold her tongue.
“Why? I am here to help, of course. Same as you.”
“Don’t you need your beauty sleep?”
Genevieve fluffed her long hair over her shoulder and walked away instead of giving a retort.
“If you are not careful, you are going to end up high on her list,” Keaton warned.
Winx smiled, a truly evil one as well. “If only it were that easy.”
“Who would win between a lixyn and a daevor?” Keaton pondered out loud.
“Do you even need to ask?”
“You’re both strong. It could be a close match. You’ve got some brawn on you. But she has w—” He cut himself off midsentence, face twisting in horror.
“She has what?” Winx pressed him.
Keaton started to walk away. “I am going to go help with…something. Please excuse me.”
Winx had a good idea about what he’d stopped himself from saying. The urge to cuss him out was a strong one.
Like Keaton, the inhabitants of the Gunnison National Forest were all incredibly helpful people. They made sure that Winx was full enough, warm enough, and almost pampered enough.
And the food. The food was outstanding. Nearly everything they brought her was grilled or smoked. For a species that ate mostly raw, they sure knew how to cook. The authentic fare was spoiling her more than the queenly way she was treated around the Bandits.
Even so, she was prepared with her foot in the proverbial door. No use getting comfortable.
She was starting to care for the bandits. The children were all adorable, playful things. The inhabitants were overly friendly and wise. Winx could feel the ice around her heart melt and turn into puddles. It was a dangerous feeling.
But Winx distrusted the illusion of peace. In fact, it scared her more than anything else.



CHAPTER 15
KEATON KNEW THAT HE WAS being stupid. Probably really, really stupid. It seemed that lately his days lately were consisted of four things: eating, sleeping, working, and yearning.
The times that he was forced into patrol by his father, Cohen, were days that he lamented silently to himself. He would don his ill-fitting clothes and race around as fast he could, sniffing the air and checking behind every nook and cranny surrounding their camp for signs of savages. But the absence of evidence made him not only hopeful but sloppy. He found himself cutting corners and skipping areas. Anything he could do to make his shifts faster.
After he was released from duty, the first thing he would do was hurry back to the camp grounds, wash his face and hair, be sure that there was nothing between his teeth, and then hurry back to the company.
If Winx was not sitting on her stoop or speaking with the alpha, she would separate herself as far as possible from everyone. Usually, she would drag a chair over to a tree or to a creek that babbled not too far away. Sometimes, she would be tinkering away on her computer, scanning news articles. Other times, she was writing notes and staring at maps.
He would find a place and watch her. Snow had yet to set its blanket over the encampment, so there was nothing to hamper his view.
She was usually dressed in something warm these days instead of her revealing L.A. outfits. She looked far more genuine and approachable without makeup on. Her head was starting to stubble slightly since she had abandoned the chore of shaving it daily. Always, she looked morose yet thoughtful. Even if she were reading, a frown would be on her face. She never seemed to notice him watching her, or if she did, she completely ignored him.
It was stupid. He knew it was stupid. But he liked her.
Winx was impossible and tested him constantly. It really bothered him that she purposely distanced herself from having a real connection with anyone. But her manner was growing on him, and so was his attraction.
In the brief moments when she smiled or when she let herself relax, he saw something special.
Keaton wanted to see her all the time. Secretly holding a staring contest with the back of her head was fulfilling in a strange way, but keeping that secret was becoming harder to contain. He was starting to get teased by his friends and relatives for always wanting to be in her company, like a lovesick puppy.
He hadn’t really had a yearning for a woman in a while. All of the women of his troop were ones he’d known for so long it was strange to considering being with them. Even if there was a chance for something to grow, he just wasn’t interested. Or they were related by blood. Or married. And sadly, some had recently died in the savage attacks.
Whenever he found himself attached to a woman, it was always someone who was passing through the Bandit territory or even someone who lived in the cities. And it usually ended with listlessness, clashing schedules, or the lady’s inevitable leaving town.
None of them had been like Winx anyway. They didn’t have her fire or her hidden emotion. Or her mouth.
The thing was, he knew what Winx would say if he opened up to her. It didn’t take a genius to figure it out.
What was it about her? Did he just like a challenge? Or had Winx unwittingly used some of her psychic power to ensnare him? Was there a chance, even of the most miniscule of opportunities, that she could ever see him the same way?
“Is somebody over there?”
Winx turned in her seat in an attempt to see behind her. Keaton stopped gripping the tree trunk that he was leaning on and pushed away from it in nervousness.
“It is just me, Winx!” His voice sounded too cheery, so he toned it down as he walked over to her. “Ahem. I mean. I was looking for you.” Deeper, more manly, sexy. That’s the ticket.
“Oh.” She went back to staring at the notebook in her lap. “What’s up, Keaton?”
“I just came back from the watch and was wondering where you were. Just checking on you. How are you doing?” He stood behind her chair. A much better view, as he could see the long curve of her bejeweled neck as she tilted her head in thought.
“I’m fine. Did you find anything?”
“Nothing important. Not so much as a footprint. I just did a quickie perimeter check. I think we’re out of the woods… so to speak.”
His cheesy joke didn’t make her laugh, and he didn’t really expect it to. But being near her did funny things to him.
“Hmm. Well, do me a favor: don’t get comfortable. You and I both know that things can make a turn for the worst at the drop of a hat. The savages know that there is prey out here. They are driven by instinct. I’m surprised that we haven’t seen much of anything since those five after our arrival.”
“Missing your tattoos?” he teased.
“I’m just saying. If they aren’t swarming here, then they are swarming somewhere else. And we need to be on our toes. I’d hate for those things to be spawning, making bigger groups.”
“Is that what you’ve been doing? Obsessing over where the savages are?”
“I don’t have a choice. We need to be methodical about this.” She pointed to her notebook. “Everything I’ve found shows no reports of missing persons or animal attacks anywhere around here. The closest I could find was in Denver. That means that nothing’s happening in your woods or outside of it. And I’m tired of patiently waiting for something to nip me in the ass. We need to move.”
“Probably.” Keaton agreed with her. “Spawning could be a problem, too.”
“That it could be. I can only take on so many at a time.”
“You aren’t doing this alone.”
“I am the only daevor here. That means that I am the only one who can draw them in.”
“But you are not the only fighter. No one will make you go this alone, Winx. There’s not a snowball’s chance in hell. We’ve got your back. “
Winx surprised him by actually turning to look up at his face, as if to test his candor. When she did not see anything out of the ordinary, she gave him what could be construed as a halfhearted smile. Or it could be considered a grimace. He chose to take it as a smile; it made him feel better.
“Thanks.” That was all she said. Then she redirected her attention to the rushing water and preoccupied herself once more with her thoughts.
Keaton decided it was best to leave her alone even though he wanted to stay longer. Pressing her fair mood for too long could leave damaging effects to their consistently rocky friendship.
While walking away, he bumped into Genevieve. She was pirouetting around the yard with a happy look on her face. The princess was not such a locked box as the daevor, not by a long shot. And to be honest, even when she was on her holier-than-thou rants, he found himself occasionally liking her. Her perky attitude was admirable, considering she was used to palaces and the like. The only person who seemed to spur her into a mighty tantrum was Winx. Most others were spared from her sporadic royal act.
“Good day, Evy.”
“Oh, hello, Keaton!”
“What has you in such a mood?”
“Nothing in particular. I just got up in good spirits.” She changed her tone. “I have actually been meaning to speak with you, my good man. Would you mind joining me in my tent so that we might have some privacy?”
Keaton did not see what that could harm. Nodding, he followed her closely to her secluded area and stood back as she led the way inside. Once they were both in, she made sure that the flaps were secure and offered him a seat.
The inside of her abode was as decorated and full as the outside. Colors were absolutely everywhere: fluffy pink pillows and frilly batons, glittered tapestries and teddy bears. It looked like an homage to a fairy Muppet from Sesame Street.
“Where…when…?”
“Not too long ago. I went into town for a few things. There wasn’t much to choose from, so I made a lot of this myself.” She sighed dramatically and traced a finger along one of the posts. “I miss my bedroom at home. This makes me feel close to my Queendom. Of course, things there are a lot more lavish. There are pillars encrusted with diamonds and carpets as soft as clouds, as well as servants around every turn. But this was the best I could do with the time and money I had.”
“You realize that if you have to pack this all at the drop of a hat, you will have your hands full, right?”
“Oh, I do realize that abandoning some of it might very well be a necessity. Perhaps Winx could allow me to toss some of it into her mobile home.”
He was not sure where she got that idea, but he simply shrugged and sat down on a beanbag chair. He sunk immediately and almost lost his balance, but he caught himself in the nick of time.
“What did you want, Evy?” He squirmed around, feeling the Styrofoam on the inside crinkle on his thighs.
“Right.” Genevieve moved across from him demurely, sitting straight serenely. “I wanted to speak with you about your position among your pack.”
Keaton braced himself. Of course. She had been talking to everyone around the camp since she had arrived, and it seemed that she was doing her best to bring as many fighters as she could with her back to the Order. Why else would she ask to speak with him in confidence?
“Do you feel happy with where you are amongst this society?”
Keaton shook his head—in disbelief, not in reply. But Genevieve took it as an answer.
“No? I suspected as much! How could you be, really? You are essentially a lackey here. Have you ever considered joining ranks with the Order? We are far more organized, with opportunities for advancement in ranks, and even a benefits package? We need soldiers, Keaton. And you would fit right in.”
“I need to be here to protect my family.”
“That’s just the thing! The eradication forces are taking care of the savage problem so that civilian cryptids don’t have to! Our armies are growing by the day—”
“From forced labor. Like with Winx.”
Genevieve lost her smile. “Well, yes. The majority of our volunteers right now are…convicts. But demons like Winx are using their specialties for the greater good!”
Keaton crossed his arms, but it was far from intimidating from his seat in the beanbag chair. “She is not a demon. She is a daevor.”
“Daevors, like Winx,” Genevieve corrected herself. “I realize that this is daunting, but that is why The Three are doing their best to recruit real warriors ready to work for the Order. Oh, the advantages outweigh the bad, I promise you. The best thing is, this is all in the early stages of development. Which means you could place yourself quite highly, and extremely significantly, from being one of the first members of our recruits.”
“So will Winx get paid as well? Have an opportunity for advancement? Get benefits? Otherwise, how could I accept all of that while knowing that there are ones like her who do not?”
Genevieve was starting to look sterner. “Winx did a very bad thing.”
“Yes. She avenged the loss of her sister. How horrible.”
“Instead of waiting for the Order to take care of it, she mercilessly murdered human beings. That sort of behavior, though you may see it as admirable, must be punished. Your loyalty to her is great. But you should think of yourself, Keaton. Think of the prestige, your future! To be fighting for more than—”
“Than what? The survival of my pack?”
She looked like she almost swallowed her tongue in alarm. “That is not what I meant! At all!”
“Then what did you mean?”
“Only that…that…we need people like you, Keaton! Strong men to fight for us! Your tribe is a testament to the paramount of our need.”
“I think that I have heard enough.” Keaton went to stand, trying to rid his bottom of the infernal seat to which he’d been ensnared.
“Oh, please do not be cross with me, Keaton! I am still new to all of this. I simply suffer from a poor choice of words!”
“An incredibly poor choice.” Keaton ended up rolling onto his side to get out of the beanbag chair. He hit the hard ground and rounded so that he crouched, letting out a huff of irritation.
“You belittle the sacrifice of my pack. And you expect me to leave them so that I can protect your precious order from the uprising.”
“It is not only the Order you would protect, but all realms in need! Including yours! Do you really think that yours is the only place affected by the savages?”
“I have no obligation to the Order or to any other territory. My place is here!” Keaton pushed himself upright. “Really, Miss Merrick. I thought that you had come here to help us, too.”
“I did. But I also came to find help for us!”


Keaton frowned, then cocked his head in confusion. “What?” Genevieve stopped talking. She ducked her head, looking away from him. “Genevieve. Are the lixyns in danger as well?”
“Everyone is in danger,” she said. “Look around you. The savages have a might that few can match. Those that can stop them, and are willing to, are a commodity.”
“What happened? What haven’t you told us?”
She stared at him with her bright blue eyes, even more deeper with her sorrow. “The Queendom was overrun, just as your homeland was. It seemed there weren’t enough ready warriors to contain the onslaught, and instead of trying, we abandoned it. My mother was moved somewhere secure, secret even to me. I haven’t talked to her in months, I miss her terribly. But The Three assure me that she is safe, and that she asks about me often.”
“Shouldn’t they have taken you in as well?”
“The only reason I am not with her is because I preferred to stay behind and get things back into gear so that we could go home. We need to defeat the scourge and take back our palace.”
“You just up and decided to stay behind? And the Order let you make that choice?”
“They had no say. I insisted, and I fought them until my personal guard was given to keep the Goddess safe. I have given up everything to come here.” Genevieve wiped a sudden tear away.
“I still do not understand. You are the princess. You are every much as important as the Queen. Why hasn’t she herself demand that you come with her?”
“The Goddess understands that I aspire to grow my wings. And the only way I can do that is by showing initiative.”
“You…need to grow your wings?”
“It is a figure of speech, but yes. Only by a righteous action will I be respected amongst my people and seen as the true heir to the throne. It is a rite of passage.”
“There has to be a way to help us all,” Keaton said. “To stop the savages on all accounts.”
“That might mean leaving your family. You have to at least consider it.”
He glared at her. “I will not leave them vulnerable. And I will not join the eradication forces. But I will help bring events to some sort of… conclusion.”
“You have to understand that an army, one true army, is the only way.”
“Not the way the lixyns are doing it. I cannot agree to it.”
“Because of Winx?” she ventured. Keaton didn’t react. He just continued to look at her. “I have seen the way you watch her. Are you really so blinded by your adoration that you would excuse her past actions?”
“You do not know anything about it.”
“Do you?”
“More than you do. I’ve heard from Iragall and Winx herself. Think. If you lost a sibling to a human, would you not demand satisfaction? In many ways. the savages are tearing your family apart. And look what you resort to in order to put things right. How can you blame Winx for attempting to do the same, for trying to bring peace to her mind?”
Genevieve shook her head. “The situations are in no way comparable, Keaton.”
“Only if you refuse to see it as such.”
He felt like the conversation had come to a close. Since he was already standing, all that was left to do was turn toward the exit.
“I really do need help!” Genevieve followed him out, tugging on his arm as they reentered the sunshine. “I cannot abandon this. Everything depends on me.”
He remembered saying something quite similar to Winx, but he couldn’t sympathize. There was a war of words in his head, and how he longed to use them. The lixyn had to go.
Keaton looked up from the corner of his gaze and saw Winx coming back into the clearing. She was still wrapped up in her long, heavy coat and was eyeing him standing beside Genevieve.
“We will come up with something,” he told her. “But we cannot do so if we are divided. If you agree to an adjustment of your plans, we can see eye to eye. Keep in mind, princess. Though we Bandits are used to living the itinerate lifestyle, we have born just as much of a grudge as you and your Queendom has. Unity will lead us to the real finality of this dread.” 



CHAPTER 16
KEATON AND GENEVIEVE KEPT THEIR conversation secret for another couple of weeks, but as the days dragged on with no signs of the savages, he began to feel antsy. And seeing the increasing sadness spread over Evy was affecting him as well. The usually happy girl started to mope, and Keaton knew that she was thinking of her lost lands and missing mother.
Knowing that every minute they sat on their hands was another long minute of Winx’s probation worried him as well. So he decided to talk to Winx about it.
Pulling her aside one day, he confided in her all of his thoughts since speaking with Evy. Winx was as surprised as he was to learn that the Queendom had fallen so heavy in the tides of destruction, and that the lixyns had hidden it from the other races.
“If you think about it,” she said. “It makes sense. In a way. Genevieve’s constant blather about the valor of the eradication force and their need of strong fighters…”
“I think it would work in our favor as well.”
Winx stared at him. “How?”
“Stopping danger before it starts? It’s safer for everyone. Also, it helps you. You will be a body count closer to ending your affiliation with the Order.”
“That does sound nice,” Winx admitted. “I cannot imagine what that would be like at this point.”
“You had it before,” he reminded her.
“Yes, I did. But that was when my family was whole. I don’t know what I’ll be returning to at this point. I am a convicted criminal of the lixyn Queendom. My family’s ancestry is ancient and mighty. Losing Deja was hard for them. But me, who avenged her? I do not know how they reacted to that.”
“Have you really not spoken to them in all of this time?”
“Only they can contact me. And obviously they have chosen not to.”
Keaton held a hand to her shoulder in a show of friendly affection. “I am really sorry about that.”
“Don’t be. I don’t cry at night over it.” She looked as if she were mentally brushing off her mind from the personal talk, then turned back to him. “So. What’s are we going to do?”
THEY QUICKLY HASHED OUT A plan. Genevieve was reluctant to agree with it, but she could not refute the sense in taking some sort of action. Winx had already been searching for where they could go next should the savages not return. Her restlessness had led to many outlines of where to search for hoards. It came in handy.
Keaton, Winx, and the lixyn princess finally agreed to leave the reserve in an attempt to seek out their foes.
Ottanu was not okay with this. Especially when Stori decided to go with them.
“We have been safe since your arrival. That cannot be pure coincidence, and I refuse to see it as such. How could you plan to abandon your duty, after your continual success? And after our arrangement?” Ottanu demanded.
“The thing is, my lady,” Genevieve answered, “other places are in danger. Namely, my palace. We need to find out where the hoard is now gathering and cull it. It could keep your lands safe for longer and save others simultaneously.”
“Sitting here is getting us nowhere,” Stori spoke up. “We will either have to move on or seek out the savages ourselves. I cannot see how we could manage if they sneak up on us again. But if we initiated the attack, think of all the lives we would be saving.”
The alpha looked at her mate with fear in her eyes. Her gaze jumped between Stori and the other three.
“How are you planning on pulling this off?” Ottanu asked. “What is it that you think you can do?”
“Simply put? Bait.” Winx did not sound happy about it. “We go a good distance away from here. I draw them in, we kill them. Then we can return.”
“And if we are attacked while you are away?”
“You pack up what you can and leave. We meet at a rendezvous point in a couple days’ time. And from there, we can either stay or move again as needed.”
Ottanu stared at her hands for a moment. “It does sound logical. However, the pack comes first. I must, at the very least, demand that the daevor stay.”
“If I stay, then none of this will work,” Winx answered. “A couple of Bandits and a lixyn might not stand a chance against a group of savages. I am the only one who can mentally compromise them.”
“We have waited so long for you.” Ottanu hung her head low in defeat. “We have lost so many. And since you have come to us, we have known nothing but peace. It has set us all at ease, allowed our children to sleep easier at night. Please, reconsider. For my family.”
Winx stared at her for a while before finally saying, “I’m sorry. I still have a job to do. If I cannot do it here, I must reevaluate my options. I have a family that I must get back to. I have obligations outside of your pack.”
“We needed someone who harnessed the Touch to keep us safe! I was assured that you were the solution, not that you would cave into boredom. And they sent you,” Ottanu paused to point at Genevieve, “to ascertain that promise kept.” Ottanu, in her building rage, turned to Keaton. “And you, Keaton? How can you let this happen? How can you bring us salvation only to snatch it out of our grasp when a quiet life for your pack beacons?”
Keaton grimaced. “Ottanu, you need to consider that this quiet is temporary. Too much quiet for one means danger for another.”
“So what of others? Where were these others when our pack was ripped apart?”
“Ottanu, my darling.” Stori sat beside her in support, wrapping her arms around her waist. “These are selfish words from an unhappy mind—”
“No!” The alpha pulled away from her. “These are truthful words from one who feels betrayed.” She looked at them each. “What am I to tell everyone? To those who have praised your bravery endlessly? How can I tell them that our only hope is leaving us?”
“We will tell them,” Winx said.
“You would cut them with your confession.”
“Then so be it.” Winx stood up to her feet, in preparation to leave the alpha’s teepee. Ottanu stared up at her, as if she had never met her.
“Very well. Go. And you too.” She took Stori’s hands from her, pushing her roughly when Stori attempted to keep her hold. “All of you. Out!” She sounded wounded, and all know to avoid a pained animal.
Stori looked as if on the edge of weeping. Keaton wrapped an arm around his cousin and drew her from the dwelling. Ottanu now had her back turned to them all, holding her head low but her arms raised, as if in the midst of hasty prayer.
“I must speak with her!” Stori struggled against Keaton, but he continued to take her away.
“Not now. Let her cool down, and try again before we leave.”
“I cannot let her be mad at me. She will abandon me!” Stori wiped a rogue tear that had trailed down the point of her nose.
“Any further talk right now will not work in your favor. Believe me. Let’s get ready to leave, and then give her whatever explanation you need to.”
Winx strode away, head held high and Genevieve beside her. The two were briefly united in their ire against the alpha. Everyone was sure that Ottanu would not only understand their meaning, but would send them with her blessing and cooperation. The fact that she had dismissed them left their position in the pack uncertain. How could they return to the same comforts that they had known when Ottanu was so heated?
Winx decided not to think about it. And she did not voice her thoughts. When she reached the bend that her mobile home sat in, she quickly went inside, Genevieve walking in the opposite turn to her teepee.
Winx gathered up what was necessary. She made sure that her duffle bag had all of the essentials. She played with the idea of leaving some of her things until her return, but the fact that she might not be returning made her take all of it. She set the bag beside her door, then went to sit in her normal place and wait for her fellow travelers.
Genevieve was the first to come to her. Winx looked at the single drawstring bag that the princess held. She was surprised that Genevieve didn’t leave her tent with eighteen suitcases and a busied valet.
“How many teddy bears are in there?” she asked with a snide smirk.
Genevieve chose not to answer her, but she did give her a disgruntled look. “So. Where do you think we should go first?”
“My first guess would be to check about downtown. Not only is it close, but savages are slow travelers drawn to city life. Even if it’s not exactly Vegas, too many lights in a Wal-Mart parking lot will have them cavorting. After that? I’d stake my bets on Denver, like we’ve talked about.”
“You seem to know your stuff, Winx Rowan.”
“Learn by doing.” Winx shrugged a shoulder. “I’m good at taking off at a moment’s notice, and a plan isn’t too far behind.”
“And how will we take off?”
Winx glared. “A car. How else?”
“Oh, I don’t know…flying? It’s truly the best way of traveling. And if you are a daevor you can divert the human’s attention so that they won’t notice us…”
“It’s not going to work,” Winx growled.
“Very well, if you say so. I was just thinking…”
Winx was no longer listening. She shut her eyes and tried to hide her jealousy.
“I don’t understand what the problem is,” Genevieve wouldn’t let it go. “Daevors fly, don’t they?”
“Some of us do.”
Keaton and Stori came up soon after that, ending the uncomfortable silence. Stori’s eyes and cheeks were puffy. She held a pack and a jacket slung over her arm. She did not look at either of the women, sniffling to herself and taking deep breaths.
Keaton had his old familiar backpack and a hard look in his eye. He kept walking past Winx’s abode and toward the edge of camp.
“Are you ready?” he asked, but he started walking without waiting for an answer.
WINX GOT EVERYONE INTO THE Mazda after doing some rearranging in order to fit all of their belongings. They each only had a bag, but Winx’s entire life was in the small car. She managed to fit most of it into the trunk, and the four pulled away from the Gunnison National Reserve and into the direction of the actual town of Gunnison.
Though it was quite cold, Winx kept the windows rolled down. They needed to be on alert for any odd smells or sounds as they perused the areas. So far, all they got were impatient drivers going around Winx as she maintained a moderate speed in order to slowly check every area as they went.
“What if they left the state?” Stori asked, the first words she had been able to speak without a tremble to her voice.
“We follow them,” Winx said.
Stori sniffled. “We can’t leave Colorado! It’s bad enough you want to go to Denver!”
“Denver is the closest big city. Savages like big city life. That’s why it’s so dangerous to live in one.” Winx look at her in the rearview mirror. “Denver looks to be our best choice for now. But you should prepare yourself for the worst. We might have to consider leaving the state altogether.”
Stori looked as if a stiff wind would propel her back into an abandoned emotional state. She closed her mouth when nobody else argued with Winx’s reasoning.
They continued to drive around the sleepy town without seeing much of anything, save a few flurries of snowflakes trying to make their way to the ground. Nobody said much since each of them did their best to concentrate.
“Anything?” Stori asked when the absence of conversation had stretched beyond ten minutes.
“Nothing. Not even the resemblance of anything.” Keaton answered.
“How far away is Denver?” Genevieve asked all of her last minute questions.
“Four hours,” Stori answered with a dull voice.
“You already came with us,” Winx told her, tiring of her complaining. “You’ve left your mate to see this through.”
“I did not leave her.” Stori’s voice roughened. “Even if she, and you, choose to see it that way! I plan to return to her. And everything will be as it was.”
“We’re going.” Winx pressed the gas pedal in emphasis. “No more discussion.”
Keaton noticed Stori’s agitation and chose not to ignore it. “Cousin, I am not anxious to leave the pack either. But it is only an eight hour roundtrip drive. We will be back in a day and a half at the latest. We go there, we kill the savages, we get back into the car, and we hurry back.” When Stori still looked daunted, he sighed. “You do not have to come with us if you don’t want to.”
Winx was already putting in the destination into the GPS.
Stori was silent as Winx’s device began to speak directions in an odd computerized voice. When she eventually spoke again, her voice was soft. “I have already decided to go. As long as it is only to Denver and back, I will still see this through.”
Keaton nodded, then turned back in the passenger seat.
Winx had started for the highway that would take them out of Gunnison county. It was seven o’clock at night that Friday. Time, whether it was on their side or not, was ticking.



CHAPTER 17
PONCHA SPRINGS. SALIDA. SAN ISABEL National Forest. Fairplay. Ken Caryl. Littleton. Lakewood. And finally, Denver.
The four fighters traveled with as few breaks as possible on the way to their destination. The silence passed amicably with Winx’s music and, every now and then, an attempted joke by Keaton. Stori watched the scenery change from her beloved woods to open road with minimal emotion on her face. Genevieve only talked when Keaton spoke; otherwise, she occupied herself with drawing in a sketch pad or playing on her brand new phone.
Winx was relieved when she reached the city. Not only was it a lot bigger and busier than Gunnison, but she had a good feeling that they were on the right track.
Genevieve did not miss the significant change in the driver and the passenger seat inhabitant. “We’ve done it?”
“I think so.” Stori swerved in her seat. “I definitely feel more activity than at home.”
“This was a good idea.” Winx sounded too eager. “Trust me. We made the right call. Needless distraction, your pack. Not that it wasn’t nice, but I’m wasting too much time around here.”
She was by far the one the most excited. Keaton barely tried to mirror her enthusiasm, while Stori looked as if any further words she might utter were trapped in her throat.
Genevieve actually looked bloodthirsty for the first time. But nobody saw it.
Winx directed them to a place in town that looked mostly abandoned. It was a two-story summer house in the middle of a small neighborhood, around which she could detect at least some savages. The fact that the killers were so near civilian life was not going to work in their favor. But they were in the process of coming up with a plan.
Winx parked in the driveway as if she owned the place.
“Where are we?” Genevieve asked.
“Just get your things,” Winx commanded, as if leading a charge of soldiers.
They each hesitantly got their stuff. Winx grabbed her shovel and a small bag with only her necessities instead of her duffle bag.
Winx walked up to the door, then held her hands up at her company. “Wait here. I am going to find a way in.”
“Aren’t people going to see us breaking into this place?” Genevieve asked, searching the streets for signs of life. “Won’t they notify the authorities?”
“No.” Winx said confidently. She circled the house to the back yard, opened the unlatched gate, and went inside.
They heard a crash in the back and all three of them jumped at the same time.
Genevieve shook her head slowly. “She didn’t use the shovel?”
Keaton cracked a smile reluctantly. “What else would she have used?”
They waited while Winx turned on the lights and headed for the front door. She opened it quickly, stepping back so that they could enter.
“No alarm?” Keaton asked.
Winx shrugged.
“You disabled it?”
“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “It is not going to be an issue.”
“What if the owners come home?” Genevieve asked.
“This neighborhood is full of summer houses. Not too many people are here.”
“How do you know for sure, though?”
“I told you. All I’ve been doing besides waiting for action back at your residence was plan where we might go next. There are ads for anyone who wants to rent out the houses while the owners aren’t using it. Voilà. I found it on Craigslist.” She frowned. “I don’t get why you are complaining anyway. Would you rather pay for a hotel?”
The floor space was vast. Fine two-tone carpeting colored the floors. The furniture was of the best quality, and an electric fire place and large screen television took up the majority of the right side of the living room. The kitchen looked newly remodeled; behind it, a portico led to a well-tended lawn, and a gazebo was visible beyond the parted curtains.
“There are three bedrooms upstairs. So while we’re crashing here, someone is sleeping in the living room on the couch. Since I found the place, I’m getting the master bed.”
“Because that’s fair,” Genevieve groused. She walked up the stairs after Winx to guarantee that she got her own room.
Stori glanced at Keaton. He shrugged with a smile. “You go on ahead. I’ll crash on one of the couches.”
“Are you sure?” she asked.
“Absolutely. The ladies should get the beds anyway. I’m the only guy; therefore, I miss out on comforts.”
“When you say it that way, it doesn’t sound fair. I’m your beta, so I should look out for you before myself.”
“That makes no sense, Stori. Whether or not you are my authority figure, you are my family first. Just take the damn room and enjoy it.”
She didn’t fight him long. This, of course, led him to believe that she really wanted it but was attempting courtesy in the wake of the others who were already upstairs. Which was nice, but unnecessary.
Taking her things up the stairs as well, Stori flashed him a look of thanks even while her eyes remained sorrowful.
Keaton wanted to wait for the girls to get settled. He kicked his shoes off, for lack of anything else to do, and tossed his heavy backpack onto the closest couch. But since this did not take long, he almost immediately followed after them, looking for Winx’s room.
Once he was on the landing, he knocked on Winx’s door. It was the only one that was closed.
“Come in,” she called out.
Keaton walked in as Winx was changing her shirt. This wasn’t anything new to him. He had seen her change multiple times while staying at the Storybook Inn with her in Utah. But upon discovering his newly formed crush on her, the sight sent a distinct awareness rushing through his bloodstream.
She was a lovely sight with her generous hips and taut belly exposed. The bra she wore was red, and the color ransacked his senses. Perhaps it was a warning. He should probably heed it.
Winx changed from her sweater to a loose purple tank top. The comfortable shirt reached the belt of her fitted black jeans. She returned the sweater to her bag, giving Keaton a quick look before rummaging through it.
“What do you want, Keaton? I can’t read your mind, but I know that you’re thinking of something inappropriate.”
The statement made him frown. “What? No, I wasn’t.”
“Oh, yes, you were. I can feel your emotions.” She stopped and folded her arms. “Well? What is it? Are you waiting for me to get naked or something? Because typically when clothing is going onto the body, it is not an indication of a strip tease.”
“Winx…”
“I mean, I’m an expert in these things. I worked at a dance club. Actually, I’ve worked at a few of them.”
“If you felt anything of my emotions, you would know that they confuse me just as much as they do you.”
She rose a brow at him, the action cute and discouraging rolled into one. “Are you admitting to something here?”
“That what? I think you’re beautiful? I’m not the first man to…well…to look at you.”
Winx studied him for a moment, but she didn’t voice her thoughts. She pulled an electric razor out of one of the pockets she was searching through. Plugging it into a wall outlet, she sat down in front of a dresser mirror and began to give her head a much needed touchup. The wiry hairs sprayed along her shoulders and her seat. It only took about seven or eight strokes to leave her head gleaming once more.
“You used to have long hair, didn’t you?” he asked her. “Dreadlocks. Right?”
“How do you know that?”
“In the car on the drive up here, I found one of your picture albums on the floor. I saw a bunch of pictures of you and your family. You all looked so normal.” Winx didn’t say anything to that. “You were really cute with dreads.”
“I think so, too,” she said. “But when I was processed by the lixyns they gave me a buzz cut. At the time, I was mortified. Now, I embrace it. They have no power over me if I don’t let them.”
“I was wondering.” He took another step into the room. “Where are we starting?”
“Well. I don’t think we’re too far from at least one group of fiends. We can take them out first. After that? We can think on our feet.”
“And you want to do this tonight?”
“Sure. The night is young. It’s only eleven-thirty. We have plenty of time before sunrise to do some damage.”
THE FIGHTERS LEFT THE HOUSE fifteen minutes later. Winx had no visible fear about her. She stuffed the vial of liquid into her pocket, forgoing the pouch. The shovel stuck out under her right arm. She strode determinedly, a gleam in her eyes that only appeared when it was time to maim evil.
Genevieve had tied her long hair into a high ponytail. The long white trails of her dress were bound to be a disadvantage to any fighting prowess she might possess, but no one made any remark about it. “Keep your eyes open,” she commanded. “They could be anywhere. And they aren’t opposed to sneak attacks.”
Stori was bundled in constricting furs for the time being. Underneath, she wore brown buckskin flare pants and a peach, long-sleeve Henley. The clonk of her boots echoed along the silent streets.
“Are you okay?” Keaton whispered to her. She shook her head without answering. “We will be fine. We are strong enough without the pack.”
“The pack is our family “ Stori corrected him. “They see us through every hardship.” The skies were dark and ominous as they proceeded through the quiet streets. Even the city lights below seemed to house nothing but milling people. “Where do you think they are?”
“Somewhere.” Winx was squinting into the night, as if she could just see danger over the horizon. “It’s here somewhere.”
It took them thirty-five minutes to find the first horde, and it wasn’t a very impressive one. They were in someone’s backyard. The house was dark and deserted, and Winx checked thoroughly to be sure that no one was inside. Then mentally she kept any neighbors at bay with their curiosity.
Hopping the fence first, Winx came almost face-to-face with savages.
These were two men and two women. They did not look recently deceased. Their skin was so damaged they were unrecognizable. The open wounds festered over them, sending a putrid smell toward her.
“Stop,” she told them, eyes glinting.
They each turned to face her. In eagerness, they staggered toward her.
“I said stop,” Winx tried again.
Nothing. They continued to shuffle their bodies forward, raising their arms in wanton hunger and snapping their remaining teeth.
Why did it keep happening? Winx backed away a step, raising her shovel.
“Alright. Now just stay put—”
Before she could finish her sentence, there was a blur of color. Both Keaton and Stori had morphed into their Bandit forms, sprouting vicious fangs, and the orbs of their eyes turned completely red.
Keaton grabbed a savage and tugged him away from the others. He jammed a claw into its throat. There was a gurgling sound from the savage before it went limp.
Stori also grabbed a savage and tugged it away. She had a harder time keeping hers still, as it was desperate to take a bite out of her arm. She wrestled to keep it immobile, but it swerved in her arms and sunk its teeth into the soft spot of her upper arm.
She let out a horrible scream as the savage dug its teeth deeply into her flesh. It was going for bone even as it lapped at her blood. While it was preoccupied, Stori stabbed her claw into its forehead. Its eyes went wide with shock before it slipped to the ground, immobile.
Winx had turned on the one former man trying to back her into a corner. She swung her shovel wildly, easily knocking it onto the ground. It didn’t have a chance to move before she used the flathead to empty the contents of its head.
“That’s for not fucking listening to me!” she shrieked in time with her efforts.
That left one female. It was headed toward Genevieve, who had a small pistol out and pointed toward it. But she wasn’t firing. Her arm was shaking wildly, and she couldn’t steady it.
Stori came up behind the savage and broke its neck. Then, for good measure, she stomped her boot into the corner of its head, watching with satisfaction as it cracked like a rotten egg.
Genevieve lowered her firing arm.
She walked over to Stori, her hand aglow, and set it onto her cheek. Stori closed her eyes with a sigh and opened them again in wonder when she realized that her arm was healed. The only thing remaining was the blood on her clothes. There wasn’t even a scar.
Stori rubbed her shoulder. “Thank you.”
“Why weren’t you able to stop them?” Keaton asked Winx.
Winx shrugged. “I have no clue.”
“Does that happen often?” Stori asked.
She decided to be truthful. “It didn’t used to.”
“In what situation can a daevor not control a human?” Genevieve asked.
Winx frowned. She shook her head in disappointment. “I can’t tell you. It’s never really happened before.”
“Except with your sister,” Keaton said softly. Winx shot him a murderous look. He changed the subject, wiping blood from his face with his shirt. “Where do you want to bury them?”
“Back here probably isn’t a good spot,” Genevieve said. “Anyone who lives here would find the disturbed earth.”
“All right. Let’s take them away from here.” Winx took charge once more, trying to shake her nerves. “How do we move them?”
“I have an idea,” the princess said.
She lowered her head for a moment, closing her eyes. There was a tremble in her shoulder blades, and the lixyn began to sprout her wings. The span was imposing, the color a vivid ivory. When she opened her eyes and looked up again, they were completely white. Her true appearance was like something out of an alien movie, yet ethereal. She actually glowed, like a comet hitting Earth’s atmosphere in brilliance.
“There has to be a dump in the city. I can fly and look for an incinerator. The Bandits and I can move the bodies and put them directly into the plant, problem solved.”
Winx was stricken. The sight of wings, the appendages of her nightmares, made her feel so inadequate that it was almost painful. She watched the three of them organize the plan and then take the four bodies. The Bandits sprung away with a burst of speed, clearing the fence with one bound. Genevieve, the once-demure little princess, flew two bodies into the air in her arms like sacks of potatoes. The whoosh of air from the beat of her wings was a strong one.
“Ugh. They’re heavy! Use your mental conversion to keep eyes off of us,” Genevieve told Winx as she took off into the air.
Left with what she saw was actually a vital job, but nobody around to see her do it, Winx began to clean the backyard as best she could. Then she left the home in an attempt to follow her comrades.
She did not have speed or flight, so all she could do was proceed on foot, doing her best to keep human eyes from the sky, striding out into the night with her shovel poised. It was something that she didn’t necessarily need her missed wings for, but it was hard work not keeping up with the three.
Winx was forced to think of her own transformation, which, without her wings, was nothing more than stubby red horns and a whip of a tail. And controlling humans with her mind was tedious, even if it was useful. Those creatures were so brainless, she could probably get her way around them even if she didn’t have psychic abilities.
But she hadn’t been able to control a savage. A simple, mindless creature. One that she had never had any problems with.
Was there something wrong with her? Had the same thing happened to Deja? A sudden onslaught of incompetence?
It was taking the other three too long to get back to her, and from what Winx could tell, they were not in danger of being spotted. Nobody would be at the dump so late at night, and anyone who thought they saw a flying angel with two bodies would consider themselves too insane to say anything about it. So eventually, Winx was wandering close to a hiking trail in search of more savages, deciding to force her psychic abilities back into their original fold.
It probably wasn’t a good idea to try to take any danger on her own. Still, the daevor walked on until she reached a vast field and recreational area. It lead into a mountain pass, beyond which were many trees and measureless land. Funny how the Mile High City still had so many damn hills.
It was when she was nearing a dead end that she felt it.
Something was watching her.
From the impressions of the person’s mind, it was a savage. Only there was a problem. Savages didn’t know enough to be silent and watch someone. No, this was strange. It was fighting against its impulsive, erratic nature.
Winx put her shovel onto the ground and turned to look around the area. From what she could tell, the beast was watching her from an odd vantage point. She turned in the direction that she felt it in. A thicket of pine trees obstructed her view. She took a step in the direction of the stalking savage.
“Get out here,” she called firmly. “Quit playing games with me.”
Off of a rise on the hill, the savage straggled out. Winx immediately took a step backward when she saw him.
It was Bo Erkett.
The times since the murderer’s death were written on his skin. Not only was he still mutilated from his self-inflicted demise, but he had obviously been exposed to all sorts of trials. The skin on his face was almost gone, but there was still his obvious bone structure and a tattoo on his chest that indicated he was once in a dangerous gang.
One of Deja’s murderers, ripe for the picking, was less than ten feet away from her.
For a brief moment, Winx could do nothing more than stare. Even her brief contemplations of what might have happened to the gang’s souls never fully convinced her that any of them were still roaming around.
Yet there he was. Right before her. Waiting to be killed again.
He did not move. And neither did she.
Then Winx gripped her shovel with vigor, her heart hardened, and she crooked a finger at him.
“Come here,” she beckoned, tempting him with all of the compulsion that she could muster.
He did not move.
Strange. A second ago, he was dying to follow her commands. He’d come out of hiding, after all. She had no reason to think that her failings were happening again. Winx kept trying.
“Come to me.”
Still, he did not move. There wasn’t even a change in his breathing pattern. Bo just stood there, staring at her. And then, he did something even stranger.
Bo turned away from her and started to walk in the other direction. His gait was uneven yet steady as he proceeded on. She followed him into the trees, calling to him with every ounce of power that she had. But he still ignored her.
Winx quickly picked up her shovel and advanced on him, raising the tool into the air as a bludgeoning device.
“Where do you think that you are going? You are not getting away so easily!”
He kept up an almost run, completely unlike a normal savage walk, and Winx did her best to keep up with him. Whereas he was unmindful of the many branches and brambles hitting his person, Winx found the thicket imposing and tiresome. It was hard keeping it all out of her face. She felt rips along her arms and face. But she still followed him.
“I’m going to kill you, and I don’t give three fucks—”
She never finished her sentence. A sharp pain buzzed throughout her. Shaking violently from the contact, Winx only knew about five seconds of electrified agony before everything went dark and she slipped into unconsciousness.



CHAPTER 18
WINX AWOKE SLOWLY FROM THE haze of the blackout with a groan. The first thing she realized was that she was standing upright. The second was that she was tied up to a contraption, a device resembling one from Skinned. She was completely exposed and secure.
Excellent.
She stared at her surroundings with contempt. There was Bo. He was standing in a corner, eyeing her hungrily but not making a sound or a movement. His ripped face was illuminated by a low light. His breathing was in time with the tick of a clock somewhere unseen. From what she could see, the room held a filing cabinet, a desk where her shovel lay, and the savage.
How could a savage have done this in the first place? And how had she passed out? She jostled around to test the resistance of the rope.
“Untie me,” Winx demanded, tugging at her bonds at her ankles. The action made her hiss in pain, as her left ankle was still weak from the attack weeks prior.
Bo did not move. The link wasn’t working.
“Untie me now,” she growled. “Right now!”
“He won’t be doing that.”
Winx froze when she heard the familiar voice behind her. That Latin accent may not be so uncommon, but the fiery tone beneath it was unmistakable.
That voice. She would never forget it; it had haunted her for so long.
Winx’s pulse was rapidly increasing, but she now stayed as still as she could. “Chancellor.”
Esteban Chavez rounded the device to stand in front of her.
“It is good to see you again, Miss Rowan.” He gazed down at her with those soulless eyes. He appeared to be no different than when she had last seen him in her prison cell.
Coming to stand beside him was a tall man with golden brown skin and a square-jawed face. He was thin, too thin, and had scars and burn marks all over him. His clothes were ill-fitting, and he had shackles on his feet.
“What is going on here?” Winx demanded. “The Order cannot take me into custody without telling me why. And they certainly cannot string me up like this! This completely abandons any code of ethics you profess to harbor!”
Esteban chuckled. “Oh. You want your rights? Is that it? Here they are.”
He brought his fist back, balled it tightly, and punched her dead into the cheek. The blow made her head jerk violently, her neck cracking. She grunted from the ache that rushed to swell the area.
“Your rights have been revoked, Winx Rowan. That is what happens when you abandon your duty to the Queendom.”
He popped the knuckles of his hand and walked away from her.
Winx closed her eyes and tried to ignore the stinging of her jaw, only to reopen them when the room brightened with another light.
Esteban was standing near Bo. He patted the savage’s shoulder. It didn’t react.
“I knew that our friend here would get you to separate yourself from your group. How could you possibly resist killing him again, after your self-justified motives to avenge your sister? Worked out far more brilliantly than I expected. Acquiring him from the morgue, as well as the rest of the Black Hearts Gang… well. It was all worth it.”
He ran his hand through the dead man’s hair, as if scratching a dog behind its ear.
“Believe me. It took a lot of preparation to drive you out of L.A. You see, that is London’s jurisdiction. He is far too lenient with the convicts there, as you can see with your case. But I have succeeded in drawing you to my borders. And now I can rid the world of you once and for all.”
“You want to kill me?” Winx was aghast. “Why?”
“Dishonor such as yours cannot go unpunished. I am making an example out of you, Miss Rowan. Just like us Three should have done from the very beginning.”
Winx looked away from him, only to see a disturbing sight along the well-lit wall.
Right beside a decorative pair of swords were two long bones of what used to be wings bordering the center. They were polished and gleamed in the lamplight.
A lump clogged her throat.
Chavez stood near his desk and pointed at the wall. “Like my decoration? I had it brought up not too long after you were inducted. I thought it would promote a certain…compliance. Especially for my slave here.” He pointed to the shackled cryptid. “He is a daevor. Just like you. Only I have not ridden him of his wings just yet. His ability of flight has, so far, aided me quite sufficiently. But soon he will lose them, just like every daevor under my scrutiny. It seems so primitive, demons having wings. Wings are for the righteous. For the lixyns.”
It made sense now.
Chavez was enslaving daevors. Daevors control humans and savages. Therefore…
Winx felt rage overtake her. “You are charged with protecting our races, and look at you! You glorify yourself in tormenting daevors! You willingly poison the beliefs based off of our kind!”
He spun on her. “Poison? I am purifying our races! You with the dark touch are guilty of causing mayhem for centuries! The dark ages, plague, wars, countless murders and rampages, all of it points to you and your kind. We must stop you for good. Only then can we completely keep humankind in our protection. I did what I had to do to get you here, Winx. I reduced myself to unimaginable things. The peaceful Bandits suffered much due to you abandoning your post!”
“So in order to get to me, you had your slave draw savages to Keaton’s family? To my city, and my job? It is your fault that so many lives were torn apart?”
“No. It is your fault. For evading the eradication forces. And for leaving behind the calling we gave you. You should be ashamed.”
“I will never take the blame for you becoming psychotic!” she growled at him.
He laughed mirthlessly. “All of you are the same. Refusing to accept the blame for the destruction you wrought. I am doing the right thing.” He picked up a metal mace from his desk, hefting its weight in his hand. “I have always done the right thing. Right from the beginning, when I was first made a Chancellor. My brothers in The Three have been unaware of this. It is for the best. They are too softhearted for what must be done. Only I can carry it out.”
Winx shrank back against her seat as he approached with the mace. “What are you doing?”
“I must purify you, Winx. It is the only way to be sure that your soul ascends and does not die.”
“Cryptids aren’t in risk of their souls dying! Only humans turn into savages!”
“Then I am doing this for me. Whatever excuse you prefer.”
THE DENSE WOODS WERE NOT a real hamper to Keaton, Stori, or Genevieve as they rushed to find Winx. It only took the team a few stops to track and find her trail once more.
Keaton heard Winx’s awful screams before he could spot her, which made his efforts to get to her all the more frantic. Pushing his body to the limit, he came upon a rise and easily found the hidden cabin that she had been taken to.
Six daevors surrounded the cabin with their wings and horns exposed. Each of them were waiting, arms crossed, at all corners of the opening. As the Bandits and the lixyn advanced, they moved into formation.
“What do we do?” Genevieve asked.
“We take them out!” Stori hissed.
“There are too many of them!” The lixyn shrank back. “I can’t…I can’t do this—”
Her sentence was cut off by a truly horrendous shriek of pain from the cabin. Winx sounded beyond hurt, she sounded terrified as well. None of them had ever seen anything of her but bravery, and occasionally annoyance, so the sobs and screams made each of them freeze in shock.
“Winx!” Keaton shouted her name, not thinking any longer. “Hang on! I’m coming!”
The Bandit propelled himself forward. He blazed with speed toward the waiting guard. There was no stopping him. A ferocity foreign to him pumped his blood, and he unleashed his claws and fangs with energetic swipes and snaps.
Keaton reached them with a crash. The daevors swung uselessly as Keaton ran torrents around them, swipes of his claws ripping their flesh.
The guards tried a new tactic, setting in around him and making his maneuverability difficult. Soon he was surrounded on all sides, and his speed meant nothing. The men began to punch and kick him into the ground, ganging up on him entirely.
Stori started to go after him. “Keaton!”
“Wait! You’ll both die!” Genevieve yelled at her, trying to pull her back.
“That’s my cousin in there!”
Stori’s body soon became an identical blur as she began to attack the group from the outside. The daevors were startled enough out of Keaton’s ass-whooping to stop her onslaught. Keaton got to his feet, a little wobbly but mostly whole. He attacked one of the guards, punching his face and bringing him to the ground.
Stori kept evading any swings the men tossed her way for a while. But soon, she was caught by a strong arm and clotheslined to the ground. Stori made a choking sound and tried to suck in air, but she had no time to recuperate. One daevor picked her up by the arms, securing her tightly. Another began to assault the front of her body with punches and slaps.
With one glance, Evy saw that Keaton was graced with the same treatment. And the remaining two daevors were headed her way.
Genevieve was unsure of what to do. Seeing her companions fearlessly run into the thick of battle had her completely on-edge. But they needed her help. And now, as the men headed toward her, she was in danger as well.
Genevieve’s necessity to protect her compatriots as well as herself overwhelmed her. The incessant need of a lixyn to help the living was born into her.
Pulling the gun from inside her robes, she did her best to push her anxiety aside and flew above the fray before the first daevor reached her.
Evy ignored everything but the guards below, sticking with the task.
First, Genevieve aimed her pistol at the two daevors still after her, now flying to meet her midair. She kept her arm as steady as possible this time, even as dread filled her from head to foot, and shot.
The bullet made its home easily into the stomach of her first assailant. He grunted in shocked pain and fell to the ground.
Genevieve shot again, hitting the next one in his upper chest. He too fell without further issue. That left the men who were still making giant bruises on the Bandits. Evy flew closer, trying to aim accurately, then began to shoot at them with muttered curses.
The Bandits tried hard not to be annoyed at the spray of gunshots raining down from overhead. Deep down, each of them knew that the lixyn princess was doing her best to help. But since they weren’t able to dodge the live ammunition, friendly fire was too high a possibility. The guards eventually tried to use them as shields while the princess continued to aim and fire.
“Be careful!” Stori hollered in a panic.
Two more daevors flew at Genevieve, leaving Keaton and Stori on the ground still immobile in capture by their attackers.
The daevors either didn’t understand how guns work or didn’t care. Either way, coming toward the princess made it easier for Evy to shoot them. They soon joined the other fallen soldiers on the ground, one even looked to have been wounded fatally.
The two daevors left were squirming in discomfort. Genevieve flew to the ground, landing with her weapon still pointed in their direction. They backed away, keeping Keaton and Stori in their reverse head and arm locks.
“You have a choice,” Genevieve growled. “Let them go and leave so that we can save Winx, or be shot. Believe me. I will hit you.”
“Your threats don’t scare us.” The guard holding Keaton had a deep voice. “Who are you, compared to our master within?”
Genevieve gave a wicked smile. “Who am I? I’m a high-born.”
She shot and hit his exposed leg.
As Keaton’s foe crumpled from pain, the Bandit was able to get free. He brought his claws down hard and slashed the daevor’s throat. After that, with a burst of velocity, he freed Stori the same way. Both daevors gurgled and held their throats, down for the count.
“Are you all right?” Genevieve asked, putting her pistol away.
“Not so much,” Stori answered. She hurried over to meet the lixyn. “I’m sorry I doubted your shot. You’re really rather good.”
Evy wasted no time healing Stori. But Keaton was already headed away from them. “Wait! Let me heal you first!”
Keaton ignored her.
He walked straight up to the cabin door and attempted to kick it in. It did not budge. He kicked again, the thud from the impact piercing the night air in a loud bang.
“WHAT WAS THAT?” CHAVEZ DEMANDED, ceasing with his purification of the daevor slackened before him. The bangs on the door echoed throughout the one-room space, making the walls shake.
Winx was nearing a faint once again from the beating she was enduring. She could feel each blow coarse through her very bones. In the throes of agony, she was unable to continue with her human façade, and her horns and tail grew. She could feel the stubs of her wings press through her back, just healed over cartilage. She hung her head down, hoping to be ignored for whatever the new disturbance was.
“Damn. It seems your friends have found us. Where is the guard? Tipping, set the guard on them.”
“The guard is dead, sir,” Tipping said without emotion.
“Impossible! They were mightily outnumbered!”
“They have killed the guard, sir,” he said again without inflection.
“Very well. Tipping? Go to the door and end whoever that is. In quick fashion, if you do not mind.”
The shackled daevor shuffled towards the door. He reached for the locks and lifted each one. The pounding stopped for a moment.
Tipping turned the handle but did not have time to do as his master bade him. The door flew in, knocking the slave back hard and onto the floor.
“Curse you, you filthy Bandit!” Esteban shouted in anger when his slave did not get up. He stepped away from Winx to face off with Keaton. “Leave at once!”
“Let her go.” The fury mounted in Keaton to the point that he could actually feel the testosterone overtake his veins, pumping into his system in a fuel.
Once Tipping was out of commission, his hold over Bo was released. The savage hissed hungrily and took a staggering step toward the breathing flesh before him. Even though Winx was nearing a faint, she felt the change in the air when the savage returned to himself. She opened one eye and mentally called to him.
Stop.
Since there was no interference from a daevor already in his head, the beast listened. Winx focused with all of her might on the killer.
He stood by, awaiting further instruction. Nobody noticed the change in command over Bo, not even Chavez.
“Esteban!” Genevieve was right behind Keaton. Following her was a lax, yet completely healed Stori. “What are you doing here?”
“Your highness,” Esteban said through clenched teeth.
One look at her cool reception, and at Winx tied to the medieval woodwork in the middle of the room, told Genevieve all that she needed to know.
“You are the one behind all of this?” She walked further into the room. “But this is your jurisdiction! What could possibly make you jeopardize your future as a chancellor with… all of this?”
“I was charged with protecting the interests of Edina and the Order, your grace. This so-called ‘soldier’ was overdue to report to the eradication forces in my area. Overdue by two whole years, and nothing was done about it! Therefore, I am allowed to subject her to any punishment I see fit. I repeat. Any punishment. I made it clear when the other Chancellors and I drew up the directive!”
“I do not think that I have to tell you that this is wrong. You are abusing your power, sir.” Evy looked at the slave on the floor, who was starting to stand up. In the wake of a new authority standing in the doorway, he did nothing to help his master.
“This is the kind of insipid leniency I speak of! You!” He turned on Winx, who was giving him a look so full of hatred that she seethed with it. “You were to come to me! You were to be in my squad! You abandoned me, and nobody did anything about it! I will have my revenge on you, you common slag!”
He lifted the mace again, ready to resume his strikes.
Keaton rushed at him, using his speed to charge Esteban into his desk. The blow sent the two men flying beyond it and into the wall. The bones of Winx’s wings fell as if in slow motion onto them both, but they were thrown off when Chavez stood fluidly and tossed Keaton away from him.
Keaton landed on his feet and came back, punching Esteban in the face. He got a few good hits in, upper cutting the lixyn’s chin.
Esteban blocked Keaton’s next blow and sprouted his wings, using their might to shove Keaton back across the room and into Tipping.
The two fell hard, and Keaton prepared to pounce again. Stori came up to her cousin’s side in order to help him, but they were both cut off when Bo attacked instead.
Go. Winx mentally willed the savage. Kill.
Bo reared his head and launched himself at the nearby lixyn.
Chavez screamed when the beast bit deeply into his forearm and pulled at his skin. It came out in strings, and blood splashed the floorboards. But it was not enough to take out the powerful foe. He brought his fist back and punched the savage in his nose, forcing the fiend backwards, temporarily losing his balance.
Still, driven by the taste of blood and the urging of Winx, the savage attacked again. Esteban grabbed the savage by his neck and tossed him into the wall. There was a snapping sound, and the savage lay, legs without use but still awake, in a pile of raging, snapping teeth.
Genevieve shot her gun.
One hit flew square into Esteban’s neck. The next hit his shin. Another grazed his ear. Blood freely poured from the gunshot wounds.
He gurgled and stepped backwards. His hand glowed, and he pressed it to the hole, healing almost instantaneously. He casually disregarded his other injuries in light of his neck.
Genevieve’s gun clicked. She was out of bullets.
Sensing their advantage, the two Bandits raced to stop Esteban from escaping. But he had already risen too far above the reach of their claws.
“This is not over,” he wheezed, beginning to fly upwards. “Winx Rowan will belong to me. And I will use the rest of her bones to decorate my quarters. And you,” he pointed to the Bandits. “Say goodbye to your family for good.”
“No!” Stori shrieked.
With a swift movement, he burst himself through a skylight in the ceiling. There was a crash from his body tearing the opening wider, debris fell about the cabin, and the Chancellor was gone.
Keaton stared over at Tipping, prepared to race in his direction in case he wanted to follow his master. But Tipping remained where he was, seemingly with no inclination to follow Chavez.
Genevieve and Stori hurried over to Winx. She was weak, with only one eye open now, but she was still conscious.
“Whose idea was it to split up?” she groaned.
“I think it was mine,” Evy confessed.
“Let’s not ever do that again.”
“Agreed.”
They untied Winx, trying to ignore the rope burns on her flesh and the blood seeping slowly down from her scalp and nose. The bruising was bad already. Once they released her, she slipped dangerously to the ground and hit hard. The girls tried to get her to sit upright, but Winx was determined to try to get to her feet.
“No!” she growled. “I have to finish this.”
“It’s over, Winx!” Stori held her as tight as she could. “He is gone! There is no following him now!”
“She doesn’t mean that,” Keaton answered, understanding when he saw Winx’s eyes on the savage. After realizing that Tipping was going nowhere, he walked over to them. He pushed his cousin out of the way and helped Winx to her feet. “Go. Do what you have to do.”
Winx gave him as much of a look of appreciation that he could ever get from her.
She jerkily walked over to Chavez’ fallen desk, where her shovel lay beside it on the floor. She picked it up and headed to the left corner of the room.
Bo lay there, one of his legs broken. He tried to drag himself toward Winx, rage and hunger transforming him into something more awful than she ever could. With her foot, she kicked him onto his back. His hands clawed at her, but he could not get a good grip on her shoe.
Taking the blunt part of the tool, Winx pressed the shovel to the savage’s neck. He choked and sputtered, but he still flailed in ravenous frenzy.
“This time? You stay dead.”
Winx pressed her foot against the blade, held the handle with both hands, then viciously kicked down hard repeatedly. There was a disgusting squishing sound that made the room full cringe, and the savage was no more.



CHAPTER 19
DAVIE WAS ONE OF THE sentries on duty for the Bandit camp that night. He had more experience sitting than guarding, but it didn’t matter; nothing had happened at the camp for many moons now. He was more than content with trying to beat his high score on Tetris, ignoring the crisp breeze that tousled his ratty hair.
Honestly, what was the point of the job? He would much rather be at the camp itself having a bitter brew and trying to coax one of the ladies out of their skirts. Instead, he was at least a mile and a half away from the warmth and kindness of his friends.
His fingers had gone stiff with cold hours ago, but still his gloved hands pressed the directional pad with vigor.
He didn’t have to be there anyway. The itinerant in him had brought him to the bandit holding about a year ago, but what was honestly making him stay? The need for companionship? He’d never had a need for that before. Animals usually didn’t, which was why he’d never understood the real meaning of a pack.
A couple of twigs snapped off in the distance, but it was nothing that really startled him. Still, he lowered the sound on his Game Boy in order to listen to the night.
An owl hooted off in the distance. A few bushes rustled with the current of wind. Davie didn’t even look up from his screen. This was the highest score that he’d ever gotten on this game. He couldn’t quit.
The stench came.
Davie stopped his game abruptly and looked around. Now that all of his attention was focused on the area he could definitely detect danger. It thickened the air like a fog, spreading across the trees and stealing the scene.
The sentry made a low whistle into the night, a sign of possible alarm. There was no answering sound, but that didn’t mean that the other sentries were not paying attention.
He stood up slowly from his seat at the ground, using a tree trunk for support. He stuffed his game into his pockets quickly and tentatively took a step toward a nearby clearing.
The snapping twigs and shuffling dirt was now unmistakable.
Davie knew what was coming. Savages.
He turned on his heel in a flash and started to run in the other direction.
Only to meet a knife point directly in his chest.
Shock seized his body as the blade deepened. The culprit pulled their weapon back with a snap as Davie fell to the ground, almost in slow motion.
The murderer was wearing a thickened cloak to obscure his features, but the last thing Davie saw were cold eyes glittering from the recesses of the garb. As death took him he lamented that he couldn’t even take the memory of his attacker into the afterlife.
The daevor cleaned off his wicked dagger with soulless eyes. He stared down at the dying bandit without emotion.
The sentry was of little consequence. Especially when there was an alpha to kill.
With a flourish of his hand, the daevor mentally called into the woods.
Come. Out of the trees.


The savages dragged themselves forward, lurching ghostlike in the gloom of the darkened woods. At least twenty or thirty of them. Grotesque creatures. The daevor narrowed his eyes at them.
But his orders were clear: kill the bandits and their alpha.
Go. Eat your fill of flesh and blood.


The savages went, bloodthirsty yet mostly silent, toward the camp.
THE BANDITS WERE HUNKERED DOWN for the night. They had no reason to suspect that any attack was coming. Nobody guessed that their sentries were all dead—and that they would be next.
When the daevor heard the first screams, he dimly recognized them as the shrieks of children. Pulled by this, he flew above the tower of the trees in one swoop of his massive wings. He advanced until the bandit hold was a moving picture to his gaze.
It was a frenzy. The savages had entered the clearing with swift precision.
Already the ground was stained with spilt blood. The bandits were running in all directions, but the savages had the camp surrounded. Thanks to the predatory tactics of the daevor controlling them the savages were staying focused on the kill in an organized way that they couldn’t manage on their own.
A group of children were huddled back against a tree. They screamed for their parents in horror as the hoard advanced on them. The savages were barely kept in check by three fighters who used their superior speed and agility to try to draw the killers away from the children, but it was failing.
Those who fell did not rise up again.
It was utter chaos. Every time it looked like the bandits were getting a hold off of the hoard the killers would do something unpredictable in the urge for flesh.
A child was dragged from the tree and killed instantly, the tiny contents of its slender body being ripped and spread amongst claws and teeth. Shouts and cries became more urgent. The only option was retreat, there simply weren’t enough trained warriors amongst them.
In the midst of all of the death was the alpha. Her long flowing hair blew around her face as she held her arms back in chanting. She prayed in the light of the destruction, incantations bellowing from the hollow of her chest. Her followers attempted to pull her back, screaming at her to leave.
Once the daevor spotted the alpha, he urged the savages harder.
The wave of dead spilled over the attempted hold off of the brave warriors and soon there was nothing to hold them back from devouring all in their path. A sea of blood remained in their wake.
The alpha was eventually pulled away by frantic hands. Those remaining had gotten to what transportation they could and were literally stuffing themselves into the vans and trailers. The bandits picked their alpha up off of her feet and shoved her into a nearby car, then they all sped off into the night.
The daevor would have lamented that he did not kill enough of the pack, but what was left was more than satisfactory. He watched as the savages stopped trying to chase the cars and contented themselves by lapping up the remaining flesh and blood on the grass floor.
Their commander landed amongst them without hesitation. He walked around the camp, looking for anyone remaining who did not leave their tents or campers. No. No survivors stuck around. The daevor stared off into the night, ready to follow the bandits.
This mission might take a few days, but the pack would have to stop somewhere eventually. And when they did, he would be there again to finish off what he’d started.



CHAPTER 20
GETTING WINX BACK TO THE house was too slow with her injuries. She didn’t want to be flown by Genevieve, and Keaton supposed that running would be far too vigorous for her. But the slow progress was pissing Stori off.
“He threatened our pack! We must return to them! Don’t you get it? Ottanu, our family… they aren’t safe!”
“They’ve never been safe,” Keaton growled, taking over the chore of holding onto Winx. “What could he possibly do to them without Tipping or the rest of his guard?”
“Don’t be stupid!” Stori shouted. “If this is his area, do you really think that he doesn’t have other daevors in his employ? He can easily get to them and have our family in tatters before we even make it to the car!”
Nobody argued with this. But Genevieve did look to Tipping. “Does your master have a large army?” He nodded. “Where are they?”
“In multiple places,” he answered in a monotone.
Stori drove her point home. “Does he have reinforcements here besides you and the leftover six in the cabin?
“Yes.”
“Then that settles it!” Stori turned to Winx. “Where are your car keys? We need to get back to Gunnison.”
“Nobody is driving my car,” Winx answered blearily.
“You are not driving your car!” Stori shouted. “Now tell me where they are!”
Winx did not like being talked to in such a manner. It upset her. So did the idea of someone driving her car. However, she pointed at her pocket without another word.
Stori reached into Winx’s pants pocket, found the keys to the car, then sped away from them all with a burst of speed that made the very trail come alive. Keaton continued to slowly trudge along with Winx, highly worried about her.
“It would be ideal if you could get some rest,” Keaton said. “But in light of all of this, I don’t think…”
“I’ll be fine,” Winx muttered. “She’s right, I guess. We do have to go. Chavez knows where we are. He can heal himself. He won’t have to wait around, like I do.”
“I am not sure how Ottanu will receive us,” Keaton said.
“Hopefully with open arms. We are vulnerable right now.”
“At least we have Tipping,” Genevieve said, giving a look at the now unshackled daevor.
Winx glared at him. “I do not trust him. He works for Esteban.”
Genevieve frowned in disapproval. “I don’t think Esteban inspired a lot of loyalty out of him. Just labor.”
“He just stood there while I was beaten. We are of the same clan. And he did nothing.”
Tipping didn’t say anything or return her look.
“Enough,” Keaton interrupted. “Tipping, are you going to help us or hinder us?”
Tipping’s voice was still monotone. “I will help in any way I can.”
“There. You see? We don’t have to worry about it until later. Now both of you shut up and focus on getting off of this trail.”
The four continued to trudge along. It took a while to reach the end of the trail, but when they finally saw the road, Winx breathed a sigh of relief. She didn’t have much energy to exert. Having Keaton’s arm around her was a relief, but there wasn’t a spot of her, back or front, that wasn’t aching.
When they reached the road, Keaton sat Winx onto the ground. She landed with a thud and cry. He sat beside her, distress etched all over his features, holding her hand.
“I want to thank you,” she told him.
“No problem,” Keaton said. “I’ll carry you anywhere.”
“Not just for that. For letting me kill one of my sister’s killers.”
It took Keaton a minute before he caught on. “That savage…?”
“Yes. Turns out you were right. This was my problem all along.”
AS KEATON DROVE, HE DID his best to concentrate on the road. Stori was beside him, helping him navigate. Behind him on the driver’s side was Winx, her head leaned back against the seat as she slept. In the middle was Genevieve, keeping the daevors separated.
No one was in much of a talking mood, and before long, Keaton found himself turning up the radio to have anything else to listen to but his thoughts. The sun had already began to rise, and early morning was making the roads ahead clearer.
After a lot of aggressive driving, Gunnison was about twenty minutes away, and clear roads led them right into the paradise of their forest.
Since they had been gone, a freshly-cooled blanket of snow had laid itself over the lands. Everything was a chilly, frothy white. The dark skies were mirrored in clear, icy waters. The trees were bare and decorated with icicles.
They arrived at the Gunnison National Forest with foreboding. The smell of their pack was not caught by the Bandits. They ached to rush to find Ottanu, but the lixyn and daevors held them back.
“Archie and I can fly,” said Genevieve, referring to her and Tipping. “Why doesn’t Stori hurry to find her mate, and Keaton, you walk with Winx?”
Stori’s eagerness to find Ottanu overtook her, and she sprinted from them quickly.
Genevieve and Tipping unleashed their wings and flew above the trees, doing their best to keep up with Stori’s superior speed.
That left Keaton and Winx. They walked side-by-side. Winx still needed some support, and Keaton was happy to oblige by holding her arm and guiding her through the deep untouched patches of snow. Winx felt completely drained, as if she hadn’t rested at all. Her body protested every movement she made, and it became apparent that sitting rather than walking would be best for her.
“I feel useless,” she confided in him, sitting on a felled tree trunk.
“Don’t. You did a lot for us back there.”
“Like what?”
“You kept us unseen. And you kept the savage from ripping someone apart when Archibald was knocked down.”
“I got caught. And I got beaten.”
He sighed. “If you want to look at it that way, Winx, go right ahead.”
They quieted down. The only sounds in the hush of the scenery was that of frosty nature, snow melting lazily from tree branches, and icicles crashing down from above.
“I’m sorry,” Winx said after a few minutes. “I know that I discourage you when I get cynical. But it’s my nature.”
“Yeah. Nobody can argue that.”
“But you still like me,” Winx blurted. “I cannot seem to help myself.”
“When were you going to tell me that?”
“Should I have told you, or was it better finding out on your own?”
“I don’t know. I just wonder sometimes how relationships pan out when one of the party isn’t psychic.”
“Is this a relationship?”
“Not really, no. But I still wonder. Would you have told me by flirting? Or buying me flowers? Would you have tried to approach me with compliments and deep, lingering looks?”
Keaton didn’t answer. The conversation wasn’t distracting him from their dire state, but it was calming him down a bit.
“Maybe you would have asked me out on a proper date. And if there weren’t savages to fight, you could have tried to kiss me. Then you’d call me because you couldn’t wait to hear the sound of my voice again. And upon agreeing to be exclusive, you would hold my hand and call me your girl.”
Keaton reared back with a perplexed grimace. “Would you have liked any of that?”
She took a minute. “No. I would have hated it. I probably would have gotten as far away from you as possible. I hate flowers; they’re an empty gesture. And I cannot take romance seriously. I worked at a place where everything was fake. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to believe in any of it. Everyone does everything to get laid.”
Keaton’s features went grim. For a minute, he’d thought he was making some headway. “I should have known that.”
Winx obviously noticed his deflation. “Even if I didn’t guess at your feelings, this isn’t a case of regular circumstances. We have battles to fight. There are madmen trying to kill me. I don’t have time to be courted.”
“And that is why I wasn’t planning on telling you any of it.” He gave her a look from the corner of his eye. “So. There is no universe where you might find me attractive?”
“I didn’t say I don’t find you attractive.”
His hope elated once more. “Wait. Really?”
“Of course you’re attractive. You’re a young, handsome, strong man. You get looks everywhere you go. I think that you already know that you’re attractive. I’m just a girl. I am as weak to the pull of a hot guy as any of them. Besides, after all of the old codgers who frequented my club back in L.A, you’re definitely an improvement.”
Well, she was stacking him up against old perverts, but did he care? Winx was actually complimenting him. It felt good. He stood up a little taller.
“So I do have a chance,” he finalized.
Winx actually cracked a smile. She turned her attention to balancing better on the trunk.
Keaton put his fingers to his lips and released three shrill whistles. They pierced in an echo in the quiet glen.
“What are you doing?” Winx asked.
“Checking on Stori.”
He waited. About ten seconds later, a whistle echoed back.
“Does that mean she found them?” Winx asked.
“No. It means they moved. She’s searching for a trail.”
“They moved? Why would they do that?”
“The pack moves at least once every few weeks. The only reason they had been in that same spot for a while was because they felt safe. You and Genevieve brought a sense of security about the place. When we left, I imagine that Ottanu packed up as quickly as possible.”
“Hmm. Maybe that means Esteban did not find them?”
“We can only hope so. But Stori should have found her by now,” Keaton growled in the quiet, mostly to himself. “Ottanu wouldn’t have moved too far away, not without giving her mate a clue or two.”
“Unless she was mad at her,” Winx interjected into his thoughts.
“Even so. Ottanu has an obligation to her pack. She would have planned ahead. She knew that we were returning, even if she were angry with us.”
They quieted once more. Winx tried to focus on the chill air breathing across her skin, which oddly felt nicer than she would have imagined. Her bruised visage ached with the steady burn of cold wind, but it felt better than the automated heating system of her car. She stared up at the sky, which was a wintry gun metal blue. Fluffy clouds promised more snowflakes. Considering she was not entirely used to the season, Winx was surprised how the wintry air agreed with her. Perhaps knowing it was a temporary change made it easier to enjoy it.
Winx’s leftover energy was disappearing, and the depletion had her wanting to drift to sleep. Even though they were hours away from the wonderfully soft bed that had cushioned her gently as she slept, the tree bark was something that allowed her to not be on her feet. It currently sufficed as primo napping arrangements.
As she was relaxing there, the sky darkened above her. Thinking it was a cloud blocking the already feeble sunlight, Winx tried to ignore it. Until a whooshing sound accompanied the intrusion.
Winx opened her eyes quickly to see the shadow of a lixyn falling toward her.
The outline was male and heading down fast. His white wings blended with the cold sky, and his strong body was impossible to ignore.
Adrenaline surged inside her, and instinct kicked in. Hardcore, instantaneous instinct.
Screaming in a high pitch at the top of her lungs, Winx rolled off of the log and onto the ground. She was still weak, but somehow, she managed to muster a burst of energy and headed for the cover of the trees.



CHAPTER 21
“IT’S
HIM!” SHE HOLLERED AT Keaton as she sprinted by.
Alarmed, Keaton looked to where Winx had been searching the skies.
Yup. It was definitely a male lixyn going to land in their clearing. And since the only male lixyn Keaton could think of at the moment was Chavez, he was primed to rip the cryptid apart like a shark attack.
“Get out of here!” Keaton shouted at her. “I’ll stop him!”
She was already in the cover of the trees.
As his fangs and claws sprouted, Keaton uttered an eerie growl and launched himself toward the intruder. The lixyn was close enough to the ground that this was a danger. Using the tree trunk to dart himself into the air, Keaton tackled the lixyn as he was poising to land. The two of them fell to the ground in a series of grunts and shouts.
Winx was useless. Not only was she not strong enough to help Keaton, she didn’t have her shovel. All she could do was trip over roots in her effort to find cover.
“What’s going on?”
Hands restrained her. Winx stopped long enough to recognize Genevieve landing near her.
“Esteban Chavez is back there!” Winx was tearing against the princess’s hold. “He’s found us!”
“What are you talking about? No, he isn’t!”
“I just saw him!” Winx managed to free herself from Genevieve’s hands. “Keaton’s got him!”
“What? No! That’s not…ugh.” She grunted in frustration and took off in the direction of the clearing.
Winx watched her go with a frown. Genevieve ran through the trees unmindful of the train of her dress snatching onto brambles in her haste.
Though reluctant, Winx started to slowly follow her. How would Genevieve know what was going on? She hadn’t been there when that maniac was flying down to finish what he had started. However, she was now shouting at the men to stop fighting and hurrying over to break them up, a fiery ball of anger.
Winx arrived just in time to see Genevieve hopping over the tree trunk. She threw herself into the fray without hesitation.
A loud, low battle roar echoed in the clearing.
Another lixyn, a giant ball of a man, crashed into the fight and took Keaton with him. The Bandit let out a shout of shock as he was dragged away.
“Keaton!” Winx started to walk toward them, but collapsed.
Keaton was entangled in a fully-fledged war of fists, claws, and a bit of teeth. It was only when Genevieve tugged the original lixyn back did Winx truly see who’d been dive-bombing her.
It was London Iragall. He wasn’t dressed in his normal suit and tie, but was a lot more casual in breathable slacks and a black t-shirt. His hair was disheveled from the fray, but he was quickly remedying that with nimble plays of his fingers.
“Really! Is that kind of behavior necessary?” His voice was roughened from the wrestling but posh nonetheless.
“My apologies, Chancellor.” Genevieve demurely helped him dust off. “We’re all a bit on edge. I mean, if you couldn’t tell by Stori’s attack, you could definitely tell by this one…”
“Roy! That’s quite enough!” London shouted at his protector, who stood upon being addressed. He was holding Keaton at least three inches off of the ground, and the Bandit was livid about it.
“You?” Keaton finally noticed who was there. “What is he doing here?”
“You know him?” Winx asked with clenched teeth. Keaton reddened at the question as Roy finally let him down. She rounded on Genevieve. “What is he doing here?”
“I am here to help.” London drew himself up regally. “I was suspicious of the activities carrying on in this sector for quite some time. But when I knew that you were headed this way and there was no word from any of the authorities about it, well…”
“You’ve been tracking me?” Winx took a step back.
“Not so much tracking as monitoring. You are the responsibility of the Queendom—”
“Don’t you dare pretend that the Chancellors care—”
Genevieve screamed louder than anyone had ever heard her before. “Winx!”
Quiet resounded about them as it pierced the air, then echoed. She waited until silence fell before speaking again. “London already knows about Chavez going rogue. He’s been keeping an eye on his activities for a while, but never had enough evidence to advance on him. That all changed with you.”
“You think we should trust him?” The daevor was appalled by the notion. “Any of them?”
Genevieve held a hand in the air. “You trust me, don’t you? London is the mediator. Orion is my uncle and head of the Order. The only one who has done something wrong here is Chavez!”
“I’m with Winx on this one.” Keaton was still out of breath and backing away from the still angry Roy. “We’re supposed to believe that you had no idea what your cohort was up to?”
“We each run our districts differently. None usually interfere with our methods. As far as we knew, Esteban was following protocol just fine. I realize now that was a mistake to assume. The press on this…well…it will not be good.”
Winx curled her lip back in disgust. “You’re worried about image more than the slaves?”
Keaton looked around, changing he subject abruptly. “Where is my cousin? And Tipping?”
“Stori went ahead to look for the pack. London was crafty enough to relocate them,” Genevieve said.
Keaton frowned. “Ottanu agreed to that?”
“She didn’t have a choice,” London explained. “Once you left the savage problem… increased. There were many deaths.”
That hit Keaton hard. His face went stony with shock before he sunk to his haunches, low to the ground. “They were attacked?”
“Multiple times. The pack was able to move quick enough to prevent some casualties, but the losses were still devastating. My forces and I had to step in.”
Keaton hung his head in shame. A shudder ran through him. Winx stared at Iragall, as if judging his truth on the matter.
“He’s not lying,” Genevieve replied sadly. “I saw the campsite. It was unrecognizable.”
“And the fiends?” Winx asked.
“Eradicated by my forces,” London said proudly. “I just wish we had gotten here sooner.”
“Don’t focus on the loss,” Genevieve tried to comfort Keaton. She walked over to him, a supporting hand reaching out. “The majority are safe. There was always danger present, you cannot blame yourself for—”
He didn’t wait for her to get there. Keaton hopped back to his feet, a vicious growl emitted from his throat. The look he gave Genevieve stopped her in her tracks.
“You dare try to justify our absence? Winx was beaten to the point of unconsciousness! My family has been ravaged! And you cannot even tell me the names of those who were lost!” He looked at both of the lixyns. “Ottanu was right. I should never have gone anywhere with you.”
He stormed off into the trees, white swirls of mist falling in his wake. Winx watched him go with a mix of concern and aggravation.
“Well, this will not do.” London sighed, watching Roy as he approached him. “My lady, we cannot stay here. Chavez is gearing up for a war. We cannot contact him. And at this point, he knows what side we are on. He’s been communicating less and less with the Order for almost a year now. “
“And yet, you did not see this as a concern?” Genevieve, surprisingly, had a measure of authority to her tone.
“Our priorities were always for our own. Even if Esteban has been a hot head, he’s always followed the code. Well. Until now. We did not anticipate this madness.”
“And now that we are at this point, will I finally be admitted to the Goddess?” Genevieve countered. “All of your protective measures have gotten us nowhere!”
London actually looked a tad nervous. “That is up to your mother, my lady. It has always been her call.”
Genevieve huffed slightly, indignation flowing out of her. “Very well. I suppose we should head on then. You took the pack where exactly?”
“I have them heading toward Seattle, with very specific checkpoints along the way. My forces are the best in the Order. You have no need to fear for them, they are quite safe.”
Genevieve addressed the quiet Winx. “We’re obviously going to be using your car for a bit longer. Unless you have a better idea.”
“That seems the wisest way to catch up with them,” London agreed.
Winx wanted to disagree. She wanted to tell the both of them to fly off instead, to leave her and Keaton alone. But the fact of the matter was, she had no choice but to agree with them. Keaton couldn’t drive that far on his own, and with her current injured state, she couldn’t drive at all. They would be exposed and easy prey for Chavez and whatever throng he had on his side. Logic was kicking her hesitation in the ass. As much as she did not want Iragall anywhere near her, it wasn’t as if she was hotfooting it on her own anytime soon.
“Let me find Keaton,” she muttered. “Then we can sort it out from there.”
“Sort it out?” Genevieve glared. “We do not have time for this.”
“Just give him a moment. He deserves that much.”
THE FOREST FLOOR CRUNCHED AND cracked beneath her feet as Winx hiked along in search of Keaton. The walk was difficult. The cold buried itself through the fabric of her flimsy jacket and poured into her bones. Her head pounded with a headache, a sheen of water blurred her vision caused by the biting breezes.
She searched into her pocket for a pain pill but came up empty, her fingers clutching nothing but lint as her feet squelched in the ice.
Even though her shoes were soaked from melted snow, she kept on walking until she found Keaton. He was knelt beside a tree, leaning heavily against it. His head was bowed and even from the distance she could hear slight sniffling.
It was rushing back to her. The reason she was running from the Order in the first place. Family. Family was important. The first people you meet, and hopefully the last ones you’ll see on your deathbed. She, probably more than anyone there at the moment, knew what he was suffering. The worst was, he didn’t even know who had died yet.
Kneeling beside him, she put a comforting arm around his shoulders. He didn’t acknowledge her. A curtain of dark hair hid his expression. All she could hear was the hitch in his breath and an occasional pat of Winx’s hand to his back.
The afternoon sun was preparing for its decent from the hazy sky. The clouds chose their moment to silently drop a fresh batch of gentle snowflakes that they’d been barely holding back.
Somewhere in the distance, the creek could be heard. Other than that, there were no signs of life. No music from the once alive and vibrant campsite. No birds or critters of any kind. The once vivid, life filled home now held death in its place. And the icy grip of a long, wretched winter.
The comrades stayed there until the time to leave was undeniable. The emotions which had gotten the better of them were under control. For the time being.
When they walked away from the forest they did not touch, but their connection was present within them. Leaving wiser and stronger, yet also weaker, into the unknown.
There was no going back.



KILLED BY DARKNESS
A Befallen Tides Short



 
WINX AND DEJA Rowan walked along the pretty beach in front of their home. The summer heat was morbidly humid, but the two of them barely noticed. The sisters had their pinkies hooked together and swung their arms. As they neared the shore, their bronze skin danced with reflections of the sunlight on the water.
They had their leathery wings unfurled to catch the breeze, and their trailing tails left furrows in the sand. It was forbidden for daevors to reveal themselves around humans, but the beach was desolate. There was nobody around to see.
Deja began to sing about wanting to hold her sister’s hand like the Beatles’ song. She didn’t have that great of a singing voice.
Winx rolled her eyes and released Deja. “You dork. Aren’t you going to miss all of this? I mean, New York doesn’t have sea shells.”
“It won’t be so bad.” Deja sat down onto the sand, her toes just within reach of the tepid swells. She folded her wings back and curled her tail around her legs. “The agency set me up nicely. I’ll be traveling all over the states, and possibly overseas on occasion. New York will just be a place to hang my hat.”
Winx gazed at the crystal blue waves lapping her feet. Her long dreadlocks fell over her face in a cascade of knots. “I still can’t believe you’re really going.”
“Believe it, snot-nose. I’m all packed up,” Deja said.
The younger sister’s face wrinkled from the familiar term, which was an endearment mingled with childish insult. “I noticed.”
There were only a few options for cryptids to live on their own among human society. Some organizations placed daevors and lixyns on certain career paths for those with the touch, mostly in positions of support. Didn’t want a human plumber fixing your toilet? Well, phone one of the agencies, and they would send a certified professional who wouldn’t be surprised if you answered the door with your wings unfurled.
Deja was off to do something with consulting. She would travel all over to counsel wayward cryptids who didn’t know what to do with their lives. Cryptids like Wynx.
“I’ve already told you—you can visit whenever mom and dad say it’s okay. And once you’re twenty-five, then you’ll be eligible to join the agency as well. I’ll be a higher up by then, so I can easily get you a job as my lackey.” Deja’s smile went evil at the thought. Her short curls were ruffled by the breeze.
Winx dropped to the sand beside her. “But I won’t be eligible for another five years. What are you going to do in that time? I mean, who’s going to look out for you?”
They quieted as Winx’s concern floated between them. Despite the age difference, the two were incredibly close. Inseparable. It would be the first time that they had been apart for any length of time. Though Deja pretended to be annoyed by her younger sister, the truth was they wouldn’t know what to do without one another. Come the end of the week, Deja would be a world away, and Winx would be left to her own devices.
“You have to try not to worry about me, all right?” Deja patted her sister’s hand. “It’s not like I won’t be safe.”
“You’ll be in a world of different people. A world full of human people.”
“We all need to spread our wings. One day, you will too, whether you choose to do it in our colony or the world of humans. We all have destinies to seek.” Her voice softened. “This is my time, Winx. I don’t get a second chance to grow up.”
“Sure. Make it sound all drastic. It isn’t like we’re sheltered here!”
“You are a total buzz kill, Winx. I don’t know where you got it from. It definitely wasn’t from me. I mean, you’re the only serious demon I’ve ever met—”
“Daevor,” she corrected for the millionth time. “Just tell me that you’ll keep in touch. Phone calls. Letters. Emails. Texts. I don’t care. I need to know where you are and who you’re seeing or I’ll go nuts.”
“I’m going to be pretty busy, kiddo. This is a job after all. Not to mention my free time, which will be all to myself. I’m going to want to go dancing and hiking and exploring…”
“Promise.”
“I’m a big girl, snot.”
“Promise, Deja.”
“Okay, okay. I promise.”



 
A YEAR LATER.
THE ROWANS KNEW that something was wrong when Deja didn’t call for five days. For months, she had kept her promise and never went longer than a day without calling her baby sister. On the rare occasions she forgot, Winx would pester Deja until she got something—anything—in response. But she hadn’t heard a word.
They tried to contact the agency for information, but no one had seen or heard from her in a week—not since she had left for a trip to Ohio.
So they contacted the Dayton authorities. No news about a Deja Rowan.
A missing person report was filed. A search. A red alert.
No news for two weeks.
When the silence finally broke, it was as bad as predicted.
Deja Rowan’s body was found in the Mad River by an Ohio resident. As soon as she was discovered, the humans were taken out of the case entirely.
The lixyn authority took over from there.
Winx grieved for weeks without leaving her room, barely eating or sleeping for endless hours. She fought fevers from her grief. Her parents attempted to assure her that Deja’s murderers would be found, that once they were the lixyns would deal with the humans themselves. The lixyns were prosecutors for all creatures such as they, and they were equal parts merciless and frightening.
But when the lixyns discovered who did it, things got complicated. It was incredibly rare for one with the touch to be the victim, not the murderer.
How were they to proceed punishing five human men without revealing their powers?
The lixyns tried to comfort the Rowan clan by letting the daevors know that the case was being treated seriously, yet delicately.
They sat on it for too long. Far, far too long.
So the most serious daevor took over.



 
THE SLEEPY COMMUNITY of McPherson, Ohio wasn’t too used to the likes of the Black Hearts Gang—or any gang, for that matter. So when the neighborhood watch saw five men of indeterminable race walking close together, their clothing hanging off of slender frames, jewelry glinting in the fading sunlight and tattoos littering what skin was exposed, they made sure their doors were locked and their curtains drawn closed. Some kept a wary eye on them from between their blinds.
The men seemed to have no destination at first. They hung around a stop sign, smoking cigarettes and speaking to one another, stomping used butts into the pavement until the filters disappeared. Then they would walk another block. Everyone who lost sight of them would become momentarily frustrated, wanting to know where the possible culprits were going. But as soon as they lost sight of them, the inhabitants would struggle to remember what it was they were doing at the window, and draw the shades with a perplexed shake of their heads.
This repeated throughout eight or so blocks. The men would saunter past, and the people would watch them avidly, suddenly lose interest, and then avoid their windows for the remainder of the evening. Any sights or sounds would be of little consequence to them for the duration of their nightly routines, and most of them would fall asleep early to bad prime-time television.
All the while, the men were slowly followed by a mere shadow in the grass. Nobody noticed or acknowledged it.
“Are you sure they’re not home?” Manny asked Arn.
“Yeah, I’m sure. I already told you. She updated her status that her flight got canceled. They’re going to be in Georgia for at least one more day.”
Matt laughed loudly. “I still can’t believe you want to kick it at your grandmother’s house, dude.”
Arn pushed him. “Where else are we going to get some bitches together, man? Your momma’s basement?”
The men hooted together.
“Man, as long as nobody’s here,” Bo spoke up. “I’m planning on getting faded as hell. I want a joint in this hand and a double shot of tequila in this hand.”
Robin was the only one silent. He walked with his head ducked down. If someone nudged him, he would grunt an unintelligible response. Since he was normally the quiet one, nobody really bothered him. They continued with their back and forth without a worry.
Soon the gang walked up a spacious driveway. The squat house they approached was pink with yellow trimmings. Rose bushes, daffodils, sunflowers, tulips, and flowers of all colors decorated the side of the cobblestone path. Little garden gnomes and wind catchers dotted the open spaces between them. The porch held a swing and lawn furniture, the doorway held happy homestead plaques and banners.
“Your grandparents are like cartoon characters,” Bo said, laughing as Arn popped the front window screen.
“Tell me about it.” Arn leaned the screen against the porch and slid the window open easily. “And they leave the window open in case one of the family needs something. They’re fucking lame.”
“Trust like that should be taken advantage of.” Manny brought his cell phone out. “Marta said she would bring some of her club friends by. But, far as I know she ain’t out the house yet.”
“Tell them they can’t come unless they bring alcohol,” Arn grunted as he jumped into the empty, dark house.
“You’re really going to tell some girls they can’t come over?” Manny groused. “The fuck is wrong with you, motherfucker?”
Bo was of the same mindset. “For real, if we can get some honeys in this piece then why pass that up? I’d like me some tail instead of staring at you ugly ass fuckers all night.”
Robin remained silent. But he did remove his hoodie, showing the others how pale he looked.
“Hey yo, Rob, why you been so quiet?” Arn frowned at him when he opened the door to let them all inside. “What’s up?”
“Nothing,” Robin muttered, sliding passed the threshold with shaking hands. “I’m alright.”
“Nah, man he’s right. You ain’t said nothing since we met up.” Matt chimed in. “What, you feeling guilty about busting up this senior’s center? Like we don’t do worse.”
The others laughed. “For real, like we won’t do worse tonight!” Arn said.
“I just haven’t been sleeping well,” Robin insisted, taking a seat in a nearby recliner and holding a hand to his head.
“It’s that smack.” Bo shrugged. “I told you to be careful how much you toke, homey. You ain’t listening?”
“No, it ain’t that. I’ve been clean for eight days.” Robin’s voice shook.
“Well maybe that’s your problem,” Manny said. “You need a quick snort and a big ol’ booty in your face!” He commenced with his texting. “We going to fix you right up.”
Now that Robin was talking, he couldn’t seem to stop. “I haven’t been sleeping. I keep having these fucked up dreams. I can’t focus on nothing, I don’t know what’s going on.”
“What dreams?” Arn asked, flicking the lights on throughout their area.
“Fucked up ones. I’m like… I don’t know… hurting myself. Like, stabbing myself. And choking on blood. Every time I close my eyes, I’m doing something worse to myself, and when I wake up, I feel like eyes are on me. Someone is watching me flip out. And they’re enjoying it.”
The others got quiet for a minute. They stared at him in disbelief.
“Shrug it off, man,” Bo tried to joke. “After tonight, you going to sleep well. You just pent up, that’s all. Sometimes weird shit like that happens when you go too long without blazing some chronic or tapping that crystal. It’s normal.”
“Yeah,” Robin sighed. “Yeah. Maybe.”
They were quiet again. Manny kept on texting, then damn near licked his chops at the others. “The ladies are on their way. They bringing all the stops. Prepare to get yo dicks wet, son!”
“I’m going to get some water.” Robin separated himself from them again.
The others, not being of especially caring minds, left him to his own devices. They all hunkered down in the furniture and littered the coffee table with drug paraphernalia. Soon the living room was under a smoky haze, accented with the blaring flicks of lighters and sniffs at drawn white lines.
The party was late. But the men didn’t notice. They each delved deeper into a state of numbed minds, laughing at the colors about the room and the patterns on the ceiling. They spiraled through arguments and deep philosophical experiences of the unknown. But it wasn’t enough to drown their cravings for the women, or for the alcohol that they’d promised to bring along with them.
“Wouldn’t your gramps have something around here?” Bo eventually asked Arn, suspicion coating his words. “I mean, come on now. He the man.”
“Maybe in the kitchen,” Arn agreed. “I’ll check.”
At first, Arn didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. He saw Robin standing by the kitchen sink, seemingly absorbed with the view from the window.
Arn walked past him to the refrigerator. There wasn’t much on the shelves. Since they had been out of town, his grandparents hadn’t bought any perishables in weeks, and as far as alcohol went, there was only a half-bottle of Merlot. Arn had no idea what he was looking at, but it was in an expensive bottle, and it would have to do until the others arrived.
A niggling feeling made him look over at Robin. He could barely see his profile but he clearly saw that his friend was shaking.
“Robbie? You alright?”
Robin didn’t answer.
Arn took a step closer. He placed a hand onto the other man’s shoulder, pushing him slightly. Robin released a hiss of breath, but did not budge otherwise.
“Rob? You should come back and sit down. This wine is all I can find but the chicks should…” Arn trailed to a stop.
The first thing he noticed was that Robin was shaking with silent sobs. His face was twisted in horror, and his breath was reduced to tiny, sharp intakes.
The second thing he noticed was the blood. Dark and slippery, falling off of the counter and dotting the tiled floor in splotchy puddles.
“What the fuck!” Arn shouted, but then froze as he took in the rest of the scene. His words clogged in his throat.
Robin was cutting himself. Slowly, deliberately, and without hesitation. One hand lay useless against the basin while the other jerkily cut through his phalanges with a paring knife. The knife was sharp but small, so it took incredible strength to get the tool through skin and bone and tendon. Already two of Robin’s fingers were freed of his body, laying on a nearby chopping board. After Robin finished with the third, he gently picked it up and placed it with the others before starting in on his ring finger.
All the while Robin did not blink. His eyes were wide and streaming with tears. His mouth was a gaping “o” of pain and paralyzed fear.
Arn wanted to scream. He wanted to dash from the kitchen, alert their friends, and try to stop Robin. The thought of 911 and hospitals and any sort of assistance flashed through his mind. But he could not move. He could barely breathe. Something was keeping him in place. He involuntarily watched as Robin continued with his chore of dismemberment. Soon Arn could not blink let alone move.
“Everything okay in there?” someone hollered from the living room.
They got no answer. Robin continued to sever his fingers. Arn continued to watch.
Once Robin’s pinky joined the pile of once united flesh, Robin turned slowly to Arn. He handed him the small blood colored knife. Their unblinking eyes met and the sickening, matching fright echoed between the two of them.
Robin turned back to the sink. He shoved his fingerless hand into the garbage disposal.
Arn stared at the knife. He wanted to look at Robin and tell him to stop, that what he was doing was awful, but instead all he did was look at the paring knife.
Then it came. The urge. So strong he couldn’t ignore it. The pressing need to shove the sharp knife into his thigh. Arn’s heart was already hammering in an instantaneous rush. The thought of hurting himself, something he had never done on purpose, made him feel as if it had clogged up and stopped altogether.
He was conscious enough to know that he didn’t want to do it. That didn’t, however, stop him from shoving the tool from hilt to handle into the thick of his upper leg. The pain blinded him. A cry stuck in his throat and refused to release. His hand swiveled the blade in his leg, twisting and turning slowly. Then, not of his accord, be began to drag it as hard as he could along the seam of his leg. He pulled the knife up his thigh to slice a larger gash into his flesh. He watched its progress through his pants. The force he had to exert to maim his flesh was supreme, and all the while, he did not scream.



 
MANNY LOOKED AROUND the living room. Bo and Matt were absorbed with the television watching Jackass 2.0, and he was staring off into the direction of the kitchen, wondering what was going on.
“I’m going to see what’s keeping grandma’s boy,” he announced to the distracted room.
He left.
Bo and Matt barely heard him. They joked around for a while, laughing at the antics of Johnny Knoxville, oblivious to the activities in the other room.
“What are they doing in there?” Bo asked when about ten minutes had passed, with no distinguishable sounds from the kitchen.
Matt laughed at a scene from the movie, which turned into hard coughing. “Shit. I’ve got cotton mouth from hell. Wasn’t Arn supposed to be getting something to drink? And where are those hos Manny promised?” He looked around the room. “Damn, where is everybody?”
Their red rimmed eyes followed the path to the kitchen. The sounds of the garbage disposal starting and stopping stole their attention.
“…The hell is that?”
“I don’t know.” Bo shuffled in his seat on the floor. “Maybe they’re fucking with us, yo.”
“Hey!” Matt screamed through the house. “What’s going on in there?”
For a moment, there was silence. Then the garbage disposal started again.
Bo and Matt looked at each other warily. Something definitely felt off. The two of them rose at the same time, reaching into their pockets for any weapons they had on their person. They stayed close by each other’s side and proceeded into the kitchen.
When they passed through the threshold, they found Hell.
The kitchen had become a human butcher shop. Robin was slumped against the kitchen sink. One of his hands was stuck down the garbage disposal, and he was systematically flipping the switch on and off. Arn was stretched across the floor with self-inflicted cuts maiming his skin. He was topless, the words “I deserve this” were carved into his skin. He was rapidly losing torrents of blood, but he still dragged a vicious blade over his collarbone. Manny was almost unrecognizable. His face was cut so badly that flesh was hanging off of his jaws. And even in his state he rifled through the cupboards in search of something to continue his torture.
Matt was able to release one horrid shout before his face went slack and he brought himself unwillingly into the foray. He reached for a blade and brought it close to his face. In tiny, precise movements he scraped at the skin along his jawline, just enough to draw trickles of blood along his chin. Then from there he moved up to begin hacking at his ear. The cartilage made disgusting popping sounds as he removed it from his head.
Arn had become too weak to cut himself any longer. On the last gash, he dug the blade as deep as his remaining energy would allow.
Robin removed his mangled hand from the sink. With his other hand, he squeezed so that his veins produced a spray of fresh blood. He was foaming at the mouth and his eyes were slack. Then he fell to the floor in shock, convulsing.
Bo waited his turn, forced to watch his friends mangle their bodies before ending their lives. When it was his turn, he stumbled forward into the kitchen. Finding the cooking axe on the chopping block next to Robin’s fingers, he dropped his pants and grabbed his privates in preparation.



 
WINX WALKED FROM the shadows of a nearby hall into the kitchen. The bodies of her sister’s killers circled each other in a clockwise fashion. All of their eyes were open, unseeing, but told a story of complete and utter terror.
With poise, she moved her dreadlocks back from her face and into a pony tail. Then she knelt beside the body of Bo, her last victim. She took a long look at him. Then at Robin. Matt. Manny. Lastly, Arn.
Deja’s killers were finished, and rightfully so. The urge to take a trophy for her pains was a monumental one, but in the end she decided that it would be a waste of time carting around the dirty, rotting flesh of the scourge.
She would let them decompose in the stale kitchen before being carted off to a morgue for inspection. Her work was done. The scum would not hurt anyone ever again.
Winx stood fluidly when a car door sounded outside. Glancing out the window, she saw a group of chattering ladies coming up the walkway. They each held grocery bags of goods and giggled at the intentions of their promiscuous night. Winx read their minds easily. They liked the idea of playing with bad boys and taking exotic drugs. They were approaching with the hopes of enjoying carnal delights well into the early hours of the morning.
The women proceeded through the unlocked door, calling for Manny as they let themselves in.
None of them saw Winx standing inside. She stepped over the dead and to the sliding glass door that led to the back yard. She made it to the grass, unfurled her blush red wings, and took off into the night sky before the first high pitched screams began.
Funny. She had expected ending Deja’s killers would have made her feel less empty inside. After all, she had waited so long to do it. Everything had fallen into place just as she had obsessively imagined for months and months. It was exactly the end that she had planned for them.
But their deaths did not bring Deja back. Deja, with her easy laugh and her teasing eyes, the awful nicknames, and the way she forced Winx to laugh every time they talked. Her sister had been the only friend that she’d had, the only one willing to tolerate her moody behavior and make a joke about it. She had been gone for so long, but Winx still felt the cold hole left in her chest that was once filled with the warm love only a sibling can give.
Maybe killing them hadn’t fixed anything at all. She felt no different. Only a brief satisfaction that was tramped down by her pressing longing for a phone call from Deja.
It was of no consequence. What was done was done.
And now Winx had to run.
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