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Chapter One

         
          

         
          

         
         Frozen in a time warp of emotions, I let my gaze drift over him as I photographed
               every inch of him with my eyes. Golden skin once again covered muscles as if he spent
               his days on the beach. Blonde curls shimmered as if though kissed by the sun, untainted
               by my sins. His eyes radiated blues born in tropical skies and warm oceans. My Luke
               was back, alive and in full color, dressed like he was ready for battle. 

         
         Instinct took over, and I rose on my toes to loop my arms around his neck. Our noses
               brushed as I pulled him forward, needing contact to convince myself he was really
               there. When his lips only ghosted over mine in a familiar yet eye opening airbrush
               kiss, I fell flat on my feet, embarrassed by his rejection.  

         
         “Mercy,” he said, with distinct pain in his voice. 

         
         I immediately stepped back. What had I been thinking?  

         
         “Sorry,” I muttered, letting my gaze fall to the ground feeling all of a sudden shy
               and stupid.  

         
         I didn’t dare look up at him again as guilt washed over me. Flynn was somewhere behind
               me and would have witnessed the entire moment.  

         
         Tristrom’s pained cry gave me the out I sorely needed. “Mercy,” he called, with the
               effect of cold water being splashed on my face. Had that been the first time he’d
               said my name out loud? “Where’s Rowen?” 

         
         The anguish in his voice yanked my focus in his direction. A glimpse was enough to
               let me see how fiercely he held the figure in his arms. 

         
         “I think she’s dying.” His eyes pleaded with mine in a way that forced me into action.
                

         
         The need to help as well as to forget all the choices I made and all the ones I would
               need to make in the future, spurred me forward. I practically slid on my knees to
               stop in front of him. 

         
         “CeCe, she’s—” 

         
         His words cut off as I noticed the girl in his arms wasn’t Molly. The face reminded
               me of the Fey girl in the Summer realm that had claimed to be his long-lost girlfriend. 

         
         Rage boiled in my gut, and I searched the ground for the scepter I’d dropped. I located
               it a few feet away just as the girl sputtered out his name. 

         
         “Tristrom,” she managed before a coughing fit. She turned to her side and spat blood
               from her mouth. 

         
         “Don’t talk CeCe.” You didn’t need to be a psychologist to hear his heart breaking.
                

         
         I reached for the phone in my pocket and prepared to call 911. 

         
         “I wish you would have told me,” he said. 

         
         She faced him again, and I felt like an intruder in the middle of a private conversation. 

         
         “I couldn’t,” she rasped.  

         
         His head shook, trying to convey to her not to waste her remaining energy on words.
               But she was determined to speak. I hit the power button on my phone again and waited. 

         
         “I wasn’t allowed to tell you, or we both would have died. Something about—” Her words
               fused into another coughing fit. 

         
         So I finished it for her, “True love’s test.” 

         
         “Ye…Yes,” she stuttered while blood spittle flew from her mouth. 

         
         It only took a moment to put it together. The Fey had disguised her in plain sight
               with a different face and voice so Tristrom wouldn’t know it was her. Then they waited
               to see if he would fall for her. Like with me, there had been life-or-death consequences in the mix. What happened to me was fairly quick because
               they wanted results fast. Conversely, they had plenty of time to wait and watch how
               things turned out between those two. 

         
         My phone remained dark after several times of pressing the power button. The battery
               must have died while I was in Fairy. It was also possible that it had been adversely
               affected as a result of being in the other realm. I got to my feet. I didn’t have
               time to explain to Tristrom what true love’s test was. We were running out of time
               for Molly or CeCe, whatever her name was. 

         
         “Where are you going?” Tristrom asked quickly glancing up at me before he returned
               his focus back to his girl. 

         
         “To get help,” I replied 

         
         Then I was running. I passed Flynn, who appeared okay for the moment. He didn’t look
               on the verge of death. So I let him be for the time being. His focus had been elsewhere. 

         
         When I got to the door, I tried to open it. It was locked, and I didn’t have my keys
               on me. The door had been unlocked the last time I was here. A glance in the drive
               revealed Mom’s car. She was home. I rang the bell and beat at the door a bit obnoxiously,
               but it was an emergency. 

         
         The door jerked opened, and David glanced down at me. “You’re back. You’re okay.” 

         
         “Yes, but where is Mom?” I asked hurriedly. 

         
         “She’s in our room. She’s not feeling well. Did you get the note to Flynn?” 

         
         “Yes, Flynn’s here.” 

         
         David started to push passed me. “But we have an emergency. Either we get Mom or we
               need to call 911. Otherwise, she’s going to die,” I said, pointing a finger behind
               me. 

         
         Just because Mom was a nurse didn’t make me an expert. I’d seen a lot since my life
               had changed. And Mom had made sure I was knowledgeable in the basic life-saving skills.
               Molly wasn’t doing well at all. 

         
         “I’ll get your mother.”  

         
         David still looked torn as he headed for the stairs. Going to the hospital wasn’t
               often an option for our sort. If the doctor’s performed tests on our blood outside
               of the norm, they just might get curious. However, Molly was human. Then again, she’d
               been a Fairy for quite some time. It was likely she’d been changed. How much, I didn’t
               know.  

         
         I jogged back to Flynn. Tristrom and Molly were talking, and I wanted them to have
               a little alone time, just in case. 

         
         “Hey, how are you doing?” 

         
         It might have been a dumb question. His classic Flynn retort only proved it. 

         
         “Oh, I don’t know. I have holes in my hands and feet like I’m the second coming. I
               can’t stand or get up. So yeah, that’s how I am.” His words were baked in sarcasm.
               It was clear he didn’t like feeling weak and for a strong guy like him that would
               rankle. 

         
         “Shut up,” I said before I pressed my mouth to his.  

         
         I called forth the power, let it gather within me and pushed. It wasn’t much, for
               Rowen or was that Sebastian, that name thing was getting on my nerves. He’d taken
               much from me already, and I was on empty. 

         
         When I started to feel dizzy, I pulled back. Flynn didn’t look much better at all.
               And he hadn’t kissed me back.  

         
         The sting of yet another rejection plagued me for the second time in one day. I scrambled
               to my feet as Mom, who looked pale, was helped out of the house with David at her
               side. It clicked that something just wasn’t quite right. We didn’t get sick. So what
               was wrong with her? 

         
         “Maybe you should bring Molly inside the house Tristrom,” I suggested wondering if
               Mom would make it all the way. 

         
         Tristrom quickly lifted the girl and headed for the house. I turned back to Flynn,
               who fisted his hand in the ground bringing up tufts of green grass marring the perfect
               lawn. 

         
         “Come on big guy. Let’s get you inside.” 

         
         With David helping Mom and Tristrom with Molly, there was no one else to help Flynn
               get in the house. Luke had disappeared. Then again, maybe he’d never been there in
               the first place. 

         
         The yard was expansive, but it had been a better idea to bring everyone on the inside.
               It wouldn’t be a good thing for a neighbor to drive by and call the cavalry. 

         
         Flynn grunted in obvious pain, but I could tell he was hiding most of his discomfort.
               He pigeon-toed it, hopping more than walking with my arm under his shoulder to help
               with some of his weight.  

         
         I was bone tired. And wasn’t it adrenaline that let’s mother’s lift cars off their
               babies? That had to be how I was able to get him across the threshold of the door.
               By that time, Molly had been placed on the foyer table with Mom checking her out.
               David, who had been preoccupied with whatever was going on with Mom, finally noticed
               his son wasn’t in tip-top shape. 

         
          

         
         “Flynn,” he cried out causing everyone to look up for a second before Tristrom and
               Mom focused back on our dying guest. 

         
         David was over in a flash and did a better job of helping Flynn. They went down the
               hall towards the family room where I had that not so interesting Valentine’s experience
               with Luke, Flynn, Sebastian, and Paul. How much had changed since then?  

         
         I felt the loss of Paul. We’d been friends and maybe a little more. And now we were
               more like strangers. Too many things had happened that had forever changed who we
               were. He’d moved on and so had I. And a part of me missed the laughs and the person
               from whom I could ask for advice. I didn’t miss his interference and his jealousy.
               And that was why things could never be the same. 

         
         Eyes burned on me, and I glanced up to see Mom shake her head. Tristrom hadn’t noticed,
               but I made a decision for better or for worse.  

         
          

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Two

         
          

         
         Like a snow truck, I plowed my way to the kitchen in search of keys that were usually
               on a hook in the Pantry. A rabbit’s foot key chain held Flynn’s spare Hummer’s keys.
               Kind of creepy, but I snagged it anyway.  

         
         I wanted to ask Mom what was going on with her, but there was a list of priorities.
               And a dying person took precedence. 

         
         “Tristrom, let’s get her to a hospital,” I announced as I entered the foyer. 

         
         “Mercy,” Mom began, but there wasn’t fight in her. 

         
         She didn’t have to utter another word because I already knew what was going to be
               said.  

         
         “What? Are we going to let her die just because a doctor could find out her blood
               is different? She was human going into this thing. Any differences now might not be
               so glaring because she had been all human once. Is it better to let her to die because
               we want to keep secrets that may not matter once everything is said and done?” I breathed
               sarcastically. She didn’t argue only nodded her agreement that we could go. “Come
               on Tristrom, there’s not enough time.” 

         
         He didn’t question me. He scooped Molly up and followed me out of the door. I opened
               the car and motioned for him to put her in the front seat. By the time I got in the
               front, Tristrom had her strapped in and was sitting behind her leaning forward whispering
               soft, soothing words. 

         
         I drove to the closest hospital, Mercy General, which was its shortened name. The
               entire name was Our Lady of Mercy General Hospital. Again, I wondered for the millionth
               time at my Mom’s choice of names for me. 

         
         When we pulled up to the Emergency drop off after a death-defying drive where I may
               or may not have broken several traffic laws, I jumped out the car leaving it idling. 

         
         When I flagged down staff and came back to the car, I was ready with my story while
               Tristrom hid in the back seat as planned. 

         
         “I found her while taking a hike in Rock Creek Park. I didn’t have a phone, and she
               looked in bad condition. I bought her here.”  

         
         I was pretty proud of myself for the plan that I’d concocted. Only, I wasn’t even
               sure the hospital staff was paying attention to my story after they’d gotten a decent
               look at Molly. Her pallor skin and shallow breathing hadn’t been a good sign. 

         
         A gurney was rushed out and a team with it. Only one staff member remained behind
               as she was hurried inside. “Do you know her name?” 

         
         That information I’d gotten from Tristrom. We decided that her family had a right
               to know their daughter was alive. And if our plan worked, maybe Tristrom would be
               off the hook for her disappearance. Assuming, of course, Molly lived long enough to
               confirm my story for how she ended up there. 

         
         “She mumbled the name, Cecilia Jackson.” I held his gaze hoping to convey honesty. 

         
         “Are you coming in?” 

         
         “Yes,” I lied. “Let me park the car.” 

         
         The guy in the green scrubs nodded and headed back inside while I leisurely pulled
               out of the emergency circle and down the long drive past the parking area. I turned
               left out of the line of sight of the Emergency Room doors towards a covered parking
               area. Only I didn’t go in and get a ticket. I headed towards an exit to the main road
               to our next destination. 

         
         There was precious little time. The bottom half of the hourglass on my arm was almost
               full. I didn’t know how it worked. But there it was. And Tristrom wanted to see his
               mother. I didn’t blame him and thought it was for the best. 

         
         When we pulled up to the spot where I'd last been chased by hellhounds, I shivered
               a little before getting out of the car. 

         
         “How did you get a license?” Tristrom appeared a little green around the edges. So
               maybe I’d taken those curves a bit too tight.  

         
         “We’re here aren’t we?” I asked with a grin wanting to lighten the mood. We hadn’t
               talked much on the way. Tristrom had become mute again, lost in his thoughts, or maybe
               he’d been planning what he would say to his mother or what he would do. 

         
         He nodded, and I felt like he read my thoughts until I realized he was responding
               to my cheeky quip. 

         
         “Do you have any juice in that hand or yours?” It’s a bit of a hike otherwise as I
               stared into the gloom of the forest covered mountain. 

         
         He held it out and like a bad bulb, his hand flickered before going dark or rather
               back to a normal with no glow. 

         
         He shook his head. I sighed. I was tired, and although I didn’t need to be there,
               I had been tasked with getting Tristrom there. It felt like I had to be the one to
               see it all the way to the end. 

         
         Then an orb appeared, and a disembodied voice traveled through the portal directed
               at us. “Come.” 

         
         We traded glances recognizing the speaker. He stepped through with me on his heels.
               We landed on solid ground in the familiar clearing to stand in front of Queen Amavara.
                

         
         She reminded me of a living statue poised and regal as always with Jay and Kathy flanking
               her on either side. But I saw the way she held her hands in front of her clenched
               together as if stopping herself from reaching out. And there was something that began
               at the corner of her eyes and shined the irises within. Hope. 

         
         “Tristrom.” She said his name as if it were an appeal. She hadn’t even looked in my
               direction once. 

         
         “Queen Amavara,” he said, with a quick short bow of his head.   

         
         “You don’t have to call me that.” 

         
         He ignored her comment. “I should apologize.” 

         
         “There is no need.” Her voice was warm and inviting, but she hadn’t yet moved. Everyone
               watched the play by play, and no one was paying attention to me. 

         
         “But there is,” he began. “I was wrong in thinking you had a hand in CeCe’s disappearance.
               It was the Fey who played us both for fools. They took her and played some stupid
               game to see if I would fall in love with her while she was disguised as someone else.
               And I did fall for her. I just didn’t allow myself the chance to act because I had
               hope I would find CeCe in the end. And when the game was over because I’d left, Larrison
               tortured her to the point of death. Which is why I’m asking for your help.” 

         
         “Tristrom,” she said.  

         
         He didn’t wait. “I’m hoping you have the gift of healing.” 

         
         “I do, but—” 

         
         “Then I’m asking you to intercede and don’t allow her to die. I will go with you after
               I know she’s safe.” 

         
         The hope in Amavara’s eyes died. Her mouth closed, and I could see the refusal forming
               on her lips. 

         
         “Tristrom, even if I had the time, I couldn’t intercede. The humans’ creator has strict
               rules, which allow our passage to and from this realm. I’m not allowed to change the
               course of human life or death.” 

         
         His words were sharp and biting. “But you can send, say a demon into the creator’s
               realm?” 

         
         I felt the sting of his words and tried desperately not to be insulted by them. He
               was hurting, and it was the truth. I was part demon. It was a valid point. 

         
         “It was a choice I’m paying for now. We are leaving this place, and we won’t be allowed
               to return.”  

         
         “If you are leaving for good, what will it matter if you do this one thing for me?
               You haven’t done anything for me my entire life, including your choice to leave me
               here so you could remain as the future heir. Can’t you do this one thing?” 

         
         I started to understand why Tristrom had been so careful when he spoke. His tongue
               caused a beating when unbidden. Amavara turned from her son as if she’d been slapped. 

         
         “Even if I was willing the time has come to go. I can no longer wait as the veil thins,
               and we will be stuck here if we don’t leave now.” 

         
         She moved in my direction. And I met her eyes square when she stood in front of me.
               I glanced over at Tristrom to see his jaw working into a tight grimace. If it could,
               I imagined steam would escape from his ears based on how angry he was. 

         
         When the Queen took my arm, my focus returned to her. “Mercy, you are honorable. You’ve
               done what I asked and brought my son back to me. I wish I could grant your request
               to return to the in between. But I cannot.”  

         
         She pressed her thumb against the hourglass tattoo on my arm. It burned slightly,
               and she released me. Then, I noticed it was gone from my skin. 

         
         “You are strong, and I wish you and yours success in the trials to come. And even
               though I can’t give you what you ask, I can give you this.” 

         
         She blindsided me that time and took both of my wrists. A sharp pain lanced through
               me, and I opened my mouth to protest. 

         
         When I met her eyes, they swirled a silvery blue, and glittery dust left her lips
               as she blew something in my mouth. When she released me, I coughed and swiped my hand
               in front of my face as plumes of the dust still circled my head. 

         
         “We must go, son.”  

         
         She had moved from me while I still coughed wondering how gross it was to be inhaling
               whatever she blew at me. 

         
         “I’m not leaving.” He sounded very sure of his words. 

         
         “Tristrom—” 

         
         “No. I cannot go when you could allow an innocent girl to be hurt in a game between
               you and the Fey. I cannot believe that the human creator would see righting a wrong
               as crossing the line.” 

         
         She stepped to him and stared him in the eye. He was only slightly taller than his
               mother. She kissed both of his cheeks as he stood and allowed it. 

         
         “I will respect your choice. You will be on your own. I will dream of you and regret
               that we will never know each other. You are blessed with gifts I can’t teach you in
               the moments we have left. However, I can tell you will learn them on your own with
               many triumphs.” 

         
         She stepped back. “Be well my son, Tristrom, Prince of both Fey and Elven realms.” 

         
         She turned to me. “Be well, fair Mercy, champion of humans and demi-demons.” 

         
         I glanced at Kathy and Jay as they gave slight head bows of acknowledgment to Tristrom
               and then to me. As one, they turned their backs and within a few steps, their forms
               began to fade without the use of a golden orb of light. Once they disappeared, I watched
               as the boat docked in the sky, pulled away and passed through what she called the
               veil and disappeared. 

         
         Tristrom continued to stare as if shell-shocked. The light that always shined in the
               clearing, dimmed. Dusk was coming, and I didn’t relish being there in the dark.  

         
         “We should go,” I said. “You are welcome to crash at our house.” It wasn’t my offer
               to make, but I doubted David or Mom would disagree with the suggestion considering
               he saved me on a number of occasions and helped bring Flynn and me home. 

         
         He nodded silently, and I knew it would be a while before he spoke. So we turned and
               headed down the mountain only to be met with angry growls.   

         
          

         
          

         
          

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Three

         
          

         
         We were toast. I was tired. Tristrom was out of juice. And we were alone. Did I expect
               anything less? My only hope was that Sebastian wouldn’t show.  

         
         “We should back up slowly,” I suggested. 

         
         Within the trees, light was slow to travel to the ground. The place was as dark as
               if night had fallen. 

         
         The growls came closer, and I didn’t have a plan except to run. Run where, though?
               The hounds would, no doubt, catch us. The Elves were gone. We were weaponless. 

         
         My shoulders bumped with Tristrom. He didn’t offer up a plan.  

         
         Then I heard a sword unsheathe somewhere to my left. “Mercy, run!” 

         
         The voice was as clear as a bell, and as familiar as the sun.  

         
         “Run,” I whispered to Tristrom.  

         
         And so we did, straight down the hill. Hounds howled in glee as we were ambushed by
               an enemy we hadn’t banked on. We ran side by side with one hound nipping at our heels.
               When a whimper replaced the heated breath that we’d felt on our backs, we didn’t bother
               looking behind us. We just ran. 

         
         I had the keys out of my pocket when I rounded the Hummer. After popping the locks,
               we jumped in. I wasted no time starting the car and peeling out of my position on
               the side of the road. I pulled a U-turn as I slammed on the gas and headed home. 

         
         After several minutes, Tristrom spoke. “Why did we run?” 

         
         My hand jerked. “What? You didn’t hear the growls?” Granted, I hadn’t seen the hounds,
               but I knew they were there. 

         
         “I heard something, but I ran because you seemed spooked.” 

         
         Confusion roiled my brain. “I was.” 

         
         I left it at that. I wasn’t crazy. At least, I didn’t think I was. 

         
         The rest of the ride was silent. When we pulled into the drive, I parked and hopped
               out of the car. There wasn’t any fanfare, not that I expected any. No one was waiting
               for our return. I unlocked the front door and entered the house. Tristrom followed
               me as I made my way into the kitchen. 

         
         As I returned Flynn’s keys to the hook, I said, “You can use the room you slept in
               the last time. I’ll bring you something of Flynn’s to change into. Feel free to eat
               anything you like. I’m going upstairs if you need anything. I’m the last door on the
               left from your room.” 

         
         Hunger made my stomach growl, but I ignored it. Weariness pulled heavy on my eyelids,
               and I needed sleep desperately. I headed out the room, and Tristrom followed me again
               like a little puppy. 

         
         I shouldn’t have been irritated, but I was. Still I held my tongue because he wasn’t
               the reason for my annoyance. After climbing the stairs, I was sure I could sleep for
               a week.  

         
         “This is your room. I’ll bring you a change of clothes in a few,” I said, holding
               my hand out towards the door on the right. “Each bedroom has an attached bath, so
               no worries there. See you in a minute.” 

         
         I kept going and heard him open the door. He hadn’t closed it, yet I didn’t turn back
               around to face him. Instead, I entered my room and closed the door calmly despite
               what I saw. My golden boy sat in my window seat. His head rested on one knee with
               an arm around it as he gazed out into the night. 

         
         “Are you here or not here?” I asked the room, uncertain if I was daydreaming or what. 

         
         Slowly, his face turned to meet mine. “I’m here.” 

         
         The voice was the same but then again, the room in Fairy seemed all too real as well.
               Was I still in that room? Had I lost myself? I couldn’t imagine what was happening
               was a part of any fantasy I’d ever had. 

         
         “Then why can’t anyone see you?” It was an accusation. 

         
         “Mercy—” 

         
         “No, the Luke I knew would have helped Molly.” I couldn’t wrap my head around her
               real name yet.  

         
         “There are some things I need to tell you.” 

         
         I nodded my head in rapid succession.  

         
         “Yeah, like what you did to Sebastian. Like why the girl is in the hospital and not
               healed here. Like why—” 

         
         A knock on my door interrupted my tirade. I turned to the door and opened it. Mom
               stood on the other side. 

         
         Her eyes were just as tired as mine and a frown formed on her face. “Who are you talking
               to?” 

         
         “Luke,” I said and moved to open the door some more and give her a view. When her
               frown deepened, I glanced back to find my room empty. My mouth gaped. 

         
         “Mercy, you are under a lot of stress. And with Luke’s funeral—” 

         
         “He’s not dead,” I cut in with a sharp tongue. My hold on my annoyance snapped. “I
               don’t know why he isn’t showing himself. But he isn’t dead, and I’m not crazy.” 

         
         I pushed passed her in the hall and headed towards Flynn’s. I needed to check on him,
               and I could ask him if he saw Luke. He’d been looking at the spot where I saw him.
               Plus I needed to get Tristrom the clothes I'd promised before I took a much-needed
               nap. In the meantime, if Luke revealed himself, I planned to demand he prove that
               I wasn't delusional. 

         
         After a quick rap on the door to announce myself, I didn’t wait for a reply. I turned
               the knob and barged inside. 

         
         Unfortunately for me, Flynn wasn’t alone. I turned back to see Mom in the hallway
               with an unreadable expression. Had this been what she wanted to warn me about? 

         
         A girl with long dark hair, a pretty face and caramel skin sat with her legs hanging
               off the side of the bed. She laughed at something Flynn said as they had eyes for
               only each other. He looked better and not as worse for wear as the last time I’d seen
               him. His dimple was on full display as he gazed up at her from his side position under
               the covers of his bed. 

         
         It had taken a moment before they realized they weren’t alone and glanced in my direction. 

         
         “Sorry to interrupt. Don’t mind me. I’m just borrowing some of Flynn’s clothes for
               Tristrom. Who’s staying with us for a while, by the way.” I moved gingerly towards
               his dresser. 

         
         “Bottom drawer on the right for sweats and the one above for a shirt,” Flynn advised. 

         
         “Thanks,” I snapped and pulled open the drawers and grabbed the first thing I saw.
                

         
         As I was headed back out, the girl said, “Is this her?” 

         
         I wanted to say, I’m right freaking here. You can ask me yourself. But that would
               have been rude. I left without asking who she was because that was Flynn for you.
               Nothing changed. Give the boy some time and he’d find a willing girl for his bed. 

         
         “Mercy,” Mom said, with pity so apparent a blind person could have seen. 

         
         I held up a hand. “Don’t bother. I’m dropping this off to Tristrom. He’s saying here
               a while. I hope that’s not an issue.” 

         
         Her words were kind. “That’s fine.” 

         
         “Good, because you would have had to tell him he wasn’t welcome.” 

         
         I passed her and strode to Tristrom’s door. I opened the room and heard water coming
               from the bathroom. I left the clothes on the bed and went directly to my room. 

         
         Mom was waiting. “We should talk.” 

         
         “Now isn’t a good time. I just need some time and a little space if you don’t mind.” 

         
         She nodded and walked away slowly. I should have totally asked what was going on with
               her, but I didn’t think I was ready for any more bad news. If it were dire, she would
               have forced me to listen. So I closed the door to my room alone. 

         
         So much for sleep, I thought as I plugged in my phone and headed for my closet. After
               I'd found what I was looking for, I set it on the bed. I glanced over at my phone
               and found it had turned itself on with about 1% of power. I sent a quick text and
               began to prepare. 

         
         It wasn’t long before I heard another knock. 

         
         “Mom, I’ll come and talk to you in a minute.” Apparently, it was important. 

         
         Then I turned. Maybe Luke had finally decided not to play the disappearing game. But
               it was Flynn who entered. 

         
         “It’s rude to leave your company,” I sneered. I was feeling overly bitchy and wondered
               if I should be preparing for something else like my period. 

         
         “Mercy.” But he stopped. “Where are you going?” he asked instead. 

         
         “Unlike you, I have a friend who asked for my help. Now seems as good of time as any
               to leave. Everyone’s safe, and we should put distance between us for you know…” I
               waved my hand in the air unable to finish the sentence. 

         
         He got in my face towering over me as if I could cower. “Don’t act like this isn’t
               what you want. I saw you.” 

         
         “You saw what?” I spat. 

         
         “I saw you and Luke.”   

         
           

         
         

      
   

Chapter Four 

         
          

         
         There were times in life you didn’t get a second chance. And at that moment, I clamped
               my mouth shut unable to breathe a word without thinking it through. It was about time
               I started acting like a grown up. My life had been on a whirlwind in a kaleidoscope
               of emotions. 

         
         “What do you think you saw? Maybe we both just want too badly to see him again.” 

         
         Flynn didn’t waste time revealing his theory. “Sebastian didn’t just vanish even though
               he can. It was Luke’s sword that sent him away. And I saw how you looked at him, and
               it’s not how you look at me.” 

         
         He knew nothing. Yet, if I told Flynn that I loved him more than my own life, what
               would that accomplish?  

         
         “It doesn’t matter what I want anymore. No matter what I do, someone will be hurt,
               including me.” 

         
         In the end, I loved them both and couldn’t have either. I turned my back and continued
               to shove clothes in my bag. Stinging tears burned the back of my eyes, but they would
               have to wait. I wiped at my dry face ensuring no moisture had leaked out.  

         
         His heat radiated at my back when he stepped closer. I waited for him to touch me,
               a hand on my back, shoulder, or an arm around me. I waited in vain. 

         
         “You’re not in this alone.” 

         
         His words fanned across my neck. 

         
         I whispered, “I ought to be.” 

         
         Silence spoke all our words, and the little distance between us cursed our feelings.
               Even though I had no right to be, I was too afraid to turn around. Would his hand
               be extended? Would he be as confused by everything as I was? Or would he wear a mask
               of pity for my lateness to reveal truths I should have said long ago. 

         
         “You need to go,” I breathed. 

         
         “Mercy.” He sounded befuddled as he choked out my name. 

         
         Light fingertips swept my hair over my shoulder. I lowered my head towards the ground,
               embarrassed that I needed his touch far more than I was ready to admit. Gently, he
               urged me to face him. When I complied, it was his fingers at the base of my chin that
               forced me to meet his glacier eyes. Pools of blue ice melted me as much as global
               warming did to the polar ice caps. 

         
         I swallowed reflexively when I found myself focusing on his lips. There was a force
               as strong as gravity that wanted to draw me closer. When he leaned in as if he felt
               it too, I nearly broke my back arching in the opposite direction. In a last-ditch
               defense before I went tumbling down on the bed, I shoved him away. 

         
         “I do have pride you know. You have some girl in your room, and you’re trying to kiss
               me.” 

         
         Unable to see his face, I gave him my back again and remained steadfast. 

         
         “She—” 

         
         “Honestly, I don’t want to hear about your latest conquest. It’s good to see you’re
               you again.” 

         
         My words were as sharp as a slap, and I hoped it sent him away. It was too much having
               him alone with me in my room. 

         
         “That’s great.” I felt the fluttering air as he must have raised his hands in exasperation.
               “We’re back to this. I should have stayed in fairy where I was wanted.” 

         
         “You should have,” I bit out. A stray tear, I was unable to contain, fell. I used
               my shoulder to wipe it away and choke down the bitter taste of loss as I zipped my
               bag shut.  

         
         A figure appeared out of the corner of my eye. Stilling my hands on the bed, I closed
               my eyes willing my brain not to tease me anymore with visions of dead people. 

         
         “Flynn.”  

         
         I flinched at the word. There was no mistaking that voice. A thousand years could
               pass without me hearing it, and I would still remember it. I wanted to be brave and
               look as my heart began to thud in my chest like the bass drum in a marching band.
                

         
         “Luke,” Flynn replied. 

         
         All of my doubts were washed away. Nearly losing my balance, I spun and sat on the
               bed in one fluid motion.  

         
         “I’m not crazy.” I wanted to leap into his arms. But there were two chains to my heart,
               and I couldn’t move trapped between them like a frightened animal. “You are really
               here.” 

         
         For a long second, no one said anything else. I stared, willing myself to hold it
               together. I couldn’t afford for this to be a figment of my imagination. I died a little
               everyday since Luke’s father carried his lifeless body away from me. The waiting,
               the wanting, the hoping, all for me to be back where I started, in an impossible situation. 

         
         Luke’s eyes lingered on me for a starved moment. I swore I saw longing in them. 

         
         Then he turned to Flynn. “We have a problem.” 

         
         I was unprepared for Flynn’s response. 

         
         “Where have you been? Do you know what Mercy’s been going through without you? She
               practically fell apart after. She was in her room nearly comatose.”   

         
         Okay, comatose was taking it too far. I’d been messed up, true. No longer. The thought
               though had McKayla stirring inside me. Things, however, had changed. I wasn’t sure
               if I still owed the demon inside me all that I bargained for because I no longer needed
               her to keep the sadness at bay. And she hadn’t exactly helped me find Luke. He’d found
               me.  

         
         I felt her push against the barrier for control. Not now, I thought. All the ice that
               kept me still began to thaw from the pulsing heat at my back. Flynn was pissed, and
               it exuded out of him from where he stood behind me. 

         
         Luke, on the other hand, was calm, a little too calm. I’d seen Luke angry, and I’d
               seen the peacemaker in him. This was entirely different. There wasn’t a churning storm
               in the summer blue eyes I’d loved. There wasn’t a hint of mirth either. Instead, he
               stared hard and emotionless at Flynn before he finally spoke. 

         
         “I’m here.” 

         
         I could only imagine Flynn gaping behind me because I knew I did. I absently twisted
               the pearl ring on my finger. The movement caught Luke’s attention. He glanced at it
               and then at me. For a second, I waited. Only Flynn wasn’t done. His word stole the
               focus from the many questions I had. 

         
         “Dude, that’s all you have to say. Your funeral is today, and all you can come up
               with is I’m here.” 

         
         Anything Luke might have said was lost as the door to my bedroom banged opened...
               and Maggie’s red corkscrew curls filled the room where her head didn’t. 

         
         “Oh. My. God. And I mean that literally,” she began before she launched herself at
               Luke like a heat-seeking missile. She practically had the guy in a stranglehold. He
               indulged her with an awkward pat on her back. 

         
         She finally let him go and stepped back. “You’re here,” she added with wide eyes. 

         
         What did he do? He smirked. “I am.” 

         
         His eyes found mine before he glanced up and over my shoulder. 

         
         Then Flynn’s new friend waltzed in. I wasn’t sure if she’d been with Maggie or not
               because Maggie’s dramatic entrance was enough to steal anyone’s thunder.  

         
         As I watched her, I felt the jealousy percolate in me. She gave Luke a causal wave
               before stepping right behind me. Which meant she was standing next to Flynn.  

         
         “I’m Mia. I’m with him.”  

         
         I only guessed how she pointed at Flynn. Uncomfortable, I took two steps to the side
               as Luke stared at me waiting for me to explain. 

         
         “I’m not needed,” I muttered. 

         
         There was a long pause, and Maggie chimed in. “Awkward.” 

         
         When Tristrom made an appearance, I wasn’t sure what Maggie had been referring to
               with her comment, Mia or Luke’s Doppelganger. 

         
         “You must be Luke,” Tristrom said and held out a hand. 

         
         Luke didn’t say anything. He just stared at Tristrom as if the guy was an interesting
               reflection. It wasn’t that they looked exactly alike in the way identical twins did.
               But, you could see an almost familial resemblance.  

         
         “Wow. I thought I was coming to get Mercy, not step into a family reunion.” I glanced
               over and watched as Tom stepped into my now crowded room. He moved in the space Luke
               had left hanging between him and Tristrom.  

         
         They man-hugged and slapped each other on the back.  

         
         “It’s good to see you, man,” Tom said. 

         
         “You too.” When had Luke become a guy of few words?  

         
         I turned and pulled my bag from the bed. Then I headed for the door, avoiding Flynn
               and Luke’s eyes.  

         
         “Tom, we should be going.” 

         
         “Eme, where are you headed?” Maggie called at my back. 

         
         I kept going needing air. I just had to get away from everything that didn’t make
               sense anymore. 

         
         Maggie’s pounding feet after me didn’t come as a surprise. I knew her curiosity would
               get the best of her. She caught up and grabbed my arm dragging me to a stop. 

         
         “Hold up. You just got here, and now you’re leaving. Luke’s here, and you should be
               excited. Granted Mia’s presence may have come as a shock. But she seems nice and genuinely
               cares for Flynn. And with Luke back that should make things a lot easier for you.” 

         
         “Mags, I love you like a sister. You know that.” She nodded. “But I can’t talk about
               this now. I need to get away from everyone.” 

         
         “Even Luke.” 

         
         “Especially Luke.” 

         
         He stepped out into the hall just in time to hear me say that. I turned away, confusion
               becoming my new companion. I wasn’t even sure if he was Luke. He looked like him,
               sounded him. But he in no way acted like him. When Tom caught up with me, I made my
               way to the stairs. 

         
         “There is no way you’re leaving, Mercy, without us. “ 

         
         I kept walking and didn’t turn back. “Flynn, for your health, your best bet is to
               be far away from me.” 

         
         The words stung my eyes making my vision blur. But I didn’t cry. I wouldn’t cry. I
               just had to leave as soon as possible.  

         
         Tom was right behind me with the chain on his jeans clanking along. 

         
         “Come on boyfriend, let’s go meet the family,” I said forcing a joke. 

         
         I took Tom’s arm knowing he would be uncomfortable with my touch.  

         
         “What’s up with you? Luke’s back and you act like he didn’t just come back from the
               dead.” 

         
         I’d gotten into his truck and ignored what was in the back. I closed the door and
               hooked my seatbelt before I spoke. “I don’t know. He doesn’t seem much like himself.” 

         
         Tom fired up his car and the engine muffled some of his words, yet I pieced them together. 

         
         “Why do you say that?” 

         
         I stared out of the windshield. 

         
         “He barely said two words to me. And the Luke I know would have…” My words drifted
               off because I began to get choked up. 

         
         “You don’t have to explain. I get it. He would be all over you.” 

         
         I faced Tom as he navigated the streets. “Yeah, exactly.” 

         
         He glanced over at me. “What? You surprised.” 

         
         “I shouldn’t be. You’re very observant.” 

         
         Like a seed, I planted my head in the buttery-soft headrest of Tom’s GMC pickup truck
               that fit his personality. However, the reason he drove it was probably the large crate
               with a growling wolf that I’d ignored. I was immensely grateful he didn’t need to
               fill in the silence when there was so much to think about.  

         
         “What’s that?” He pointed to the scepter I’d grabbed before I exited my room. 

         
         I held it up grateful for something to talk about besides my screwed-up love life
               or lack thereof. 

         
         “That would be the magic wand of fairy, able to open all doors, including a portal
               into the mortal realm.” 

         
         A smile unhinged from my face that wasn’t fake.  

         
         “I imagine there is a story.” 

         
         “There is,” I admitted. And I dove head first into my time in fairy after I last saw
               him, grateful for the subject change. 

         
         The tail end had Tom gaping. “You killed the Winter Fairy Queen.” 

         
         “I wouldn’t say that.” 

         
         I encased her in a block of ice and sent it to skate down stairs as we made our escape.
               As she was the master of winter, I couldn’t imagine the ice would hold her. 

         
         “And Sebastian was Rowen the whole time. And he said nothing to you?” 

         
         I shook my head. That’s the puzzling thing. Then again, maybe it wasn’t. I’d almost
               been married off to him. What would that have meant? Rowen had been everything Sebastian
               was. Protective of me, and he saved me yet again.  

         
         “Mercy sometimes I think your life is crazier than mine.” 

         
         “Isn’t it?” 

         
         “Not really. Your problem is choosing one guy out of several good options. My life
               is just the opposite. I’m expected to choose several options to be with.” 

         
         “What?” I wasn’t sure I heard him correctly. Most guys wouldn’t find being with more
               than one girl a problem. Flynn could attest to that. 

         
         “I’m expected to have more than one girl. These girls don’t care they will be one
               of many. They are more concerned with being number one.” 

         
         I couldn’t imagine it. I glanced over at him. “Most guys would be excited to have
               your life.” 

         
         “I’m not most guys.” 

         
         “Don’t I know it?” He laughed. “Flynn could take your place.” 

         
         As I continued to watch Tom for clues to see if he was serious or not, he glanced
               over at me. “You’re wrong about that Mercy. Flynn only wants one girl.” 

         
         “Yeah, and her name is Mia,” I said sourly.  

         
         He snorted. “You go on and believe that. Not that I blame the guy. With Luke back,
               he doesn’t stand a chance.” 

         
         I said nothing and instead eyed the ring on my finger. It wasn’t a true wedding ring
               as Luke and I hadn’t been legally married that day. Nevertheless, it was a promise.
               Yet, he hadn’t once tried to touch me. I had been the one to initiate contact with
               him. I was reminded that Flynn said Luke had secrets. Had his love for me been an
               act? 

         
         Tom parked. “You know Mercy. I appreciate your help on this. So, I hope you won’t
               be mad.”   

         
         

      
   

Chapter Five 

         
          

         
          

         
         As I got out, I understood. Flynn’s Hummer pulled to a stop next to us, just as I
               was getting my bag. Out spilled Mia, Luke, Tristrom, Maggie, and Flynn. 

         
         “Mags, you can’t come.” I ignored everyone else even though I wasn’t pissed at Tristrom.
               

         
         “The hell I can’t.” She pointed to the back of the truck. The pacing wolf snarled
               and chuffed. 

         
         “What are your parents going to think?” I reasoned. 

         
         She crossed her arms over my chest. “Got that covered. David’s going to talk to them.”
               

         
         I knew what that meant, and I felt guilty I left without talking to Mom. 

         
         “Tristrom, what about Molly?” I shook my head. It was getting confusing. “CeCe.” I
               corrected myself. 

         
         He looked stricken for a minute before his face took on a more resolute quality. “I
               can’t be with her for now. And I can help.” 

         
         I finally let my eyes fall to Luke’s. Again, he was expressionless, and I desperately
               wanted to know what was in his head. 

         
         Then I skipped to stoic frosty eyes. “Don’t bother. I’m coming,” he said, rebuffing
               my unsaid words. 

         
         “Don’t you think it’s better if you don’t?” My voice got softer as a spoke. I didn’t
               say her name, but I let my gaze fall to Mia. 

         
         She didn’t look smug. In fact, she looked more concerned, which served to annoy me
               because I wanted to hate her. 

         
         “Fine.” 

         
         I grabbed my bag, turned, and headed towards a plane that stood alone in front of
               a hanger. I had no idea if it was the one, but I couldn’t stand there with them any
               longer. 

         
         “Oh my gosh,” I heard Mags say. I resisted in turning around. “You can carry it all
               by yourself.” 

         
         “Yeah, I got it, Flynn,” Luke said. 

         
         I couldn’t imagine the strength it took or what it meant that Luke could carry caged
               Brent, in wolf form all by himself. 

         
         “Is that the plane?” I pointed with my free hand, hoping Tom heard me. 

         
         The patter of footsteps caught up with me. “Mercy, wait.” Tom glanced at the plane,
               which was still a good distance away. I stopped and turned to face him. “I know I
               explained this a few days ago, but you’re my pretend girlfriend remember?” 

         
         Quickly, I nodded. The gang had almost caught up with us. 

         
         “I’m not sure who on the crew is on my family’s side. So we need to start the pretending
               now.” 

         
         I had signed up for this, but with all the crazy in my life, I wasn’t sure I was prepared.
               Ready or not, I nodded and took his hand. “Let the games begin.” 

         
         After I had begun to drag Tom along, I heard Flynn cuss. “What is that all about?”
               

         
         “Let it go,” Luke said sounding way too reasonable. 

         
         “They have to pretend to be together,” Maggie stage whispered. 

         
         “Oh,” Flynn said as if that made more sense. 

         
         Brent was loaded below as Maggie stood and watched like a faithful girlfriend. Everyone
               else had boarded, leaving Tom with me because we had a performance to put on that
               had to be Oscar worthy. 

         
         After they'd closed the hatch door, Maggie turned and eyed Tom and my clasped hands.
               “It’s going to be a weird ride.” 

         
         Tom frowned, so Maggie amended. “You know with Brent stuck below unable to speak.
               What if he has to pee or something?” 

         
         I rolled my eyes and began walking up the stairs. “Does he even know he’s human when
               in wolf form?” 

         
         Tom answered. "Initially, you do. But the longer you stay in animal form, you can
               lose yourself.” 

         
         Maggie and I needed to talk about what exactly happened after prom between her and
               Brent. With ears we couldn’t trust, I didn’t ask any other questions. 

         
         Luke, Mia, Flynn and Tristrom sat in a cluster of four seats with a table between
               them. Tom decided to sit on the couch across from them. As his de-facto girlfriend,
               I had no choice but to join him. Maggie plunked down next to me. 

         
         Tired and feeling like giving Tom a hard time, I laid my head on his shoulder. He
               stiffened. 

         
         “Don’t like it,” I whispered. “Too bad, get used to it, boyfriend.” 

         
         He shook with a silent chuckle. Moments later, his arm reluctantly wound around my
               shoulder as the flight attendant brought a man aboard. 

         
         “Passports please?” the man asked our group. 

         
         I reached for my bag, which was at my feet. Prepared, I pulled out my passport. I
               glanced up at the table in front of us because it had gotten quiet. 

         
         Mia stood and moved towards the woman and man. Apparently, we had a problem. My guess
               was that Tristrom, Mia and Maggie probably didn’t have their passports as none of
               them planned for this trip. Besides, Tristrom had been living in Fairy. He most likely
               didn’t have one at all. 

         
         “Thanks for stamping our passports,” Mia said confidently. “Now we really must be
               on our way.” 

         
         Both the stewardess and the Custom’s guy nodded. They turned, and the stewardess ushered
               him towards the door. Mia’s face bloomed with a radiant smile. Maggie silently clapped.
               I nodded not wanting to look envious that she had soundly handled the situation. 

         
         Tom patted my shoulder. “There is a bedroom through that door if you want to lie down.”
               

         
         Tired wasn’t the word for how I felt. Drained and bone weary were better. As I couldn’t
               imagine sitting there with Luke and Flynn wondering what they were thinking, I stood
               while grabbing my bag. I made my way to the back and opened the door that seemed to
               be standard in every private plane I’d been on. Behind it, I found a room with a bed
               on one side and two chairs facing each other on the other side. Like David’s plane,
               all the leather was tannish in color and all the wood a rich polished tawny brown. 
               

         
         I dropped my bag in the chair when the door opened. I turned and found Luke. 

         
         For the longest moment, we said nothing. I wasn’t sure what he waited for, but I needed
               answers to his strange behavior. 

         
         “Mercy.” 

         
         I couldn’t tell if it was a plea or what the emotion, if any, had been laced in that
               one word. I hit him back with the same. 

         
         “Luke.” 

         
         His throat muscles worked as he swallowed, and that was about as much emotion as he’d
               given me thus far. 

         
         “There isn’t time.” 

         
         “There never is,” I said flippantly. 

         
         He blinked with no other reaction than pushing at his blonde locks from his face.
               

         
         “I dispatched Sebastian, but he will be back.” 

         
         “He always is,” I admitted wearily and deflated. 

         
         “Mercy, you haven’t the luxury of time. Sebastian is dangerous, but there is something
               so much bigger than all of this.” 

         
         His hand waved around the small room. His comment was begging for another offhand
               remark, but I managed to keep my mouth shut.   

         
         Instead, I despairingly sat on the bed, sagging, knowing he was right. My love life
               wasn’t the most important thing. Brent was trapped in animal form; Tom's family might
               be in danger of a coup; I had the Fairy scepter which could bring all of Fairy down
               on me; Flynn might still be in danger of dying with my nearness; Tristrom's girlfriend
               could also die; Sebastian was after me and Luke had died… 

         
         Luke left, I repeated in my head because I wasn’t sure what had returned in his place. 

         
         “He will be back for you,” Luke repeated as if that was newsworthy. 

         
         I cupped my hands over my face. “I know.” 

         
         The bed dipped, and warm pressure overlaid the back of my hand. Luke forced me to
               reveal my hidden face and kept my hand in his. “You will survive this. I have faith
               in you.” His soft-spoken words were the first that felt like the Luke I’d known. I
               glanced down, but he kept my hand in his. “You must convince Sebastian to fight on
               our side.” 

         
         “Our side of what?” I asked suddenly alarmed. What more could possibly be wrong? 

         
         “War.” 

         
         He let the word hang in the air as I processed it. Did he mean the war between heaven
               and hell? If so, hadn’t that been going on since the beginning of time? Somehow I
               knew I wouldn’t get the answers to those questions, so I asked a different one. 

         
         “How can I get Sebastian on my side when he’s acting like a rabid dog?” How else could
               I describe how he’d practically been foaming at the mouth to get at me? 

         
         “Belial made a mistake with Sebastian.” He eyed me before saying another word. “He
               created him with human DNA and let him be born. He thought by making him more human,
               he would be a better weapon. He didn’t bank on him being susceptible to human emotions.
               You make him feel, and that’s your only defense.” 

         
         The door opened, and Flynn strode in closing the door behind him. 

         
         “Figures,” he muttered, staring at our joined hands. 

         
         When Luke released me, I glanced at him wondering why, but his face was blank. I closed
               my eyes for a second not wanting confrontation. I had no answers to the confusing
               ball of emotions in my chest. I rubbed at the ring, which now felt like a mistake. 

         
         Astute as ever, Flynn question why I was fidgeting. “What’s up with the ring?” 

         
         When Luke and I didn’t answer, he drew all the right conclusions. “Interesting choice…
               Shouldn’t you wear it on a different finger? I mean people might think…” 

         
         My eyes found the floor. On the way, I spied Luke, who held Flynn’s gaze without an
               ounce of remorse. 

         
         Flynn’s forced chuckle didn’t help the awkwardness that was created. “You two couldn’t
               have…” 

         
         He kept trailing off as he pieced it all together. 

         
         As much as I hated to admit the truth, he had a right to know. 

         
         “We got married,” I told the floor. 

         
         The laugh was real now. Only Flynn was the sole one doing it. “You can’t be serious.
               When did you have time for that? Plus, you two aren’t old enough. So why even pretend…” 

         
         I happened to glance up in time to see Flynn’s jaw tighten. When Luke glanced heavenward,
               I thought he was trying to think of a way to explain it. Only he stood. 

         
         “I have to go,” Luke claimed. 

         
         “Convenient,” I spat. I mean this wasn't the time to bow out. “Don’t you go all invisible
               on me.” 

         
         But he was gone before my sentence was finished as I talked to air. 

         
         “Jesus, Mercy.” Flynn shook his head as the weight of betrayal leveled on his face.
               “All the shit about being in love with me was crap, wasn’t it? I can’t believe I almost
               fell for it. You and he planned it.” He pointed at the roof of the plane. “You knew
               I wouldn’t play into your Save Flynn routine by offering yourself to me.” He continued
               to shake his head in disbelief. “I have to give it to you.” One hand reached for the
               door right behind him, and I stood knowing he was preparing to leave. “You are quite
               the succubus. I should give you a hand for your performance. Or maybe I should warn
               Tristrom and Tom. Wouldn’t want them to fall for you like Paul and I did.” 

         
         And he was out the door slamming it in his wake. I stood stunned wanting to beat the
               door with my fist. Was I my grandfather’s spawn? 

         
         I didn’t set out to fall for Flynn or even Luke, yet I had. Was it because of what
               I was that I’d been caught under my own spell? McKayla stirred, and the demon wanted
               out. My moment of weakness gave her an opportunity. When she crashed into my skin,
               my knees buckled. I strained against the onslaught of her attack and pushed my face
               into the side of the bed as she tried her best to force me to relinquish control. 

         
         The door opened, and I felt myself stand. The flight attendant’s eyes widened when
               I turned around. My body moved forward. My palm landed on the side of her head using
               it to push the door closed. 

         
         My head tilted as our faces got closer. 

         
         “Open.” The command came from my lips, but I hadn’t said it. 

         
         The stewardess' lips parted, and she begged. “Please, please… I just came to offer
               you a refreshment.” 

         
         But the demon inside me took no prisoners. She moved my lips within inches of the
               other woman. “Thank you,” McKayla said as she began to suck the living life force
               from the woman. Our lips didn’t touch, but the woman froze as the vapor essence of
               her soul filled me with strength and power. 

         
         I seized control as McKayla relished the power that filled us. I slammed back into
               the driver’s seat and yanked away from the human woman before I had any part in stealing
               her life. 

         
         She dropped like a rag doll, but I caught her before she hit the floor. Easily, I
               hauled her to the chair and let her sag there. I’d taken more than I should, thankfully
               nothing that her body couldn’t repair over time. That was assuming no other soul predator
               on the plane took from her. I would have to talk to Mia and Flynn about what I’d done.
               I certainly wasn’t looking forward to that conversation. 

         
         I barreled out of the room striding by the table of laughter and found the area where
               the drinks were held. Methodically, I opened drawers and cabinets until I found a
               can of orange juice. Dumbly I grabbed it, thinking it was what they gave people to
               drink after a blood donation. I knew in my head it wasn’t the same situation; however,
               I felt the urge to do something. I strode back hearing the whispers. 

         
         It wasn’t surprising when Mia and Flynn were on my heels when I entered the room. 

         
         “What happened?” 

         
         I popped the top on the can and said, “McKayla happened.” 

         
         “Who’s McKayla?” Mia asked at my back as I directed the drink to the woman’s lips. 

         
         Flynn took charge. “I’ll explain later. Do you think you could do that thing again
               and make her forget coming into this room?” 

         
         “Sure.” 

         
         “I can handle it,” I growled. 

         
         Positioned as I was, I easily caught the woman’s gaze. “You came to ask if I wanted
               a drink and found me sleeping. Flynn,” I pointed at him, “Flirted with you. He suggested
               you looked tired and should get yourself a drink. Agreeing with him, you got a can
               of orange juice and took a seat for a second back here when no one was watching. Only
               we found you. You’re embarrassed and don’t want to be fired. So you will head back
               to work and mention this to no one.” 

         
         The woman blinked, and with a horrified expression glanced at each one of us in turn.
                

         
         “I’m so sorry. Please don’t tell anyone. I didn’t get much sleep last night.” 

         
         She scrambled to her feet and hurried out of the room. Mia turned to me. 

         
         “Nice, Mercy.” 

         
         Flynn straightened and turned away, saying nothing to me. He exited the room as Mia
               gave me a thumbs-up before following behind him. I closed the door and fell across
               the bed. I was no longer tired, but I forced myself to try to sleep. 

         
         It was for the best. If Mia could save Flynn, I should do the unselfish thing and
               let him go. Maybe it was for the best that I was with no one.  

         
         When I closed my eyes, I dreamed of little Finn and his blue streaked face and his
               curly Mohawk. 

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Six

         
          

         
         A gentle shake of my arm woke me from my slumber. 

         
         “Em, we’re landing.” 

         
         I sat up and glanced at Maggie’s worried expression.  

         
         “What’s wrong?” I asked while trying to get the cotton feeling out of my mouth. 

         
         She slumped in the chair across from the bed. I lazily rolled to get off and sat opposite
               her while the plane descended. At least she waited until I was settled before drilling
               into me. 

         
         “It’s just that I don’t think Flynn is okay. He’s acting like everything’s fine, but
               I can tell something is wrong.” 

         
         I longed for a glass of water as I wiped the sleepies out of my eyes. I exhaled a
               breath before speaking because my hackles had gone up. “He’s not interested in any
               help from me. I don’t know what I can do.” 

         
         “Em,” Maggie pleaded with me. “What happened in Fairy that you’re not telling me?” 

         
         My stomach dropped and had me sucking in air as we continued our descent. Her plea
               deflated some of my anger. I tried to rein in mine. 

         
         “Mags, I love you, but not now. I don’t need the third degree. We’re here to help
               Brent and Tom. Flynn has Mia to help him with whatever is going on in his head.” 

         
         “You’re in love with him,” she said with wonder. 

         
         “And that’s a newsflash,” I snapped.  

         
         “And Luke?” 

         
         I pushed at the tendrils that had come loose from my ponytail and glanced away. 

         
         “Oh my gosh, that ring.” 

         
         Absently, I’d begun to twist it on my finger. “Luke gave it to me.” 

         
         “When?” 

         
         I met her eyes hoping she could read my turmoil. 

         
         “Before prom.” 

         
         She stared at me in disbelief before she shook her head slightly. “How did I not notice?” 

         
         “Probably because it was prom, and so many other things were going on.” 

         
         Her eyes narrowed like she saw the puzzle take shape. “Like how you and Flynn were
               pretending to be together to fool Nina?” 

         
         I wanted to tell her it wasn’t all pretend. Even though I didn’t know it then, I’d
               wanted Flynn. I had been fighting my feelings because of Luke. So I didn’t answer. 

         
         Her eyes almost began slits as she glared at me disapprovingly.  

         
         “Now you’re pretending to be Tom’s girlfriend.” 

         
         I shrugged. “Fate has a way of making me the butt of its jokes.” 

         
         She leaned back and folded her arms in her lap. 

         
         “So what’s really up with the ring?” 

         
         I was tired of all the secrets, and I needed my best friend in the worst way. We were
               alone and who knew if we would be able to talk freely at Tom’s grandfather’s place.
               I spilled my guts about everything from marrying Luke, to our one and only night together,
               and all I hadn’t told her about Fairy and facing my feelings for Flynn. 

         
         “Oh my god, you did it with Luke and didn’t tell me.” 

         
         I rolled my eyes. “Out of everything I said, that’s what you’re focused on? I’m married
               to Luke not legally, but still. I’m mated to Flynn, and his life hangs in the balance
               if we don’t consummate our mateship. And I’m betrothed to Sebastian, who has his sights
               on revenge against me.” 

         
         “Well, putting it that way, it is a lot.” 

         
         “A lot,” I ranted. That was a serious understatement.  

         
         The plane bounce as the wheels touched ground. I was held back in my seat, and Maggie
               was pulled forward as the brakes were applied.  

         
         “Em, stop with the badatude. It’s not like it’s a fate worse than death. Sebastian
               is hot as sin. Luke is a freaking heavenly hot, and Flynn, well there are no words
               for his hotness. He has to be the hottest guy on the planet.” 

         
         “Mags, you do realize how many times you used the word hot?” 

         
         “That’s what I’ve got. Those boys are drool worthy, H-2-T gorge.” She shrugged. 

         
         She’d seriously been watching way too much TV. It was good she was getting out because
               apparently she’d overdosed on teen series while I was gone. 

         
         “It’s not even that. Sebastian’s saved my life too many times to count. But I’m not
               in love with him. Instead, I’m in love with best friends. How messed up can I be?” 

         
         Maggie gave me a sympathetic glance. “You didn’t ask for it. I know you. You didn’t
               set out to fall for both of them.” 

         
         “Yeah, well, what am I supposed to do now?” I asked, sitting straight while holding
               my hands palms up. 

         
         Her deadpan glare stabbed me in the eye. “Choose.” 

         
         I deflated in my seat, and the plush leather did nothing to comfort me. The door swung
               open, and Tom popped his head in. “It’s time.”  

         
         Maggie gave me a small smile. “Okay,” I told Tom, and he closed the door. 

         
         “We don’t have time to debate my love life right now. We have to figure out what’s
               going on with Brent and help Tom. And don’t think you’re off the hook. You owe me
               some explanations about what happened to Brent while I was gone.” I leveled a finger
               at her chest. 

         
         “I know. I’ll tell you later.” 

         
         “You will?”  

         
         She nodded. I held up my fist. “Girls rule. Boys drool.” 

         
         “Oh, I like it.” She bumped my fist, and we headed into the main cabin.  

         
         Tom held my bag and extended his hand out to me. I chanced a quick glance at Flynn,
               but his eye flicked away before I could see his face. It stung knowing he didn’t want
               to look at me. I forced a blank face trying to conjure Amanda’s haughtiness. If I
               was going to pretend, I would be someone else, easier to separate everything in my
               head. 

         
         We held back as everyone disembarked before we did.  

         
         “Ready?” Tom asked.  

         
         I nodded. We walked forward, and I had an odd moment of feeling like I was Cate Middleton
               and Tom was Prince William. We stepped to the door, and I saw a group of people waiting
               not too far from the bottom of the stairs.  

         
         Tom waved, and I did as well hoping we wouldn’t be hit with paparazzi flash. Thankfully,
               the grim group just waited until we reached the bottom. Then, I recognized one of
               them. A girl eagerly stepped forward. Immediately, I placed her face as the girl who’d
               come to Flynn’s house once when we were all hanging by the pool. What stood out was
               she hadn’t gotten in. She sat around with her eyes glued to her phone the whole time. 

         
         “Tom, and here I thought you played for the other team.” 

         
         She glared at us, eyes dragging up and down our forms, and pausing at our clasp hands. 

         
         “And weren’t you the girl with a boyfriend? Blonde, hot surfer type. Or was it him?”
               She pointed at directly at Flynn without passing go. “I smelled the attraction between
               you both. Yet, here you are with Tom. Odd isn’t it?” 

         
         Her claws didn’t have to come unsheathed for her to make her threat known.  

         
         “Riona,” Tom warned. 

         
         “You were supposed to be my Clyde to my Bonnie. What can this girl even do for you?
               What is she?” 

         
         I had enough. Her level of bitchiness grated on my already frayed nerves. Tom brought
               me for a reason, and I intended on coming through for him. 

         
         “Tom,” I purred as I gazed up at him. I rolled to the balls of my feet and pressed
               my mouth to his. It wasn’t a kiss. Not really. I could have done what I wanted without
               contact, but this accomplished more than one task.   

         
         When he responded, I flicked my tongue across his lips, so he would part them. His
               surprise at my boldness took care of that. I tugged at a thread of the decadent life
               force coursing through him and sucked it inside me. I didn’t take much, just what
               I thought I would need to achieve my task. Done, I slowly pulled away and faced my
               adversary with predatory eyes. Boldly, I let go of Tom and advanced to face her. 

         
         She responded before I could. In a burst of energy, she shifted. That wasn’t all.
               She leaped at me. And I used the fighting lessons I learned and prayed it would work.
               I stepped forward and reached out with my hand as claws burst from my misshaped fingers.
               I caught the lioness around her throat and lifted her off her feet. I captured her
               gaze and whispered words only she and I could hear. 

         
         “You will be calm. You will not be a threat to me or mine. Or I will finish you.” 

         
         If I hadn’t known any better, I would have thought that McKayla had all the control.
               But this was all me. 

         
         I set her down. She’d been heavy, but I managed not to let the others in the group
               see me sweat. Riona stepped back eyeing me the whole way. The group of girls with
               her, dressed casually like most girls at my school, gave me weary glances. When I
               tried to capture their gazes, they were smart enough to look away. And it wasn’t because
               of what I was. In the shifter world, it was a sign of respect. They acknowledged me
               as the most dangerous threat among them. 

         
         Smiling, I was pleased with myself. “Shall we go?” I asked Tom, who seemed amazed.
               Either that or he was working through the effects of me snacking on a little of his
               power. 

         
         “Nice.” He placed his hand on my lower back, and we walked by the group. He nodded
               to them, and they bowed their heads low to their future king. “Ladies,” he acknowledged
               as we passed. They said nothing, just kept their heads lowered. 

         
         There were a couple of black SUVs parked behind the group. As we drew near, drivers
               sprang out of both. Brent’s crate had already been moved. They’d placed it in the
               back of one. With a third row of seats removed to make room for that, Tom and I were
               the only ones who could get in that first SUV. The others hopped in the second one. 

         
         I’d been unable to steal a glance at Flynn for fear that Riona and her crew would
               see our connection, especially due to Riona’s claims. I had no idea how pissed he
               was at what appeared to be a kiss between Tom and me. But I’d felt Flynn’s eyes.  

         
         “That was great babe,” Tom said, and I almost laughed. 

         
         As many times as Tom had made it absolutely crystal clear, he only saw me as a friend,
               it was comical to hear him calling me by a pet name. 

         
         “I can’t wait to show you more when we get to our room,” I teased. I laid it on thick
               for the driver. I wanted no questions about our status. The more I convinced people
               earlier on, the less I would have to do later to prove what was, in fact, a lie. 

         
         Tom wasn’t the greatest actor as he looked rattled every time I spoke. He managed
               to recover quickly. He stroked his hand down my arm. “We don’t have to wait.” 

         
         “You know I don’t care if we have an audience or not. But this is the first time I’m
               meeting your family. Maybe I shouldn’t come off as a total slut.” 

         
         He laughed and hard. I wasn’t sure if it was because I tried to sound sexy or what
               I’d said. 

         
         “You’re right. We’ll wait until later, and you can use all your claws on me. You know
               how I like that.” 

         
         I let my fingers play through his hair before I laid my head on his shoulder. I wasn’t
               sure I could continue without giving myself away. Tom threaded his fingers through
               my free hand. His felt somewhat clammy. Maybe he was more shaken up from the energy
               transfer than I guessed. But I couldn’t ask him about it.   

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Seven

         
          

         
         Ireland was stunning. The long ride took us over lush green lands and pretty stone
               bridges. As we drove through a tunnel of twisted and tangled branches, I fumbled with
               my phone so that I could get a picture. I snapped one right before our seemingly ordinary
               drive changed to something else when we exited out the other side.  

         
         A thick patch of fog blanketed everything obscuring our view. I had no idea how the
               driver could see. I tightened my hand in Tom’s, feeling very uneasy considering the
               number of enemies I had that wished me dead.  

         
         “It’s okay Mercy. You’re meant to want to turn around and leave. It’s one of our security
               measures.”  

         
         I relaxed a bit, but not completely. The need to flee was still strong. I wondered
               if that was what our wards felt like to predators attempting to enter our home.  

         
         Soon enough, the fog cleared, and the tightness in my stomach eased. However, the
               landscape in front of me had changed dramatically. Before, it felt like summer. Where
               we were, winter ruled reminding me of my time in Fairy. Snow covered the trees and
               the ground on either side of the road. I glanced at my bag and contemplated the Winter
               Queen’s scepter hidden inside.  

         
         The thought was lost when a larger than life castle, complete with turrets, came into
               view nestled between the peaks and valley of snowcapped mountains.  

         
         “It’s beautiful.”  

         
         I’d seen several castles before, one in Fairy and the one Sebastian called home. Still
               it didn’t cease to fascinate me. The structures had lasted centuries longer than I
               would ever live.  

         
         “Home,” Tom murmured more to himself than to me.  

         
         The winding road crossed a long bridge that led to darkness below. I couldn’t see
               the bottom even as I pressed my nose to the glass like an excited puppy.  

         
         We eventually pulled to a stop at an iron gate set in stone. Just like in medieval
               times, the inner sanctum of the castle was protected by guards in formal uniforms.
               If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve thought I’d driven up to a tourist attraction.
                

         
         The driver rolled down his window and spoke to a man.  

         
         “Dia dhuit. Ní fhaca mé le fada thú.”  

         
         I turned to Tom and asked, “Is he speaking Gaelic?” while the man continued in a foreign
               tongue, I didn’t understand.  

         
         He smiled. “Sort of. In Ireland, we pronounce it Gaeilge, not Gaelic. More commonly
               we refer to the language as Irish. But to answer your question, it’s similar to Scottish
               Gaelic, but not the same.”  

         
         By then, the iron gate rose, and we pulled forward through a tunnel and emerged on
               the other side. We didn’t stop in the courtyard. We continued to drive up a narrow
               lane, which would prove problematic if someone came at us. There was no room for another
               vehicle to pass.  

         
         “You speak Irish then?” Tom had no accent what so ever.  

         
         He nodded. “Conas atá cúrsaí leat?”  

         
         The words flowed off his tongue beautifully and sounded as if it were his native language.
                

         
         “What does that mean?”  

         
         He smiled. “I asked, ‘How are you’?”  

         
         I took the opportunity to answer.  

         
         “Honestly, overwhelmed. I should be in school, and I’m in Ireland. That’s pretty cool.”
               His grin increased as did mine. “And then we changed seasons, from summer to winter.
               What’s up with that?”  

         
         His smile turned mischievous.  

         
         “Although we’re in Ireland, we’re no longer in Ireland.”  

         
         I gave him my are you kidding me look for his not so good explanation.  

         
         “It’s almost like Fairy. Although we are still technically on earth, we are on another
               plain. If a human were to stumble through the wards, they wouldn’t see a castle. They
               would see an empty valley. If they continued to walk, they would never come across
               the castle at all.”  

         
         I nodded and watched as we made our way up until we finally reached another gate.
               Only that time, the SUVs parked. Tom got out first and then helped me out but didn’t
               let go of my hand. It took a fleeting second for me to remember my cover.  

         
         A narrow gate rose, one that wasn’t made for a big SUV, and we walked through. My
               bag was taken by what appeared to be a servant. The scepter was inside, and I really
               didn’t want anyone else to handle it.  

         
         “My bag,” I whispered.  

         
         Tom stopped and turned to the servant. “You,” he began.  

         
         “Yes, my lord.” The young man bowed.  

         
         “What is your name?”  

         
         “Colin, sire.”  

         
         “My lady would like me to carry her bag. She seems to think it would be gentlemanly
               of me to do so.”  

         
         Tom sounded very formal. I wasn’t used to it but did my best not to laugh. 

         
         “But sire—”  

         
         “It’s okay Colin. I don’t want to look like a pussy the first time my lady meets my
               family.” Tom held out his hand, and the servant reluctantly gave him the bag.  

         
         “I can carry my own bag,” I whispered, leaning into Tom.  

         
         “And then I would look like an ass to my grandfather’s subjects,” he said equally
               as quiet.  

         
         He shouldered the bag, and I glanced up at the gray stone structure when a hurried
               female servant came running up and hastily curtseyed.  

         
         “My lord, your grandfather was notified of your arrival, and he’s summoned you to
               his chamber at once. He requests there be no delay.”  

         
         Alarm registered on Tom’s face. With my hand in his, I was dragged along as he began
               to run. I trailed slightly behind him without protest. His grandfather was dying and
               I hoped it wasn’t his final moments.  

         
         “No, you cannot follow.” The words were a growled demand and must have been directed
               at our friends.  

         
         Tom didn’t stop, but he called out over his shoulder, “They are my guests and should
               be treated as such. Please show them to their chambers and bring food or whatever
               they require.”  

         
         Then we turned a corner running so fast, I wasn’t able to take in all the details
               of the place. The main difference between the castles I’d been in and that one was
               it didn’t feel cold. The walls weren’t stone gray blocks. They were a honey color
               and gave the impression of warmth and being lived in. The latter was the difference
               in Sebastian’s dwelling. His Scottish castle felt sterile and lonely.  

         
         We wound up a stairwell tucked in the corner. There were tiny lookout windows along
               the way that I couldn’t get a good glance out of at the speed we were going. We exited
               somewhere shy of the top based on a quick peek. Still, we had more running to do.
               The longer we ran gave me a good sense of how large the castle as we continued not
               to reach our destination.  

         
         When we finally slowed, I had to admit I was grateful. I wasn’t sure how much longer
               I would be able to keep up. Being supernatural didn’t mean I wasn’t without limitations.
               And working on little to no sleep, I wasn’t at full-strength.  

         
         Further up, two guards in red held long spears and stood on either side of an opening.
               As we neared, they crossed their weapons in front of us to bar our entrance.  

         
         “Is that my grandson?”  

         
         “It is, grandfather,” Tom answered through the open doorway.  

         
         “Let him enter,” the King commanded.  

         
         The toy soldiers moved in unison to unblock our entry. Tom breezed by never once letting
               me go. When we stepped into what appeared to be a bedroom, I felt like a trespasser
               into a place for family and not for me.   

         
         “Thomas,” the elderly man breathed. Shockingly white hair crowned the older man’s
               head who sat propped up like a doll in the oversized bed.  

         
         Tom finally let go of my hand, and I held back near the doorway. He made his way nearby
               to where a woman with hair as black as night, stood. She watched Tom as he sat then
               leaned over to embrace his grandfather.  

         
         The fragile man wore a pleased expression. “My boy, look how you’ve grown.”  

         
         I glanced between them. The regal man looked kingly even in his last days. Though,
               he was strikingly different than his grandson. Tom had tattoos that peeked underneath
               the sleeves of his button-down and wore gray pants that might have been preppy on
               most boys. But the chain connected to a black belt only added to his don’t mess with
               me vibe. Plus floppy hair hid one side of his face and head that was shaved nearly
               bald.  

         
         “Grandfather, you’re looking better.”  

         
         The man had a silk covered duvet that was pulled up nearly to his chin. Long sleeves
               of what I guessed to be a dressing gown covered his arms, which lay atop the covers
               at his sides. 

         
         The man with his grave expression raised an arm to point at Tom. The sleeve slipped
               down a bony arm to reveal paper thin skin that covered bluish veins.  

         
         “Thanks for that, but let us not fool ourselves. You, my dear boy, will make a powerful
               king.”  

         
         The woman standing near the bed gasped. The stately man slowly turned to face the
               woman. 

         
         “Miranda, you had to know we failed. If our family shall continue to rule, you must
               give up your ambitions for Kingship and kneel before your son.”  

         
         I found myself taking closer inspection of the woman. She was pretty maybe even beautiful.
               However, I found no resemblance between her and Tom. Her face was pinched, and she
               reminded me more of a stern teacher who wouldn’t take flak from her students.  

         
         She bowed her head. “Yes, father.”  

         
         “I need you to assemble the council.” His voice was strong and didn’t sound like a
               man on his death bed. 

         
         “In the throne room?” she asked.  

         
         “No, my dear. In here. I’m afraid we are out of time.”  

         
         At that moment, I wanted to leave. There was no one else in the room except for me
               and another guard almost half-hidden in a shadowy corner far across the spacious room.
                

         
         Miranda bowed her head again and left the chamber quickly creating a breeze in her
               wake.  

         
         “Tom, you must embrace this. They will not bow to you if you don’t look convinced
               of your position. I know you did not seek this title, but your birth made it so. You
               will have sons to protect our legacy and soon to establish your foothold in your reign.
               Remember, there will always be those who will try to take the thrown away from you.
               Be careful of your friends, keep your enemies close, and never trust anyone… fully.”
                

         
         His words made me not for a moment want such a responsibility. How lonely it must
               be if you could never be truly close to anyone for fear they wanted your death, so
               they could have your title.  

         
         “Yes, grandfather.”  

         
         “And who have you brought home.” All eyes in the room fell on me. “She isn’t precisely
               what she appears.”  

         
         The tiny hairs on the back of my neck rose. I had a feeling he knew exactly what I
               was but refrained from speaking it out loud with guards around.  

         
         “She is mine.”  

         
         Again, I noticed Tom’s interesting choice of phrasing. It might have even sounded
               romantic if we’d been more than friends.  

         
         “She must be prepared for the challenges she will face. Come closer dear. Let me get
               a better look at you.” The man held a single finger pointed in my direction.  

         
         I stepped forward feeling all kinds of self-conscious. I stood at the foot of the
               bed and tried my best not to let a flush cover my cheeks.  

         
         “Well, I can see why she is yours. She is very beautiful. But even beauty can have
               a bite. Tell me your name little one.”  

         
         “Mercy,” I said respectfully. Despite his words, I didn’t feel quite so little especially
               compared to his diminutive form. Though, I could feel power coursing through him.
               It hummed in the room and vibrated through me like nothing I’d encountered before.
                

         
         He started to laugh, but that created a coughing fit. “Mercy, is it. I can see why
               you are called such. Many men must have been brought to their knees by your blinding
               beauty.”  

         
         I felt the fire sting my cheeks.  

         
         “And she blushes. Is she as innocent as she appears?”  

         
         He spoke to Tom even though his eyes remained on me.  

         
         “She is. But she is fierce and showed Riona her place earlier.”  

         
         An approving smile grew on the kingly man’s face.  

         
         “So I heard. Come dear, sit closer.” He patted the bed on the other side from where
               Tom sat next to him. “The Wolves are headed our way. Let’s show them exactly what
               it means to be lion, king of the beast.”  

         
         The clicking of heels preceded Miranda’s appearance. She came and took residence back
               at the side of the bed where she’d stood before.  

         
         I’d made my way over per the older man’s beckoning hand gestures. He continued to
               encourage me to sit next to him. So I did. Tom briefly locked eyes with me before
               turning to face the six men who entered the chamber.  

         
         “My king,” they said as one and kneeled a yard or two away from the foot of the bed.
                

         
         “Rise,” the king commanded. They wasted no time getting up. “You’ve been summoned
               to witness the new succession order. My grandson will be king upon my death. Let that
               be known.”  

         
         “Yes, my lord,” they chimed in perfect synchronization.  

         
         “And I’d like to introduce my grandson’s potential mate. Don’t let your noses or her
               beauty fool you. Mercy has teeth and claws as any of us do.”  

         
         They bowed in my direction. I fought another blush because I didn’t want what innocence
               I had to be seen as a sign of weakness.  

         
         “Tom, you possess the blood of kings for all the generations that held the title before
               you. You will rule over shifters and were animals of all kinds. The power, you have,
               is a gift from above, and you will use that gift to protect and serve your subjects
               as they do you. You will reign until you can pass it to your son or grandson as our
               family has done for generations.”  

         
         As if choreographed, Tom scooted off the bed and bent on one knee beside it. The hidden
               guard who was dressed in all black appeared with a gilded sword and handed it to the
               King. He took it with amazing grace for someone who appeared so fragile. As propped
               up as he was, he only had to lift it a little to be above Tom’s head. Then he rested
               it against each of Tom’s shoulders as the stately man spoke. His words were in a foreign
               tongue, but deep inside, I felt like I understood them to be ceremonial words to pass
               the torch. It wasn’t an easy guess. It felt as though I was certain of it. Then the
               King said words meant only for Tom’s ears in a voice so soft I was unable to hear.
                

         
         “Mercy,” the King then whispered.  

         
         He tugged on my arm, and I understood he wanted me to come even closer. Clueless,
               I bent and moved my ear nearer to his lips.  

         
         “I know what you are Cambion, and what you mean to the supernatural community. I trust
               you are here to help keep my family safe. And for that, I give you my last breath.”
                

         
         He pressed an air-kiss to my cheek, and I turned so that he could air-kiss the other
               knowing many European customs were like that. As my mouth passed over his, without
               making any physical contact, he surprised me by blowing a forceful breath at me. Or
               what I thought was air, but I felt the rush of power like no other as it made its
               way inside me.  

         
         I sat back, eyes wide with shock at what he’d done.  

         
         “To Tom, King,” he finished before his arms went limp at his side as his last true
               breath escaped him. The sword lay harmlessly in front of Tom as if given as a final
               gift. 

         
         Air left Miranda's lungs, but she quickly recovered. The pain in her expression vanished,
               and she straightened to stand a little taller. Tom looked grief stricken before his
               mother announced, “To the King.”  

         
         A brief second passed as Tom gathered him. He rolled his shoulders forward and stood.
               The large poster bed suddenly felt like a throne. The heavy furniture looked sufficiently
               expensive for the job. The room itself was long enough for several dozens of people
               to congregate and appeared almost empty with only the six men once again dropping
               to their knees and bowing.  

         
         “Long live the King.” 

         
          

         
          

         
          

         
            

         
          

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Eight

         
          

         
         Something had changed in Tom, yet he was the same. It only took a moment longer for
               me to figure it out. The power I’d felt emanating from his grandfather now came from
               him. How was that possible?  

         
         “My Lord, we must get you ready for the announcement.” 

         
         Tom nodded and briefly glanced in my direction before leaving the room. A few moments
               after his exit, the kneeling men got to their feet. When they filed out, I was left
               alone with Tom’s mother. 

         
         “Mercy, is it?” 

         
         I met the woman’s scrutinizing gaze. 

         
         “Yes, mam.” I had no idea what her official title was. 

         
         “Come dear.” 

         
         I walked around and met her at the foot of the bed. 

         
         “My son has only ever talked about one girl to me, and her name was also Mercy. I
               assume with such an uncommon name; that girl is you.” 

         
         I shrugged. Why had Tom talked about me, especially when he was so adamant about us
               only being friends? Not that I complained. A friendship was all I wanted, but it was
               just strange. 

         
         “I know my son better than he thinks. You don’t have to explain your reasons for coming
               with him. Just know, I know.” 

         
         For all her knows, I remembered what his grandfather said about trusting no one. His
               mother wanted to be queen. And there she was forced to bow to her son. Were her ambitions
               bigger than the love she had for her son? I had no idea. Tom had never talked about
               his parents with me. He hadn’t talked much about himself period. 

         
         “I’ve heard about how you bested Riona, one of our strongest and brightest lionesses.
               She assumed she would be Tom’s first.” She meant the first of many he would call mates.
               “Then you showed up. She’s been courting him for years, and he’s given her only the
               courtesy that is her due. She’s not going to be placated with second place status.
               You will need to show your claws more than once before the coronation. I shall send
               you those loyal to me to give you what you require so that you may continue to protect
               yourself and help protect my son.” 

         
         I nodded. Did she truly know what I was? 

         
         She gestured with a nod of her head in the direction of the guard hidden in shadows.
               I wasn’t sure if he’d heard the entire whispered exchange. Shifters had extremely
               good hearing.  

         
         “Take Mercy to her chambers.” 

         
         “Yes, my Queen,” the guard in black said with a half bow. 

         
         I moved to pick up my bag where Tom had laid it on the floor. I glanced up to see
               the unmoving man on the bed and felt unnerved. It was creepy that we were still in
               the room with a dead guy. I quickly made my way to the door and managed not to run. 

         
         The red guards on the outside of the door turned inward. One of them corrected the
               guard in all black who blended in with the shadows. “She isn’t the Queen.” 

         
         The guard quickly amended, “I meant, Queen mother.” 

         
         The red guards shifted to give us room to leave, and I followed in my assigned guard’s
               wake. He hadn’t offered to carry my bag, which was fine by me. That meant I hadn’t
               had to come up with an excuse as to why he couldn’t. 

         
         We didn’t go downstairs, or terribly far. Not moving at near breakneck speeds, I could
               take in my surroundings. The halls were lined with sconces that brightened the space
               with flickering light. The sounds of our feet were muffled by a royal red rug with
               woven patterns made with golden thread. We rounded one corner and were bathed in natural
               light. The wall to our right was made entirely of glass and overlooked an interior
               courtyard. I was too busy looking, I almost missed that he’d stopped before a door
               on the left and opened it. He held up a hand and stepped inside. I watched as he thoroughly
               checked every corner of the room and under the bed. He opened a door that led to an
               attached room before he waved me fully inside.  

         
         “My lady,” he said and bowed before exiting the room. The door clicked, and I glanced
               over my shoulder to confirm it was closed. 

         
         Then I took in the grandeur of the place. The room was twice the size of my room at
               David's, which was too large for one person. Both seemed like a waste of space. The
               room mirrored the King’s except the opulence was toned-down several notches. A four-poster
               bed that lacked the throne quality sat at one end and a fireplace at the other. Tapestries
               with woven pictures of Kings and Queens of the past hung on the walls. I guessed it
               was to remind whoever stayed in the room of their place. I walked to the window and
               looked out. The shutters were open, and a cool breezed drifted over my face. 

         
         The land looked small from the height we were at. I could see people moving about
               on the grounds appearing no larger than the size of carpenter ants. 

         
         “My lady.” 

         
         I spun around and saw a blonde with bowed head and bent knees. I had no idea how to
               address the woman. 

         
         “Yes.” 

         
         She held a tray and moved to a table near the fireplace where she set it down.  

         
         “Someone will be here to fit you for a gown.” 

         
         She curtseyed again before disappearing out of the room. 

         
         A hunger I hadn’t known stirred in my gut. I made a beeline for the food when Luke
               appeared in my path.

         
         “Jesus,” I said holding a hand to my heart. 

         
         “Not exactly,” he said with a smirk. 

         
         I rolled my eyes not sure what I felt. Part of me wanted to fling myself into his
               arms. The other wanted to throttle him for his aloofness. I folded my arms across
               my chest and glared at him. 

         
         When his smile faded, I said, “Do you realize what I went through after you…” I waved
               my hands as emotions washed over me as I remember watching him get skewered. I didn’t
               want to cry because I had to be stronger than that.  

         
         He made a move that had me in his arms when the tears broke free. And maybe it was
               a good thing.  

         
         “I’m sorry for it Mercy.” 

         
         “Sorry,” I said in annoyance. “I thought I lost you forever. And you’re back and acting
               as if I mean nothing to you.” There I said it. “The Luke I knew would never push me
               at Flynn.” 

         
         He stepped backward as if I’d taken a swing at him. His voice modulated back to the
               monotone he’d started using as of late. 

         
         “There are so many things bigger than us. Like have you thought about what you did
               on that field that night? How you gave life and took it away?” 

         
         I hadn’t. I’d been too caught up in my quest to bring him back. 

         
         “If I gave life why didn’t you wake up on the spot, or it just took you longer?” 

         
         He shook his head. “Giving life isn’t exactly what you did. You don’t have the power
               to resurrect anyone. But you did give life to Flynn and Tom, who were on the verge
               of losing theirs.” 

         
         “How?” I asked, desperate for answers. “How did I do it?” Because I had no idea how
               I had. He glanced down, and I let my hands fall. When he still didn’t answer, I said,
               “Not you too. What aren’t you telling me?” 

         
         I hated all the secrets. They’d caused the hell that I found myself in. 

         
         “I can tell you what I was researching. What I found out?” 

         
         He was talking about all the time he’d spent at his father’s house in the Hamptons
               with the majestic library. He’d been searching through ancient books trying to help
               me find the prophecy. 

         
         “Okay,” I said because something was better than nothing. 

         
         “All Cambions are born of a human and an incubus or succubus that we know. None are
               born with souls. You, on the other hand, are different. You have a soul.”  

         
         All of that was elementary. I hoped he had more than that. 

         
         “One that Mom bargained for.” 

         
         “Exactly,” he said. “Souls are indigenous to humans, and yours fit in your human body.
               Your demon should fit too. But McKayla doesn’t, not really. And she isn’t a separate
               entity.” 

         
         We called her McKayla because she took over my body whenever she could. Those times
               I was left as a passenger unable to stop anything she did. 

         
         “Flynn doesn’t live separately from his demon essence. You shouldn’t either. I believe
               because your demon essence shares space with your soul, it took on a personality as
               a way to survive. It wanted to manifest its powers, stretch its arms so to speak.
               We wanted it to be someone else, so gave it a name. But it isn’t someone else. It’s
               part of you and who you are. It just doesn’t easily fit your body.” 

         
         I didn’t like the idea that I was somehow evil like McKayla and her wayward schemes. 

         
         “But it fits Flynn… My mother… David.” 

         
         He nodded. “True, but they don’t have souls that compete for the space within their
               bodies.” 

         
         “So I’m an abomination.” Not that was news. I was just frustrated. 

         
         He shook his head, and his eyes sparkled with wonder. “You are different but special.
               You have the power of heaven and hell within you. I think that day, you, your soul
               and your demon all came together as one, kind of an unholy trinity. I believe together,
               you can do great things.” 

         
         It made sense in a messed up way. “I don’t know how.” 

         
         “That’s the thing. You can’t view McKayla or that part of yourself as some sort of
               parasite or leech within your body. You need to accept that it’s part of you.” His
               thoughts cut off as he glanced up, then back at me. “I have to go.” 

         
         “Wait,” I said tired of him leaving so quickly. The way he kept coming and going made
               me question if he was a merely a manifestation of my imagination. 

         
         “Remember, you need to get Sebastian on our side. He is the key.” 

         
         Then he was gone. I advanced on space where he stood only to walk through air. I fisted
               a hand in my hair needing the reminder that I was awake and not dreaming. 

         
         A knock came at the door. I stood straight ready to tell whoever it was that I wasn’t
               up for company. 

         
         The door opened, and Maggie peeked her head in. “There you are.” 

         
         She stepped fully into the door. Wide-eyed, she glanced around. “You’re room is so
               much bigger than mine. Don’t get me wrong, mine is nice but not as grand as this.” 

         
         If she’d only seen Tom’s grandfather’s room. “We can switch. Personally, I feel more
               alone in this big room. I kind of wished I could go back in time and appreciate Mom’s
               little yellow house and my room there. It was big enough for me and never made me
               feel as though life were getting the best of me.” 

         
         When Maggie stared at me, I realized that I had vomited a bunch of words. She came
               over and hugged me. “God Eme, you’ve been through a lot. I can’t imagine. All that
               time I had no idea why you weren’t dating anyone. I get it now. Even though I tease
               you, having a bunch of guys wanting to be with you when they are all just pretty fantastic
               has got to be hard.” 

         
         I stared at her. “You’re just saying that.” 

         
         She smiled. “Okay, just a little, but I see how it’s tearing you up inside to decide
               between Luke and Flynn. They’re best friends, and anyone would think you’re a skank
               for it. Except for me.” 

         
         She showed me all her teeth in a megawatt smile. I had to love the girl. And even
               though she’d told me as much on the plane, it was good to hear it again. 

         
         “Yet, here I am. I should be overjoyed that Luke is alive. I mean, Flynn doesn’t need
               me anymore. He has Mia. It should be easier, but it’s not. Luke is acting weird. And
               I’m trying not to let it bother me that Flynn has so easily replaced me with someone
               else.” 

         
         “Replaced you?” She shook her head. “No, my friend.” She slung her arm over my shoulder.
               “Flynn’s eyes were practically glued to the door of that room. He barely paid attention
               to Mia.” I felt the demon stir within me. “Anyway, let’s go exploring. You need to
               forget all about the two of them. It’s not like you can do anything about it right
               now. According to everyone here, you’re Tom’s girl.” 

         
         I groaned.   

         
         She added, “Don’t you act put out. I never really noticed before, but Tom’s is pretty
               hot. He’s got those tats on his arms now. And his piercings, I swear if Brent wasn’t
               his cousin, I would so…” As my eyes narrowed on her, she said, “Well, he’s hot.”

         
         I shook my head and tried to contain a grin. “Hot seems to be your magic word these
               days.”

         
         She lifted both her shoulders. “You got a better word?”

         
         I didn’t want to think about it. “Where do you want to go?”

         
         “I don’t know. It’s a castle. I’ve never been in a castle before,” she replied without
               calling me out on my change of subject.

         
         “This is my third one,” I said smugly, containing a laugh.

         
         “You say that so casually like that’s an everyday thing.”

         
         I cracked up and busted out laughing.

         
         “You’re mean.” She grinned, though. Then, she tugged my arm. “Let’s have a look around.”
               Pulled out into the hallway, I nearly bumped into her when she came to a sudden halt.
               “Which way?” 

         
         Tom and I had been hustled up here in such a rush; I didn’t have a true idea of the
               way out. “Stairways are usually in the corners. At least that’s been my experience
               in castles.”

         
         The way she looked at me, I knew I sounded strange. I mean who really had experience
               with castles. I gave her a sheepish grin. 

         
         She turned to the left, which was the opposite direction of Tom’s grandfather’s room.
               It was a good thing. I didn’t want to run into anyone who would tell us we weren’t
               allowed to explore and make us feel like prisoners.

         
         “You’re right,” she said when we came to an arched alcove in a corner that housed
               winding stairs. 

         
         I followed her in, and we began to make our way down. On the first landing we encountered,
               she poked her head out into the hall.

         
         “More bedrooms I think,” she said when she glanced back at me.

         
         “It’s probably going to be that way. We should go all the way down to the main area
               and check out that first.”

         
         She nodded. As we continued down, I poked my head into the halls just to get a sense
               of the place.

         
         “You didn’t tell me what happened between you and Brent.” When she didn’t respond,
               I added, “You know before he made the change and got stuck in animal form.”

         
         

      
   

Chapter Nine

         
          

         
         She stopped and leaned against the wall. I waited. She wanted all kinds of truths
               from me. It was time for her to spill. She closed her eyes and blew out a breath.
               When she opened them again, she surprised me by straightening and heading downstairs,
               only slower. 

         
         Her voice drifted back to me. “It happened at the last baseball ball game when you
               guys were away.”  

         
         She meant Fairy. I gave her points for not speaking that out loud for others to hear.
                

         
         “Brent, Tom, and I were just trying to maintain normal at first.”  

         
         She stopped at the next landing, and her eyes darted around. Not wanting to discourage
               her, I waited for her to continue.  

         
         She headed down again. “We won by the way.”  

         
         She paused in speech and movement before resuming. Her odd behavior made me more curious. 

         
         “I headed to the field to congratulate Brent and this random guy… this really cute
               random guy stopped me. He said something about how he loved the fire in my hair because
               it brought out the green in my eyes.” 

         
         Total pick up line, but she didn’t need me to point that out. Brent was a good guy
               and crazy jealous. I almost didn’t need to hear what happened next. 

         
         “I remember the way his smile turned up at the corners just before I saw Brent barreling
               towards us. I didn’t have a chance warn him before Brent was there with my back pinned
               to his chest and his arm around me. Brent’s marking me as his only made the guy laugh
               before he walked away.” 

         
         She stopped in the middle of the stairway and faced me.  

         
         “You know how he gets. I tried not to be mad and put myself in his place. Girls still
               talk to him like I don’t exist.” 

         
         I nodded because the same was true for Luke and me. Nina had caused Luke’s near death
               just because she was determined he wouldn’t be with anybody but her. 

         
         “I didn’t fight. I let him do his growly thing about how I gave the guy too much face
               time. And honestly, I’m tired of his shenanigans. As jacked up as it was, I held my
               tongue.”  

         
         She glared as if to dare me not to believe her.  

         
         “We ended up at a party after, which sucked by the way. Without you there I was hit
               up all night with girls crushing on Tom and wanting me to put in lip service for them.” 

         
         Tom was becoming the latest it boy in school outside of Flynn.  

         
         “Anyway, while Brent was busy with buddies, I totally ignored how the girls fanned
               around him. I’m so not jelly. I’m secure in our relationship.” 

         
         She puckered her lips and cocked out a hip, so I nodded in agreement. 

         
         “It was hot inside. That’s totally why I headed outside. Not because some freshman
               girl had the nerve to sit on his lap. And who cares if he laughed like it was funny.”
                

         
         I reached out and hugged her.  

         
         “No, it’s okay. When he saw me watching, he removed the skanky bitch. But I would
               a liar if I didn’t wonder if he would have let her stay if I wasn’t there.” 

         
         I wasn’t so sure of that. Brent was so into Maggie; he turned Doug by accident because
               of his jealousy. But, I wasn’t there. It was times like that I thought it best to
               keep quiet. 

         
         “I reached for the door, and it opens on it’s own. He’s there. Did I mention, he had
               the cutest hair that curled around his ears and begged for my fingers? ” 

         
         She was talking about the guy again, not Brent. 

         
         “Begs for your fingers?” I asked, chancing cutting into her story. 

         
         One corner of her mouth springs up and is apparently tethered to her shoulder on that
               side because it lifts at the same time. “I know, but he has these golden eyes. I mean
               they were brown but when the light hit them, they appeared almost gold.” 

         
         “You realize your fangirling this guy, right?” 

         
         She paused and stared through me. Her mind must have drifted back to the night. Her
               next words sounded haunted as if she weren’t there with me but back in time at that
               place. 

         
         “It’s not like that. Our eyes met, and it was as if he called to me. You know I’m
               not a cheater. But there was something.” 

         
         Her eyes focused back on me, and she blew a breath out while shaking her head to clear
               cobwebs. 

         
         “Anyway, he came over to where I stood and put a hand on my shoulder.” She wrapped
               an arm around herself. “I swear he peered into my soul when he said, you can do better,
               in this Batman like raspy voice.” She glanced up at me. “I know it sounds crazy.” 

         
         She drifted back in time again with her eyes going a little unfocused. 

         
         “Brent came out and pushed the guy’s hand off my shoulder.” She smiled some then.
               “The guy told Brent if he didn’t want someone to poach on his girl, he shouldn’t leave
               me alone.” He made some impression on her. She bit her lip. “Brent was having none
               of it and told him they could settle it outside like men. More like a caveman,” she
               scoffed. “And he agreed. I didn’t even know his name, yet he was ready to fight over
               me.”  

         
         I could hear a little excitement in her voice. 

         
         “I had to stop it. I got in between them which did nothing. They kept saying things.” 

         
         “What things?” I asked.   

         
         She took in a deep breath, then exhaled it. “I don’t remember. Whatever it was made
               Brent madder. Doug showed up and used his dominant thing on Brent. He didn’t yell
               and only said it loud enough so Brent and I could hear. He told him to back down and
               take me home. Brent huffed and puffed like the big bad wolf, but he couldn’t refuse
               a direct order, which only pissed him off more.” 

         
         She paused again, lost in her thoughts. 

         
         “Then what happened?”  

         
         “He did what he was told. He drove me home all agitated and wouldn’t talk about it.
               When I tried to press him, he told me to mind my business and not to worry about it.
               He hates Doug. He thinks because he’s bigger and older than Doug, that he should be
               the alpha.” 

         
         The more dominant wolf was considered the alpha, the leader. Somehow, skinny skateboarder,
               Doug, had won the dominate battle. He ruled over Brent in both human and wolf form. 

         
         Maggie's voice broke. “He didn’t even kiss me goodbye when he dropped me off, and
               that’s not even the bad part. When I closed the door, he rolled the window down and
               told me if I ran into that guy again, I should go out with him. I mean who says that.
               Did he break up with me?” 

         
         I wrapped her in my arms again. Her emotions were all over the place. 

         
         “You didn’t talk to him after that?” I hedged, not wanting to give my opinion. 

         
         She shook her head. “No, the next-day Tom called and asked what happened. I told him
               the short version of what you just heard.” 

         
         “Did you explain the guy was someone you’d never seen before, like ever?” 

         
         “No,” she said defensively. “I was still upset and wasn’t sure why Tom was calling.
               I thought maybe Brent had talked to him and was sorry for everything. When he told
               me he found Brent in wolf form and couldn’t get him to change; I was worried about
               that.” 

         
         I pressed on. “Where did they find him?” 

         
         “I don’t know. You have to ask Tom. All I know is Brent went back to the party.” 

         
         “He did?” I asked because Doug had sent him away. 

         
         “Yeah,” she nodded. “Doug had told him to take me home, not that he couldn’t come
               back.” 

         
         Something about this whole thing didn’t sit right with me. I knew if Maggie hadn’t
               had her head in the clouds over that guy, she might have seen it to. 

         
         “We need to talk to Tom.” 

         
         “Why?” she asked. Her face was puzzled showing how human she was. 

         
         “That guy may not have been human. You said it yourself. Why would he fight over you,
               and he didn’t even know you?” 

         
         Maggie’s eyes narrowed, and I realized how my words must have sounded. 

         
         “You know what I mean. It wasn’t like Brent was being an ass, and this guy stood up
               for your honor. Or that he’d talked to you long enough to know if he fought Brent,
               he would stand a chance with you. He was obviously attracted to you and all that.
               Why wouldn’t he be? You’re beautiful. Still, you have to see how crazy it sounds that
               any guy would fight over a girl he’s barely said two words to?” 

         
         My regurgitation of words was enough because Maggie’s puffed-up chest deflated. 

         
         “You right. I guess I didn’t think that maybe he wanted to fight Brent for another
               reason.” 

         
         She turned, and we finally began to head towards the bottom again. I peered out several
               cutout windows as we continued to get closer and closer to the ground. When we finally
               made it, we stepped out into what had to be the kitchen based on the aromas that made
               my stomach growl. 

         
         “Aye, good mourn to you dears.” 

         
         Maggie and I jerked in the direction of the voice and found a short, squat woman.
                

         
         “Hi,” I said awkwardly. 

         
         “Are ye hungry dears?” 

         
         “Um.” I didn’t have to answer because my stomach did it for me.  

         
         The woman glanced over her shoulder when a guy, precariously carrying several baskets,
               walked in trying to maintain balancing what he held. 

         
         “Just a minute. I need to help my grandson.” 

         
         The woman walked over to the young man whose face came more into view when he glanced
               towards his grandmother. 

         
         Maggie yanked me around by my arm to face away from the pair. “That’s him.” 

         
         Puzzled, I asked, “That’s who.” 

         
         “The guy,” she whispered with widened eyes. “The guy from the party I was just telling
               you about.” 

         
         It was too coincidental. Talk about timing. What were the odds? On autopilot, I steered
               us towards another opening. It wasn’t the one we came from, but I hoped it led anywhere
               but there. If it didn’t, whatever reason that guy just happened to be at a party in
               Maryland of all places, and ended up in Ireland at the same time we did would be out
               and the open. Since the guy hadn’t introduced himself to Brent or Maggie, my guess
               was that he hadn’t been there to make friends.

         
          

         
         We lucked out. It turned out to be another passageway that led down. Beggars couldn’t
               be choosers. 

         
         “This looks like a dungeon,” Maggie muttered when we stepped out on the bottom.

         
         “I’m thinking the bars with locks on them are a dead giveaway.” 

         
         It was dark. Only a little light came from a tiny window behind us. I glanced back
               to see the opening wasn’t bigger than an average shoe box. It also wasn’t covered
               with glass, so the outside air breezed in.

         
         “Do you think they use this?”

         
         Before I could answer her, a growl came from the other end of the long narrow corridor.
               Maggie didn’t hesitate. She took off in that direction.

         
         “Wait?” I called after her.

         
         She wrapped her fingers around the bars and called out, “Brent.”

         
         In answer, she got snapping jaws and warning barks. She let go and stepped back as
               the anger animal continued to snarl at her.

         
         “Do something Eme,” Maggie begged over the rumbling growls of the feral animal.

         
         “What?” I proclaimed not liking how the animal threw himself at the bars. 

         
         “Can’t you do that mind vampire thing?”

         
         I’m not vampire, I wanted to say, but I got her gist. I had no idea if I could. I
               decided on the spot it couldn’t hurt for her and Brent’s sake. Tom warned that staying
               in animal form too long wouldn’t be good.

         
         Bravely, I kneeled to get eye level with the beast. He hissed and bared his teeth
               while forcing his muzzle through the gaps in the bars to get at my neck. 

         
         His attempts did the trick, and he got stuck a second long enough for me to capture
               his gaze. “You need to turn human.”

         
         “Not need,” Maggie implored. “Just tell him to do it.”

         
         My inclination was to glance back at her, but I managed to maintain my wits and keep
               my eyes locked with the wolf. He stopped snapping, but he continued to growl as I
               kept him focused on me.

         
         “Shift into human form,” I commanded.

         
         The wolf’s answer was to push his muzzle further through the bars in a show of will.
               His teeth ended up mere inches from my nose. I fell back on my arms in surprise, and
               crab walked back.

         
         “That didn’t work,” I said, ridiculously stating the obvious.

         
         The wolf doubled its efforts, and I heard feet on the stone stairs heading in our
               direction.

         
         “We have to go.”

         
         I stood and grabbed her hand. I pulled her forward into another stairwell opposite
               the one we came in. We went up because that was the only direction and stumbled into
               an empty great hall.

         
         Trying to look as casual as possible, I gazed around as if we had been admiring the
               beauty of the room, and not meddling in the dungeon. I had no idea who we could trust
               was grateful when Maggie played along. We could have an unseen audience.

         
         “This is amazing. It’s like we stepped into time.”

         
         Huge windows brought in the light that shined on large stone rectangles that made
               up the walls and floors. There was a raised platform at one end, and tapestries of
               all kinds hanging in between the windows and spaced evenly on all the other walls.

         
         Stone was builder’s choice because of fires. It also had the added benefit of weathering
               the teeth and claws of shifters.

         
         A maid hurried breathlessly in the room. She bowed when she came to a stop. I was
               clueless to the customs of the shifters, and didn’t want to offend her. I waved her
               forward.

         
         “Mam, beg your forgiveness. The tailor has been looking for you.”

         
         I’d forgotten about that.

         
         “Sorry, we thought we would explore.”

         
         Her eyes danced frantically between us. “It’s just there isn’t much time for him to
               design your gown, and get it sown before the ceremony. Would you mind following me
               to his rooms so that we can get started?”

         
         “Can my friend come along?” 

         
         I wasn’t sure if I had to ask but did anyway.

         
         “Yes, that should be fine.”

         
         We followed on the heels the maid. I hoped she wasn’t setting me up. I needed to talk
               to Tom about who we could trust. We weren’t in Maryland anymore, far from it.

         
         

      
   

Chapter Ten

         
          

         
         By the time I made it to my room, I felt somewhat violated. It wasn’t the tailor’s
               fault. But getting your boobs measured by an unknown person was really creepy. I left
               Maggie at her room because jet lag had finally hit her. When I opened my door and
               stepped in, I didn’t expect someone to be waiting for me. 

         
         “Finally,” Flynn said and stood from his chair to walk over to me. 

         
         Already annoyed, I walked away from him towards the bed, needing distance between
               us. 

         
         “Don’t start. Why are you here anyway?” I asked while glancing over my shoulder. 

         
         His eyes turned hot like my words infuriated him. 

         
         “I thought for sure Luke would be here. Didn’t think he would let you out of his sight,”
               he spat. 

         
         Spinning, I faced him and spread my arms to encompass the room. “As you can see, he’s
               not.” 

         
         His eyes narrowed, and he stalked forward. I didn’t retreat. I held my ground. 

         
         “Why isn’t he here? If I were him…” 

         
         I let a few seconds pass to allow him to finish his statement before I asked, “If
               you were him, what?” 

         
         He shook his head. “Nothing, never mind.” He waved it away as if it didn’t matter.
                

         
         I held his gaze long enough to see the dark circles under his eyes. He marched to
               the door as if he figured out what I noticed. 

         
         Quickly, I stepped forward catching his arm. He turned and I let him go, only to step
               closer. I placed my hands on either side of his face. With my thumbs, I swiped at
               the darkness staining beneath his eyes.  

         
         “Flynn,” I pleaded softly. We were once friends before everything got so confused.
               And even though my heart was mixed up, I worried about him. “You need to get some
               rest.”  

         
         “Why would you care?” he huffed out. 

         
         Gently, he reached up and clasped my wrist. Without taking his eyes off me, he removed
               my hands from his face. I glanced down at his lips and licked my own. When I realized
               what I did, I snapped my eyes back to his frosty ones. He was so close and focused
               on me; I felt the air around us charge. 

         
         His head dipped a little and all I had to do was inch up on my toes and our lips would
               meet. My heart raced, and I started to feel warm like the cool air left the room.
               He leaned a bit lower, and his exhale fanned across my lips. Just when our mouths
               matched up in perfect alignment, I felt heated eyes on us. 

         
         I stepped back and glanced over Flynn’s shoulder. He turned to see who I was staring
               at. Luke stood expressionless. 

         
         “Figures,” Flynn muttered. “How long have you been there?” 

         
         Luke’s reply was too quick to read if any anger laced his words. “Long enough. Should
               I go?” 

         
         “Why?” Flynn quickly replied. “Nothing’s going on between Mercy and me besides her
               thinking she’s my mother.” 

         
         “I do not,” I snapped. “You look tired.” 

         
         Luke came over and stood before his best friend. He placed his hands on Flynn’s face,
               just as I’d done moments before. It only made me wonder if he’d been in the room the
               whole time. 

         
         “Dude, why are you touching me like that,” Flynn said, slapping his hand away. 

         
         Luke jerked his shoulder. “Be still, it’s not like I’m going to kiss you.” 

         
      

      
   

         
         Flynn finally relented and let Luke’s hand find the position again. I watched as Luke’s
               began to glow. He closed his eyes while Flynn and I watched in fascination. The glow
               seemed to spread into Flynn’s skin. Then it radiated through Flynn like a fireworks’
               explosion. Flynn jerked, and Luke stepped back.  

         
         I watched in horror as they both teetered on their feet for a second. One step back
               and they balanced themselves. 

         
         “What was that?” Flynn asked.  

         
         “Mercy’s right. You’re tired, and you’re not taking care of yourself. You’re no good
               to anyone if you’re dead weight on your feet.” 

         
         “So what? You just cured me?” But after he finished speaking, Flynn rolled his shoulders.
                

         
         “I can’t cure anything. I just gave you energy.” 

         
         “At the expense of yourself?” I asked. 

         
         “We don’t have time to argue about this. He needed it. I gave it to him.” 

         
         “He has Mia,” I offered.

         
         “She’s right. And if Mia can’t help me there are plenty of females around that are
               willing to meet my needs. In fact, there’s this one little hot blonde. I think she’s
               a chamber maid or something.” He stared off into space as if picturing her in his
               mind. Jealousy roared to life in my chest. “Anyway, her name is Marsha.” 

         
         He paused again before smiling and softly chanted the words, Marsha, Marsha, Marsha, to himself as in anticipation. And the gleam in his eye said he was more than interested.

         
         I so was not going to put up with that. “No one wants to hear about your future conquest,
               Flynn. You can keep that to yourself.”

         
         His smirk was ruthless and I hated the divide between us.

         
         Luke, ever the peacemaker, stepped in between us. “We don’t have time for this. Let’s
               talk about Sebastian.”

         
         We all stood and just glared at each other. 

         
         There was a knock at the door. I moved away from the boys and opened it. On the other
               side stood a girl and boy about my age. They looked so much alike with their tawny
               hair and golden eyes; I thought for sure they were twins.  

         
         The girl glanced up tentatively to meet my eye. “Miranda sent us.” 

         
         “Why?” Flynn asked, head popping over my shoulder with his heat warming my back. 

         
         When I turned my head, our lips again were so close I had to swallow. 

         
         “Move back,” I said in mocking frustration. I pushed my hips to bump him out of the
               way.   

         
         His response… infuriating. He grasped my waist, and then held me there. I was about
               to yell and possibly give him a shove with my elbow to his gut when the girl spoke
               again. 

         
         “Should we come back?” 

         
         Part of me wanted to tell her no because I really didn’t like the idea of feeding
               on other people. Then again, I needed the distraction from the two boys who together
               in the same room caused so much tension you could slice it with a knife. 

         
         “No, come in.” 

         
         I stepped back despite Flynn’s close proximity. He spun me around.  

         
         “What the hell Mercy?” 

         
         “I think Miranda already knows what I am.” 

         
         He tossed his hands up in the air and lifted his eyes heavenward. 

         
         “What? I didn’t say anything. Maybe Tom told her.” I shrugged. 

         
         “So what, you’re going to feed?” He said the last word almost under his breath. I
               was pretty sure the pair that came in were shifters and could probably hear everything
               we said. 

         
         Luke came over. “She needs to do it. It will be safer for her.” Flynn shook his head
               and turned from us. “Mercy, you know what to do after.” 

         
         Then he faced Flynn. “You could help.” 

         
         Flynn eyed us both then walked over. I moved to stand in front of the girl. She was
               closer to my height. Flynn stood in front of the guy. 

         
         “Don’t move. You won’t remember any of this,” Flynn said. 

         
         I repeated the same thing to the girl when I caught her gaze. Flynn backed away, and
               I continued to stand in place. I waited for McKayla to take over when I remembered
               what Luke said about me taking charge and how we were really one. 

         
         There was no way what I did wouldn’t have looked weird to outsiders. I stepped into
               the girl’s personal space. Eye to eye, I leaned forward, and sucked in air until I
               felt that part of me tug on the string of life force inhabiting the girl’s body. As
               the whispers of her life curled into my mouth, I felt the burst of energy grow inside
               of me.  

         
         “Damn, that’s hot,” I heard Flynn say. 

         
         Embarrassed, I stepped back, closing my mouth, still not sure of how much was too
               much to take. 

         
         A hunger still stirred inside of me. I moved to the side to stand in front of the
               guy. I cupped my hand behind his head and tugged him to me. He wasn’t much taller,
               but enough that I couldn’t reach him flat on my feet. When our lips were but mere
               millimeters away from touching, I inhaled and brought his essence within me. 

         
         That time was different. A heat flared, and I felt a drive within me to take the feeding
               to another level. The entranced guy must have felt it too because his hand reached
               for my hips. His fingers dug in as he tried to erase the distance between us. My eyes
               closed, and need took over until I was tugged free. 

         
         My eyes flew open as Flynn yanked me across the room. The guy had resumed his vacant
               stare as if none of that happened. 

         
         “What the hell was that Mercy? You’re going to kiss some other guy right in front
               of Luke.” 

         
         “I…” I didn’t know how to defend myself. Most of me wanted to blame McKayla, but it
               wasn’t her. She wasn’t a person. She was a part of me. And a part of me wanted to
               kiss that guy. 

         
         “You don’t need to kiss anyone else.” 

         
         “Why?” I said still trying to process what I’d almost done. 

         
         It was Flynn’s fingers that dug into my sides that time. His thumbs skimmed the underside
               of my bra. “There is only one person you belong to in this room.” 

         
         “Who?” I whispered. 

         
         At that moment, everyone in the room vanished, and I waited for him to say the words. 

         
         “You’re mine Mercy. Mine.” 

         
         His lips descended in a perfect arc.  

         
         “Stop,” I cried out. Sense came back in a rush. I remembered we weren’t alone, and
               Luke was there. 

         
         Only to my stunned surprised and Flynn’s utter shock, he was frozen in mid-descent.
               His eyes went wide the second he snapped out of whatever hold had him. He straightened,
               and his eyes blazed wicked hot. I could feel the betrayal in his stare before he stormed
               out of the room. 

         
         “What just happened?” I asked, only to find Luke was nowhere to be around. 

         
         Why did he keep disappearing? Was I losing my mind? Maybe I was still in Fairy lost
               in that room that had me seeing versions of the future I wanted to live. But honestly,
               why would I want to be stuck in a time warp between Flynn and Luke? It felt more like
               hell. 

         
         The pair that had come to feed me still stood like statues. I walked over and gave
               orders with the new-found power within me. 

         
         “You will leave this room and remember nothing. You will only remember that you asked
               to come in and were denied entry. This is what you will tell anyone who asks." 

         
         They nodded, and I escorted them to the door. I hoped like hell they were, in fact,
               caught in my thrall and not pretending. Because if they weren’t, we’d given them much
               ammunition that could be used against Tom.   

         
         

      
   

Chapter Eleven

         
          

         
         Out of annoyance, I flopped on the bed. Things were more than messed up, but was it
               my fault? I had Sebastian and Belial after me, not to mention the hell hounds. Then
               there was the Fairy Queen.  

         
         I sat up in the bed and located my bag on the floor not too far away. I got up and
               searched through it to find the scepter. I pulled it out and studied it. There was
               no way the queen wouldn’t find a way to get it back. Make that another enemy to add
               to my growing list. I packed it away and lay back on the bed. 

         
         Tom needed to be told about the back stabber in his mist. As my thoughts drifted,
               so did my body. It wasn’t until I was shaken that I woke. 

         
         “Miss, my lady, we will be late. You must get ready.” 

         
         “What,” I said groggily.  

         
         It took me several moments to get oriented and remember where I was. The room came
               into focus and recalled I was in Ireland to help Tom. 

         
         “I’m up,” I said as the woman persisted in shaking me. 

         
         “Please hurry.” She helped me to my feet and shuffled me into the attached bathroom.
               I stopped in the doorway to take in the grand room. It was bigger and fancier than
               my bathroom in David’s house as everything here was lavish and extraordinary. “Shower
               miss. We will be late.” 

         
         There would be more time to take in the room with its sink and golden foot tub. I
               did pause when I spotted two toilets, one with a lid and the other not. 

         
         “Why are there two toilets?” I pointed. 

         
         “That’s a bidet.” When she said the word, it sounded like biday.  

         
         “What’s that?” 

         
         “It’s for washing your bum and other things.” 

         
         My jaw dropped. In shock, I stood as she helped me hustle out of my clothes. Finally,
               I shooed her away telling her I would be quick about things. 

         
         The glassed-in shower was just as elaborate. Water rained down on me while several
               spray nozzles on the sides hit me like a car wash. It made it easier to wash off.
               After, I let the woman help dry my hair while I sat and tried to put on some makeup.
               I missed Amber at that moment. She and Maggie had always been the ones to do my makeup
               for me. 

         
         By the time we were done, I was passable with my hair pulled back in some elaborate
               braid. The flowy dress, the tailor made for me, was emerald green with flecks of gold
               woven in. I couldn’t imagine how he’d made such a dress in so short of time. 

         
         Ready, the maid led me through the halls at a galloping pace. The dress swished around
               my ankles and dusted the floor. My chest was more on display than I preferred, but
               the maid informed me there wasn’t any time for alterations. 

         
         “You’ve missed the funeral, but the King said it was fine. It was mostly for family.” 

         
         How long had I slept? 

         
         “When we get there, you will not speak. You will take the King’s arm and walk with
               him down the line. When he stops, words will be spoken. He will be called forward,
               but you will remain at that spot. Kneel when the crowd does, and you’ll be fine.” 

         
         I got dizzy from the spiraling stairs. We had gone yet another way than any I’d previously
               taken. As we approached, trumpeting sounds filled the hall I presumed was the main
               level. 

         
         We came around a corner as large doors began to open in front of us. There was a congregation
               of people standing in front of it. I didn’t see Tom. The maid called out, “Make way,”
               as she forced our way to the front. 

         
         A man stood with a cap of long furs draped over his back. A woman dressed in a royal
               blue gown, stood arm in arm with the man. The doors continued to open, and I wasn’t
               sure why the maid tapped on the man’s shoulder until he turned. From his profile,
               I saw he wasn’t just any man. It was Tom. 

         
         He looked very different with his hair neatly combed. The outfit he wore looked like
               something out of a fairytale book. Riona hung on his arm like she belonged there.
               When she spotted me, her face soured. Tom’s face brightened. He immediately let her
               go despite the onlookers. She didn’t squawk. She stepped aside as Tom held his arm
               out to me. 

         
         I took it just as the doors fully opened. Next thing I knew, we were walking the red
               carpet into the hall Maggie and I had ventured into earlier. A crowd filled the room
               on either side of our walkway with a fanfare of applause and trumpets playing in the
               background. 

         
         Although it wasn’t the same, it felt very much like the walk with Rowen in the Summer
               Court of Fairy. Rather Sebastian disguised as Rowen. Could I still be in Fairy? The
               question kept plaguing me. I could be locked away in a room that made my mind believe
               I was elsewhere. It was possible. Luke’s strange behavior and the similarities in
               this scenario made it more than plausible. 

         
         “We’re not getting married are we?” I muttered. 

         
         His horrific stare was answer enough. I glanced around and noticed the people. I had
               no idea what their supernatural background was. And no Spidey sense alerted me in
               my head. They could be anything, and I wouldn’t know the difference. 

         
         We reached the end of the crowd in front of a dais, which hadn’t been there earlier.
               When Tom stopped, I remembered the words of the maid. I wasn’t supposed to go any
               further. 

         
         A man stood in white and gold robes. He held his hands up and all went quiet.   

         
         “Welcome. We have lost a great leader in our time. Liam hasn’t left us alone. He has
               christened his grandson to follow in his footsteps. As we trusted him in life, we
               must trust his choice for successor.” 

         
         “Thomas Liam, please come forward.” 

         
         Tom released my arm. I stayed put as he moved forward in furs that looked vaguely
               lion like. When he got to the steps, he kneeled not climbing to the top. 

         
         The man held a scepter, and I had to give it a double take to ensure it wasn’t the
               one I’d brought from Fairy. It wasn’t. It was smaller, and the jewel inside was ruby
               red. 

         
         He said some words under his breath as he lightly tapped each of Tom’s shoulders much
               like his grandfather had. Was the ceremony all for show? Had the King crowned the
               future King before his death? A servant rushed forward on unseen cues and brought
               a crown, which was placed on Tom’s head. 

         
         “Rise, Thomas Liam, King of All Shifters.” 

         
         There was a roar from the crowd, and I clapped, noticing Flynn, Maggie and Tristrom,
               who stood off to the side near the front. They didn’t see me staring as their eyes
               were fixed on Tom. I turned back in time to see Tom had ascended the stairs. The man
               who’d performed the ceremony had already moved off to the side. When Tom raised a
               hand, everyone went on bended knee. I was one of the last because I hadn’t been prepared.
               The maid had warned me but didn’t tell me the signal that would warrant such an act. 

         
         “It’s with a heavy heart that I become your King. My grandfather was a great man.
               And I promise to continue his legacy. Stand with me as one.” 

         
         Everyone stood. Again, I was late to act. It was awe inspiring as Tom’s name was chanted
               by everyone in attendance. It was hard to imagine that some of these people were conspiring
               against him. However, from history class, I knew what the potential for power did
               to people. In history, kingdoms had been toppled for less. 

         
         “Let us feast,” Tom called. 

         
         The roar only got louder. Then there was a choreographed dance of sorts as tables
               were moved into place. At the same time, someone came to my side and ushered me up
               the stairs to stand next to Tom as everything was moved into place. No one was asked
               to leave, as long tables were maneuvered around to be placed on either side of the
               red runner. Chairs were set shortly after. Within five minutes, the room had been
               transformed into a dining hall. 

         
         “Let us feast,” Tom said again as he urged me forward with a hand at the small of
               my back.  

         
         A table had also been placed on the stage to face the room. It was fit for a king
               and queen with high back chairs. How weird was that? I was no queen, yet Tom was a
               king. 

         
         Chairs were scooted out by people waiting to seat us. Tom stood before the table.
                

         
         “As we dine on the finest food, I want to introduce my second. Douglas from America.” 

         
         Doug? Maggie’s Doug? 

         
         And it was. The shaggy-haired boy stepped forward in clothing befitting an English
               or Irish Lord as it were. Doug hadn’t flown over with us. When did he get here? How
               long had I slept? 

         
         “And friend to my consort, Margret of America.” 

         
         Maggie appeared in a silver gown. They stood on either side of us. Once we were seated,
               the rest of the crowd sat.  

         
         I struggled not to fidget. I needed to talk to Tom. There was so much to ask. I glanced
               around for Flynn and Tristrom when Riona approached with a tray.  

         
         Maggie leaned over. “Will she ever give up?” 

         
         Riona’s eyes darted over. Maggie smirked, which shocked me. Riona kept a straight
               faced and bowed before Tom. He nodded, allowing her to speak. 

         
         “I’ve brought you spoils of my kill this afternoon. This is a tribute to prove I’m
               a worthy candidate to stand beside you as queen. If not first wife, then second.” 

         
         Her eyes landed on me. The chill was frosty.  

         
         “Thanks, Riona.” 

         
         She placed large plates of meat before each of us. The singed meat looked barely cooked.
               The smell made me want to gag. 

         
         “Is there a problem?” 

         
         I glanced up from the plate pooling with heated blood into the calculating eyes of
               Riona. 

         
         “No,” I said coolly. 

         
         “It looks good,” Tom said. 

         
         She bowed her head and took a few backward steps before turning. 

         
         “Just eat a little,” Tom said under his breath. 

         
         Maggie tapped my leg to get my attention. I turned to face her. Her narrowed gaze
               landed on me. There was nothing I could do. I didn’t want to eat it either. Besides
               what animal had it come from? We traded glances unable to speak because the roar in
               the room had dulled. I knew asking Tom any question could weaken me in the eyes of
               his enemies. 

         
         A knife and fork had been placed in front of us with a goblet by frantic servers.
               Tom didn’t hesitate. He begins to cut into his meat only to be stopped by Doug. 

         
         “Wait my King.” Doug used his knife cut into the meat on Tom’s plate and tasted it.
               He swallows and lets several moments pass before he added, “It’s not poisoned.”  

         
         Tom didn’t waste any time digging into the food. I took more time to cut. As I did,
               I saw that only the barest hint of the meat had been cooked at all. The rest was a
               bloody red mess. No hint of pink at all. I wasn’t sure how I would stomach taking
               a bite.  

         
         Considering all the things I’d done in my life, this wasn’t the worst. I cut and took
               a small bite to my mouth. I did my best not to gag as the meat was chewy, and every
               bite had blood trickling down my throat. 

         
         Maggie coughed beside me, taking the napkin to her mouth to spit out her meat. She
               ate burgers medium rare, but this was raw by cooking standards. It was as if they
               took the meat and seared it just long enough to burn any stray hair or fur left on
               the animal. 

         
         I forced myself to swallow and quickly brought the goblet to my lips to help swallow
               the bad taste down. 

         
         My eyes watered on impact. A slow burn made its way down the back of my throat. We’d
               been given some alcohol. It certainly wasn’t juice, soda or water. It took every ounce
               in me, not to choke and show my age. 

         
         I knew I had an audience and looked up to see Riona focused on me. She sat at a table
               with Flynn, Tristrom, and Mia. I forced myself to take another bite and chased it
               with more of the drink.  

         
         Somehow, I manage to eat about a fourth of the meat along with drinking two goblets
               of whatever alcohol had been served.  

         
         It loosened my tongue, and I stood. “To the King!” I raised my goblet.  

         
         A course of shouts of Long Live the King followed. The room began to spin, and Tom
               became three of himself along with several arms as he waved them at someone.  

         
         “Can you walk with her back to her room? She isn’t feeling well.” 

         
         “Come on Mercy,” Flynn said taking my arm. 

         
         “Tom, make sure to come to my room later,” I said all too loudly.  

         
         It was all part of the game. I had to let that girl know who Tom belonged to, so she
               would leave him alone. 

         
         “Soon,” Tom said and winked. 

         
         “He winked at me,” I said, smiling into Flynn’s face. “He’s such a sweetie.” 

         
         “Let’s go.” Flynn wasn’t so nice. 

         
         “Why are you crabby all the time?”  

         
         We’d made it to the stairwell. Once we were out of sight, Flynn bent, and I was airborne.
                

         
         “Hey,” I complained.  

         
         “You can barely walk. No one told you to drink so much.” 

         
         “I had to eat that nasty steak to save face.” 

         
         He glared at me. “You didn’t have to do anything.” 

         
         I closed my eyes because Flynn was moving way too fast. The spiral staircase was dizzying.
               “You know the last time you carried me like this. You wouldn’t kiss me. Will you kiss
               me now knowing how much I love you?” 

         
         We stopped abruptly and set on my feet. Flynn perched me against the wall and hovered
               above me. 

         
         “What did you say?” 

         
         I had no clue. So I just said what was on my mind. “Are you going to mate with Mia?
               Is she better than being with me? Am I so bad?” 

         
         His blue eyes melted on me. I reached up to touch his cheek but only felt air. “Are
               you real? Probably not. You’re just my imagination aren’t you?” 

         
         Then I felt my knees begin to buckle. “I’m falling for you,” I said with a giggle. 

         
         I rode on a cloud until I felt something solid beneath me. I fluttered my eyes open
               and found my prince above me. “God, you’re pretty. Do you know that? Of course, you
               do? I wish I was that pretty. Then maybe you’d love me the way I love you,” I rambled. 

         
         “Mercy, you are—” 

         
         “Uh oh. I think I’m going to be sick.” 

         
         I lifted up and began to gag. When the toilet appeared before me, I puked my ever
               living guts out into a toilet. I wanted to face plant on the seat, but someone held
               me up. My stomach rolled again, and I yacked up some more.  

         
         For a long time, I knelt in front of a porcelain god and gave tribute. The room spun
               along with me. When the dry heaving finally subsided, a damp cloth was placed on my
               head.  

         
         “She poisoned me,” I rasp.  

         
         My throat felt raw, and a cup was pressed to my lips. I turned my head away, not liking
               the idea of anything in my stomach. 

         
         “Drink Mercy. It will help.” 

         
         I shook my head. “No, it won’t.” 

         
         Flynn persisted until I drank. Only I lurch to the toilet as soon as the liquid hit
               my throat. It had been cold going down, but it burned coming back up. 

         
         “She poisoned me,” I said again. “You know we can’t get sick.” 

         
         Flynn’s hand was on my back. “How much did you drink?” 

         
         “Two glasses shouldn’t make me sick, right?” 

         
         His brows furrow. “Where is Luke? Shouldn’t he be here to make you better?”   

         
         “That’s the question. I’m not even sure he’s real. Maybe you’re not real, and I’m
               still in Fairy.”

         
         “You’re not in Fairy.” He stood. “Come on. Let’s get you in bed.”

         
         The effects of the alcohol hadn’t totally gone away. “You just want to see me naked.”

         
         “I’ve seen you naked.”

         
         “Have not,” I countered, thinking he was teasing me.

         
         “Have too. In that room.”

         
         “It’s was just a dream,” I protested. “Besides, if it wasn’t, why are you with Mia?”

         
         “You went to Fairy to have a shot at finding Luke. He’s back. I won’t stand in your
               way.”

         
         He stood and walked to the door. “Get some rest Mercy. Whatever caused you to be sick,
               needs to work its way out of your system.”

         
         “Flynn, please…”

         
         But he was gone. 

         
         

      
   

Chapter Twelve

         
          

         
         Too weak to move, I eventually fell asleep on the bed fully dressed. I dreamed of
               having a cool, damp towel on my forehead as my stomach flip-flopped throughout the
               night. It felt like I was dying. 

         
         When the sun’s cheery rays finally woke me up, I made a beeline for the bathroom to
               dry heave in the toilet. I had no idea how humans did it. Being sick flat out sucked.
                

         
         There was one thing I planned to do once I felt better. I wanted to kill Riona for
               poisoning me. I sat on the cool tiles and was grateful the bathroom smelled fresh.
                

         
         A tapping sound came from somewhere. I ignored it, not possessing the strength to
               stand on my own. When the tapping got louder and more persistent, I rolled to my side
               and tried to push up to my feet. I got halfway to standing when a voice stopped me. 

         
         “Mercy,” Tom said. 

         
         I faced the other way and couldn’t see him. He came up behind me. 

         
         “You’re still dressed from last night,” he said, helping me to my feet and walking
               me back to the bed. I sat even though the mattress begged me to lay flat or maybe
               that was me who begged. 

         
         “You look like hell.” 

         
         “Thanks,” I mumbled. 

         
         “Flynn said you weren’t feeling well. But I thought maybe you were jet lagged.” 

         
         I met his eyes. “If you call being poisoned jet lagged, then maybe.” 

         
         “Do you honestly believe you were poisoned? Flynn mentioned you said something like
               that.” 

         
         I gave him my best evil eye as I tried to let the nauseous feeling die away. 

         
         “I don’t know Tom. When do you and I ever get sick on our own?” 

         
         He thought about it. “I’ll have my people look into it. Everyone else is fine.” 

         
         “Don’t be dense. She wants me out of the way, so she can take my place.” He wilted
               and sat next to me with a heavy exhale. I didn’t want to beat him up. He had a lot
               going on. “Besides, I’m glad you’re here. Have you talked to Maggie since last night?” 

         
         “No. After you left, I was summoned into another meeting.” 

         
         “You’re a busy man.” 

         
         “I swear I miss going to class and homework. I never wanted this. I’m trying to find
               a way to hand over the reins to my mother. Otherwise, I’m destined to spend the rest
               of my life playing politics. I won’t be able to go back and finish school.” 

         
         I felt bad for him, but we were getting off track. 

         
         “A lot of people would kill to be in your shoes. But trust me, I get it.” I patted
               his hand. “There is something you need to know. Maggie didn’t quite fill you in on
               all that happened the night before Brent turned and got stuck.” 

         
         I told him the story Maggie had given me and how we saw the same guy downstairs in
               the kitchen.  

         
         “Why would he have been there?” 

         
         “Exactly,” I replied. 

         
         He got up and paced. “There is only one cook in the kitchen who fits your description.
               Her grandson is Huck one of my trusted friends.” 

         
         “It sounds like you didn’t send him to the US.” 

         
         He folded his hands behind his neck. “I didn’t.” 

         
         “Do you know why he would come and not contact you? I don’t want to blame him, but
               after he showed, Brent gets stuck in animal form. If your grandfather hadn’t been
               on the verge of dying, would you have brought Brent to Ireland to help him become
               human again?” 

         
         Tom glared at me, but I didn’t think he meant it in a bad way. He was staring off
               into space trying to figure this out. 

         
         “If I can’t trust Huck, I can’t trust anyone.” We heard a knock, but it wasn’t at
               my door. Tom sighed. “Duty calls.”  

         
         He walked around the other side of my bed towards the outer wall. Then stopped in
               front of a panel I hadn’t noticed before. He slid a pocket door into the wall and
               stepped through and closed it. Interesting.  

         
         I fell back on the bed, which turned out to be a mistake. Without a distraction, nausea
               made my head spin. The thought of food made me want to hurl. So, I lay there willing
               the dizziness to subside. It wasn’t long before I had another visitor. 

         
         “Eme, I heard. Are you sick?” 

         
         Maggie climbed on the bed and sat next to me.  

         
         “I feel awful,” I whined. “I take it back. I don’t want to be human if I have to go
               through this.” 

         
         She laughed some. “Let Mama Maggie get you some water.” 

         
         “No,” I protested, reaching for her wrist. “Nothing will stay down.” 

         
         She left anyway and returned with a cup from the bathroom which was meant for rinsing
               your mouth out, not for drinking. 

         
         When she came close, I shook my head, which made me feel worse, but I knew the water
               would push me over the edge. 

         
         “Fine, you’re acting like a five-year-old, Eme. I’ll find my way to the kitchen and
               see if I can get you a ginger ale. Mom always gave me some when I was sick. I’ll find
               some crackers too.” 

         
         “Maggs,” I said, stretching a hand out towards her. “You can’t go traipsing through
               the castle without a guard. That guy might corner you.” 

         
         “I’m not without the ability to protect myself. Besides, you look bad. If someone
               doesn’t get some food into you, you won’t be around to care if I’m dead or alive.” 

         
         Then she was gone. I closed my eyes summoning the strength to follow after her. Just
               as I opened my eyes to will myself to get up, shining azure eyes were above me.  

         
         “Mercy. How are you feeling?” 

         
         “Like death warmed over,” I complained. 

         
         Luke’s cool hands swiped over my forehead. “You are very much alive.” 

         
         “Are you?” I asked in all seriousness. “You’re here, but you’re not. I’m starting
               to believe you’re just a figment of my imagination.” 

         
         He came closer causing my heart to race. I thought he might kiss me. Only, his lips
               ghosted over mine in his signature airbrush kiss. It brought me back to early in our
               relationship when I thought I couldn’t kiss him, and everything had been just that
               simple. 

         
         “Do I feel like a ghost?” 

         
         My hands gripped the sheets. My emotions were a roll coaster of ups and downs. He
               had to know how hard it was for me. I married him and told him to death do us part.
               Yet, I loved another and felt guilty even as my back arched off the bed, so I could
               get closer to him. 

         
         Like the riot of emotions I had, the door flew open, and Flynn stepped in. 

         
         “I guess I should come back.” 

         
         The moment was gone, and I felt like I was splitting in two. My back hit the bed as
               the breath left me. 

         
         “No, I have to go.” And Luke was gone before I could protest.  

         
         Flynn headed towards the door. 

         
         “Wait Flynn. I need to go after Maggie. She’s gone running around on her own.” 

         
         “Why?” he asked from halfway across the room. 

         
         “She’s trying to take care of me, but…” and I told him about the guy and Maggie’s
               suspicions. When I finished, he turned away from me abruptly. 

         
         “Wait. What about me?” 

         
         He glanced over his shoulder. “You’ll slow me down. I’ll send Tristrom to watch over
               you. Or if you prefer, I can send Mia.” 

         
         I gritted my teeth. Of course, he would say that. And there was no way I wanted to
               spend quality time with Flynn’s latest girlfriend. I’d rather claw my eyes out. 

         
         So I lay there waiting to see who would be next to come through my door. Part of me
               wished for Sebastian. He could help end my misery.  

         
          

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Thirteen

         
          

         
         A wave of dizziness rocked me as I forced myself to the edge of the bed. I held on
               to one of the four posters as I tried to get to my feet.  

         
         A knock sounded at the door. Tristrom had come as promised, by Flynn. “Come in.” 

         
         I glanced down at the dress I still wore.  

         
         “I need to get to Maggie,” I said staring at my hands after I let go of the post.
               “She’s gone off half-cocked with Flynn after her.” 

         
         “Good.” 

         
         The voice wasn’t familiar. I snapped my head in the direction of the sound. Holy crap.
               The guy who stood not yards away wasn’t Tristrom. With his sleek dark blonde hair
               that curled at his shoulders and smooth, good looks, I finally got an up-close view
               of the guy Maggie had pointed out. No wonder she’d been swayed by his charms. He was
               cute. Unfortunately, he wore a sneer on his face that wiped all the cuteness away. 

         
         On alert, I got to my feet and held onto the poster for purchase. I couldn’t appear
               weak. Nausea created waves in my gut, and bile threatened to rise like a tidal wave.
               Yet, I knew if I stood without assistance, I would fall.  

         
         “Get out,” I demanded, grateful my voice sounded stronger than I felt. 

         
         “You don’t look so well Mercy. That’s your name right.” 

         
         Something about him knowing my name felt wrong. Following my gut feeling, I said,
               “That’s what they call me. But my name is McKayla.” 

         
         He took a step forward, and I prayed I could find the strength to defend myself if
               necessary.  

         
         “Okay, McKayla. Why don’t we begin with you telling me what you are?” 

         
         I ignored his question. “You know my name, but I don’t know yours.” 

         
         “Fine, I’m Huck, not that it will do you any good to know.” 

         
         I had to keep him talking. The more time I bought, the more I could come up with a
               plan to get him out of my room. 

         
         “Why were you in America? Specifically my town.” 

         
         His eyes flashed a bright gold. “So the little redhead remembered me. I guess I am
               as unforgettable as they say.” 

         
         I rolled my eyes. Bad thing, I swayed slightly. I compensated and forced my voice
               to be firm. “You haven’t answered my question. “Why were you there?” 

         
         “King’s business,” he said dryly. 

         
         “Tom didn’t send you there. He didn’t even know you were in town.” 

         
         His grin grew sly. “Like I said, King’s business.” 

         
         “His grandfather wouldn’t have sent you to spy on his grandson.” 

         
         He shook his head as if I was a silly child. “I’ll only say it one more time. King’s
               business.” 

         
         “And who is this king you are referring to?” 

         
         His brow quirked. “Now that you’ve asked the right question, I’ll have to decline
               to answer. Shifter business. No matter for demons.” Somehow I managed to contain my
               shock. He knew what I was. “And my question remains. Just what kind of demon are you?” 

         
         “I’m not a demon.” 

         
         He stepped forward. “And you’re a liar too.” I had no idea how much he knew. He had
               to be guessing. “I wonder what you truly look like under that pretty human skin you’re
               wearing.” 

         
         “I’m not a demon. I’m a human just like you.” 

         
         He shook his head. “You’re nothing like me. I bet based off how beautiful you’re trying
               to appear; you must be a vampire or a siren or even a succubus.” 

         
         “I’m none of those things.” It was the truth. I was a Cambion, not a succubus, technically
               at least. 

         
         “Miranda sought to send you a meal, her plan anyway. You have to be a vampire or a
               succubus.” 

         
         “I was born in this world just like you.” 

         
         His sneer turned more hateful. “Stop comparing yourself to me, demon spawn.” He paused
               and glanced me over. “You don’t quite look so good. Maybe you should have fed while
               you had the chance. Or is there another reason you don’t look so good?” 

         
         Was he a part of the plan to poison me? I called upon calm I didn’t have. I just wanted
               to close eyes and get some rest. Unfortunately, I took a cleansing breath and when
               I did so, my eyes drifted shut for only a second. When I opened them again, he was
               right in my face. 

         
         Before I could utter a word, his hand clamped around my throat. Instinct caused me
               to draw in a wheezing breath as I clawed at his hand. 

         
         “Don’t play fight with me. Everyone knows demons don’t need to breathe. So let’s see.
               What flavor of demon are you?” 

         
         In a lightning-fast movement, he swiped a fingernail against his neck. A faint line
               appeared before blood began to run from the cut. 

         
         He yanked me to my toes and moved my mouth near his neck. When I did nothing, he forced
               me back on my feet. “That rules out vampire. So that leaves only one thing.” 

         
         His hand fastened on my waist.  

         
         I used what precious air I could suck in, to wheeze out a panicked question, “What
               are you doing?” 

         
         My voice was little more than air as I watched a fantastic grin bloom on his face.
               “I have to know for sure.” 

         
         He gripped the fabric of the dress to bunch in his hand as he pushed me back on the
               bed. 

         
         There was no way this was happening. I couldn’t count on help to save me. I had to
               save myself. And I had enough trying over the last several months to know I could
               do it. I didn’t need to be rescued. I quickly allowed my self-defense training to
               ease into my mind. I stopped fighting and squirming. I went limp underneath him as
               he continued to pull up the yards of fabric that made up my skirt. 

         
         “Not fighting me eh? Your true colors finally showing?” 

         
         While he was busy trying to taunt me, I willed the last of my strength reserve to
               the forefront. If my plan didn’t work, I wasn’t sure what would happen. I guessed
               I could try screaming like a girl as my last resort. Then again, he hadn’t let go
               of my neck, and I was barely getting enough air to breath. Trying to scream would
               be a wasted effort. 

         
         “I can see how Tom got caught in your thrall.”  

         
         His hand touched my bare thigh. I had no more time to waste. 

         
         “I know better than to look you directly in the eye. I won’t make his mistake.”  

         
         And he hadn’t given me the opportunity to lock on his gaze. Not once.  

         
         “There is no other explanation why Tom would bring a hand full of demons into our
               den, our sanctuary and put us all at risk.” 

         
         Tom couldn’t trust the likes of him and whoever else in this castle that was plotting
               against his family. He could trust us. Not his own kind. 

         
         Huck was caught up with his monologue. When I bucked and arched my back like a raging
               bull, he flew off my body giving me enough room to tuck my bare legs to my chest.
               As we began to fall to the bed, I kicked out using the leverage I created to send
               him flying over my head and off the other side of the bed. He crashed on the floor
               with a satisfactory grunt. 

         
         I scrambled off my side and got in a fighting stance. I had nothing left, but I tried
               to appear as though I did. 

         
         He was a shifter and easily bounced to his feet with the king-sized bed separating
               us. 

         
         “So, the lady has more fight in her than I thought.” 

         
         “The lady wants you out of her room.” 

         
         “Or what?” 

         
         His eyes zeroed in on my neck. I felt a stinging sensation and allowed my hand to
               reach up and touch the area. When I pulled my fingers back, a quick glance showed
               they were stained with crimson. I met eyes with Huck whose smile for the first time
               looked genuine.

         
         “Well now. You bleed, and it hasn’t yet heeled.” He waited for me to speak, but I
               didn’t oblige him. “If you are the human you claim to be, I’m sorry.” He tilted his
               head to the side. “Then again, maybe I’m not. You came here acting like the queen.
               Maybe now, you can be one in truth.” 

         
         He moved towards the end of the bed. I shifted to keep my body ready to spring into
               action with reserves I didn’t have. 

         
         “Speaking of your queenly aspirations. When I searched your room yesterday while you
               played your role at the coronation, I found the scepter. Nice touch. It looks authentic.” 

         
         I hastily glanced at my duffle bag. 

         
         “Don’t bother. I took it. It looked very official. I have to admit, you had this all
               figured out how to insert yourself as queen.” 

         
         “Give it back, it’s not yours.” 

         
         “If you want it, you will come to the training grounds tonight when the moon has risen
               directly overhead. There you will prove your innocence in front of us, and you will
               bring Tom as well.” 

         
         “Why would I do that? It will be an ambush.” 

         
         He shrugged. “You’ll have Tom, and we will find out what you are.” 

         
         “I don’t know where the training grounds are?” 

         
         “Tom knows.” 

         
         “And how will you prove what you think is my guilt?” 

         
         “That’s the thing. Either you’re innocent or not. Tonight when the full moon rises,
               if you are innocent and a human, you will join our ranks. And I’ll gladly give you
               back your queenly scepter. If not, well, you won’t be needing it where you’re going.” 

         
         I let out an irritated huff. Why hadn’t I bothered to hide it? I just didn’t think
               it would matter to anyone. I wanted to cry out in frustration but managed to hold
               it in.  

         
         When he reached the door, he leered at me. “And if you change, and Tom doesn’t accept
               a leopard, I’ll gladly take you under my protection. After all, it would be the right
               thing to do, considering I’ll be your sire.” 

         
         With that, he left. I slumped in my stance, but the burning pain on my neck worsened.
               I stumbled my way into the bathroom waiting for Huck to return. He didn’t.  

         
         I stared in the mirror at the hand print around my neck and the thin claw marks that
               slashed through them. I had no idea what to think they would mean for me. Supernaturals
               shouldn’t be able to be turned into a vampire or a shifter. However, nothing was simple
               with me. I wasn’t like every other Cambion. I had no idea if that meant I could be
               turned or not. 

         
         Bracing my hands on the edge of the counter, I dropped my head only to be startled
               by a voice. 

         
         “Hey.” 

         
         I glanced up at Tristrom forgetting the marks on my neck. I watched as his eyes went
               from thoughtful to concern. He moved over and lifted my chin. 

         
         “What happened? Who marked you?” 

         
         I closed my eyes grateful for his concern, but unwilling to bring anyone else into
               my mess. 

         
         “Nothing. It’s just a scratch.” 

         
         He glared into my eyes. “I thought we were friends. I’ve told you things I haven’t
               told another.” 

         
         “We are friends.” 

         
         “Then don’t lie to me.” 

         
         I sighed. “It’s a long story.” 

         
         He pulled away and folded his arms. “We have time.” 

         
         I turned and leaned my backside on the counter. I was still tired and dead on my feet.
               I breathed out the words, including Maggie’s suspicions and finished with what just
               happened. 

         
         “I’ll kill him.” 

         
         “No, I’m not sure that’s the answer. I think he believes we’re endangering Tom. I’m
               not so sure he’s the enemy.” 

         
         “So what? It’s a trap, and you’re going to walk in there alone or with Tom? We need
               to tell the others.” 

         
         “I shook my head. I won’t jeopardize anyone else. I’m forever getting people killed
               or nearly killed with my messes. I’m going alone.” 

         
         He shook his head. “I don’t know the rest like I know Flynn, but that guy will go
               apeshit if he finds out I left you to the wolves without backup.” 

         
         “Technically, Huck is a leopard and Tom is a lion.” 

         
         “Whatever, you’re not going alone. We’re better in larger numbers.” 

         
         “No,” I said vehemently. “Maggie is human. If she gets in a fight, she risks exposure.
               I can’t allow that.” 

         
         “Fine, we leave her.” 

         
         “Flynn is barely up and walking around. I won’t bring him into this. I won’t bring
               any of you.” 

         
         His stubborn chin reminded me of Luke. Where was Luke? Wasn’t he my savior? Why hadn’t
               he come? Too many questions, I filed them away.  

         
         “Face it, Mercy. I won’t let you go alone. If you want me to keep quiet, you’ll have
               to bring me.” 

         
         I sighed. “Fine. You can sense Fey magic right?” He nodded. “Then you can find the
               scepter while I deal with the pack.” 

         
         “No way.” 

         
         “You have to. Who knows what they will do when they realize what they have? Plus,
               if I were them, I wouldn’t have it near the meeting point for fear someone could get
               away with it. I would have it hidden. Some place close, but no too close. It’s up
               to you find it and take it from them at all cost. I mean, what if they opened a portal
               and let Queen Mab through. It will not only be a personal hell for you and me. Think
               about the rest of the human world.” 

         
         Begrudgingly, he agreed. “Okay. But you’ll signal me if you need help.” 

         
         “I will. I promise. I don’t plan on being a martyr.”  

         
         I lifted the bottom of my dress. There was a layer of fabric underneath. I tore a
               long strip. 

         
         “What are you doing?” 

         
         “I can’t let anyone see the marks on my neck. Not until I figure out what they mean.” 

         
         He nodded. 

         
         I wrapped the fabric like a decorative scarf, covering the wounds. I got up from the
               counter and swayed on my feet. Tristrom held me up by my arm.  

         
         “If you are going to do this, you need rest. You need to eat.” 

         
         I gagged a little at the thought of food. “I don’t think I could eat anything let
               alone smell it.” 

         
         He guided me back into the room and helped me to sit on the bed.  

         
         “I’ll get you some soup. You need to eat something. You don’t look good.” 

         
         “Thanks,” I said. “You’re the fourth person to tell me as much.” 

         
         He ruffled my hair like Paul used to do expect Tristrom’s care came from a brotherly
               place. 

         
         “Lay down. I’ll be back soon.” 

         
         “Please, if you see Maggie, stick with her and don’t worry about me.” 

         
         He nodded. “We’ll both come back if I find her.” 

         
         After he left, I lay on the bed. I hated the feeling of weakness. But he was right.
               I had no chance of protecting myself from the shifters if I didn’t build up some strength.
               I closed my eyes and was assaulted by my enemies as soon as I crossed into dreamland.

         
         

      
   

Chapter Fourteen

         
          

         
         I sunk into dreams that turned into nightmares. In the school cafeteria, I stood with
               a familiar tray in my hand. I wanted to believe that everything that had happened
               was a nightmare. 

         
         Everyone was chatting animatedly as I wondered what I should do, where I should sit.
               It wasn’t until familiar golden curls turned in my direction and gave me the best
               smile a girl could dream of that I knew. 

         
         The smile I returned was easy as I began to take steps forward towards the boy who'd
               shown me what true love was. How could I possibly do him wrong by being with his best
               friend? 

         
         My smile faltered when I was bumped from behind.  

         
         “Watch it, loser!”  

         
         A pretty girl with straight brown hair angled poisonous eyes at me.  

         
         “Nina?” 

         
         “Don’t say my name, demon. Sit with your own kind.” 

         
         She turned and strode forward. She sat right next to Luke, and his smile was only
               for her. I glanced over my shoulder and saw foul creatures at a table at the other
               end of the room. They pointed in my direction with clawed fingers, and I felt their
               call. 

         
         I turned back, and Nina and Luke moved apart as if he’d kissed her. I didn’t see him
               do it, but her face was flushed. 

         
         “Luke,” I blurted on a ragged breath. 

         
         He turned to stare at me having heard his name. His face was too serious and maybe
               even a little calculating. Nina whispered something to him, and he stood. He started
               towards me, white wings exploding from his back. Nina was not too far behind him.
               Her wings were the color of ash. 

         
         I wasn’t sure of Luke’s expression, pensive, menace, or anger. I took an involuntary
               step back only to have those who were on the left side of me start to yell. He doesn’t
               belong to you. He belongs to Nina. She’s right for him. They are the same. The chants
               made me want to cover my ears. 

         
         Without any other allies, I glanced to my right and searched for Flynn. I may have
               even said his name. Suddenly, Amanda was in my face wearing her cheer uniform.  

         
         “Everyone wants a bad boy, but a backstabbing slut can’t have him. Flynn doesn’t want
               his best friend’s sloppy seconds. Give it up. All you’ll ever be is a bed warmer for
               the few willing guys left.” 

         
         A crowd began to circle me. Luke, in the distance, was still headed my way. Yet, he
               wasn’t getting closer as his movement suggested. In fact, he appeared further away.
               His mouth moved, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying. 

         
         The chants of the demons grew loud in the melee. “Join us. Join us if you like. We’ll
               take you.” 

         
         Then I was falling backward in a trust fall. The tray was no longer in my hands, and
               my arms were crossed over my chest as if I was in a coffin pose. 

         
         When I landed, the impact was hard. The surface, however, didn’t feel like a tiled
               floor. It felt cold and lumpy beneath my back. I shivered, and when I opened my eyes
               to the gray sky, frost exhaled from my breath. 

         
         Black crows circled overhead. I followed a few with my eyes as they swooped down and
               landed on something. I popped up and cried out. 

         
         “Flynn.” 

         
         There, frozen like Hans Solo from Star Wars in ice instead of lead, Flynn stood in
               a statuesque pose with mouth open in a silent scream. The beaks of the crows stabbed
               at the ice. Some had already punctured holes deep enough to nip at flesh. Blood oozed
               from those spots. 

         
         I swiped a hand at the foul creatures to get them off. Then I beat at the ice trying
               to chip it away. 

         
         “He’s so beautiful. It’s fitting he’s on display.” 

         
         To my right side, Queen Mab stood next to me in a gown of white lace that was more
               befitting of a bride. Though she seemed at home in it.  

         
         “So right, Mother. If only he’d chosen better, he would be at our wedding.” She waved
               a hand dismissing the thought. “Instead, he’s food for the crows.” 

         
         To my left, Morgana clapped her hands as if she looked at the most astonishing thing
               ever. 

         
         “Larrison did such an amazing job with the ice, don’t you think, Mother?” 

         
         I peered into evil when I glared at her. Out of her mouth came the most irritating
               tinkling laugh. It sounded like nails on a chalkboard and only sent spikes of despair
               in my heart. 

         
         “Let him out. He’ll die in there.” 

         
         They glanced at each other. Mab finally said, “You’ve already killed him. In your
               selfishness to take him from here, you’ve given him a death sentence.” 

         
         Flynn’s eyes seemed to burn through the ice to glare at me. I stumbled back and tripped
               on a root. When I fell, everything went black. 

         
         I opened my eyes to stare into vacant blue ones. 

         
         “There you are.” 

         
         I jackhammered up in the bed with a scream. 

         
         There, startled awake, sat Flynn. I glanced around the room and tried to focus on
               where I was. Gray stone walls covered with tapestries, it took a moment for me to
               realize I wasn’t in the Winter Queen’s castle. My bare arms weren’t pricked with chill
               bumps. I was at Tom’s castle in Ireland.   

         
         Flynn stood and the shirt he wore rose while he waited. A sliver of golden skin peeked
               at me, taunting me to reach out and touch him. I was grateful he wasn’t close enough.
                

         
         “Why are you here?” 

         
         His eyes were like tiny blue icebergs, and a shiver rushed through me. 

         
         “We took turns?” 

         
         “How long have I been out?” 

         
         His eyes flicked to my side. I followed his line of sight to a bowl of soup. 

         
         “It’s cold by now,” he muttered. 

         
         I swallowed because he stood at the foot of the bed. It took me a second to realize
               something. 

         
         “I feel better,” I murmured. 

         
         “Good, I should go and get ready.” 

         
         He pointed to a dress draped over a chair.  

         
         “There is a ball tonight. I don’t know what it is with the supernatural lot. Everyone
               wants to have a ball or some shit.” 

         
         I didn’t want him to go and every time we were alone he bolted on a huff of anger. 

         
         “There’s something I need to tell you.” 

         
         He backed off, and I knew I spooked him.  

         
         “There’s nothing left to say.” 

         
         “There is,” I declared. 

         
         His motion stopped as if I used the power of my voice on him like the last time. Only,
               his eyes remained pinpricks on me. 

         
         “I’m in love with you,” I blurted. 

         
         “Yeah,” he said not sounding at all excited my admission. “Prove it.” 

         
         I gazed into his frosty eyes willing them to thaw. “How?” 

         
         “Get naked.” 

         
         My eyes widened. “What?” 

         
         He shrugged. “Get naked.” 

         
         Air became trapped in my lungs like dust in a vacuum cleaner. “Why?” I managed to
               say. 

         
         “When girls tell me that, they’re usually naked or on the verge of getting naked.” 

         
         My jaw dropped. “You’re lumping me in with all those other girls.” 

         
         I hated the thought of him being with someone else. But he had to survive and did
               what he had to do. 

         
         He rubbed at his chin before scrubbing a hand through his hair.  

         
         “I guess you’re right. You are different. When they said it, I believed them.” 

         
         It felt like he stabbed me with a dagger. 

         
         “How can you say that?” 

         
         “I would be a fool to think otherwise.” 

         
         His expression remained impassive. 

         
         “But I told you in Fairy how I felt.” 

         
         “Yeah, that was when you thought you were out to rescue your dead prince. He’s not
               dead. And I’ve always come second in your eyes.” 

         
         “That’s not true,” I said moving closer to the edge of the bed. I needed him to believe
               me. 

         
         “Yeah?” He lifted my hand. The one that bore the ring Luke gave me. “This says otherwise.
               You married him in a secret ceremony. God only knows what happened after.” 

         
         “Flynn.” 

         
         “Don’t bother, Mercy. My fate is my own.” 

         
         He let go of my hand and looked disgusted with himself for touching me that long.
               A tear slipped from my eye. 

         
         “I’m in love with you. You have to believe me.” 

         
         “I believe that you may want both of us. I also know if you had to choose, it wouldn’t
               be me.” 

         
         “You’re wrong.” 

         
         He pursed his lips. “Too bad, I’m sure I’m right.” 

         
         He sighed. “Now that you’re up, my babysitting duties are over. I signed up for the
               night shift but nothing more. We should limit our contact. Maybe then, we won’t accidentally
               reinforce the unnatural bond between us.” 

         
         “Flynn, please.” 

         
         “Luke is the best of the best Mercy. You couldn’t have chosen better.” 

         
         “Don’t leave. Please don’t leave me.” 

         
         With the door open, he turned sad eyes on me. 

         
         “And what Mercy? You want to make me your second husband.” He shook his head. “This
               shifter thing is rubbing off on you. Sorry, Cambions relationships don’t work that
               way.” 

         
         I clamped a hand over my mouth to stifle a sob. I had nothing to say to that. He closed
               the door, and I beat my fist on the bed to let out all my clouded feelings. 

         
         Where was Luke? Why wasn’t he here? I needed to talk to him. I needed to make things
               right. 

         
         

      
   

Chapter Fifteen

         
          

         
         Luke didn’t answer my call. I was truly beginning to believe that maybe he was a specter
               of my imagination.  

         
         I paced the room wondering what my next move would be when the pocket door near the
               bed slid open. Tom stepped in. 

         
         “Mercy, we have trouble.” 

         
         When didn’t we?  

         
         “What’s going on?” 

         
         He scrubbed his hand through his hair. “Maggie’s locked herself in the cage with Brent.
               He’s not stable. I need you to convince her to come out while I keep Brent’s wolf
               from attacking her.” 

         
         “What?” I yelped. 

         
         Had she lost her mind? 

         
         “Look, we have to go.” 

         
         “Tom,” I said when he grabbed my arm to lead me out the door. He didn’t stop. He held
               on while dragging me to a stairwell.  

         
         When we reached an archway landing somewhere below, a woman flagged Tom down. “My
               Lord, My Lord. Do you have a moment?” 

         
         Tom led me through the doorway to meet her halfway. We stepped into the Great Hall
               where we’d eaten the night before. 

         
         “What it is it?”  

         
         His words sound kingly as he spoke them. He may not think he was made for this life,
               but he sure sounded commanding. 

         
         “You were apprised of the situation with the wolf downstairs,” the servant said. 

         
         “Yes.” 

         
         “I’m afraid the worst has happened.” 

         
         “It shifted into human form?” he asked. 

         
         She nodded. “I’m afraid so. She is disoriented as expected.” 

         
         I had a bad feeling. “What’s wrong?” 

         
         Tom turned to me. “On rare occasions, a natural-born animal, not a shifter, is attacked
               by a shifted gone lupe and survives. When this happens, they have the potential to
               shift into human form. This is bad because they have no frame of reference for being
               human. If we find such creatures, we watch them until they face the first full moon
               after they were bitten. Most will not change. If they do not, we will set them free,
               crisis adverted. If they do, they have to be put down.” 

         
         My mouth gaped. “Where is Brent being held?” 

         
         “Brent is in the special area where shifters go to be caged during their first transition.
               Why?” 

         
         “And the woman, the wolf?” 

         
         “She’s in an isolated cage in the dungeons below the kitchen.” 

         
         The servant watched us with a keen eye. I tugged Tom halfway across the room. Knowing
               shifters had good hearing, I barely said the words in his ear knowing he could hear
               me.  

         
         “I think I forced the shift.” He pulled back and glared at me with wide eyes. “Maggie
               thought it was Brent, and she begged me to try to persuade him.” I gave him a meaningful
               look because couldn’t think of another way to explain it without saying too much that
               could be overheard. 

         
         He marched over to the woman. “Keep her locked in the dungeon.” 

         
         “The men are leering at her, My Lord.” 

         
         Tom shook his head. “Have her clothed and fed. No one is to touch her. I have another
               matter to attend to first.” 

         
         She bowed and headed off through another archway. 

         
         “We have to get to Maggie before it’s too late.” 

         
         Tom took off. In order to keep up with him, I had to chase him at a dead run. The
               castle was large. So far, I’d seen the Great Hall and kitchen. On the way, we passed
               a library, an indoor garden, and other closed doors. 

         
         We turned a corner that led towards the back of the castle. We descended another coiling
               set of stairs. What was up with spiraling staircases? 

         
         “Who was the architect of this place?” I muttered more to myself. The Fairy Queen
               also had stairwells in corners. 

         
         The growls got louder the lower we went. Chaos was everywhere once we came into the
               room. Two steps in, the words the King is here, spread through the crowd. Suddenly,
               everyone was on their knees giving me a clear view of cages, a wolf, Maggie, Flynn
               and Tristrom and how massive the space was.  

         
         Cages lined the back wall. The difference between there and the dungeon was the place
               was brightly lit. Also chains in each were attached to the stone walls and floors
               and hung loose. Only one cage was currently occupied. 

         
         When people glared at the few of us still standing, I knelt down. Flynn and Tristrom
               followed suit. Maggie was excluded as she was crouched in a corner of the cage. 

         
         Tom took my hand and brought me to my feet. He walked his way through the kneeling
               bodies until we stood next where Brent was held captive. 

         
         “Clear the room,” Tom called out. 

         
         Immediately, the crowd got to their feet and disbursed. Tom waited until we were alone.
               Even then, he maintained a kingly air. “Report.” 

         
         His word was directed at Flynn. 

         
         “I went looking for Maggie and heard that a woman had been stupid enough to crawl
               into the cage of the American shifter in wolf form. I knew it had to be Maggie and
               found her here. There were a few others in the room. They weren’t happy that a non-shifter
               was in their sacred place. Then you came in.” 

         
         Flynn’s eyes briefly met mine.  

         
         As Tom sighed, I noticed there was no more growling. 

         
         “Wait,” I said and spun around.  

         
         Brent or wolfy Brent stood sentry over Maggie.  

         
         “He isn’t trying to harm her. He’s trying to protect her.” 

         
         Everyone turned to stare at the cage. When they did, Brent started to growl.  

         
         “Maggs, what are you doing?” I directed to where she cowered in the back of the cage. 

         
         “I didn’t think. He whimpered when I saw him, and I had to make sure he’s okay.” 

         
         “Did you have to do that from inside the cage?” 

         
         “At the time, he was curled up back here. I wanted to check on him.” 

         
         I shook my head. “Can you come out?” 

         
         Her reply was quick, and I heard a bit of fear in it. “He won’t let me out.” 

         
         I turned to Tom. “What can you do?” 

         
         “Why don’t you try your mind meld thing?” He placed two fingers on the side of his
               head. 

         
         Flynn stepped forward. “I thought you said my dad and her mom tried, and it didn’t
               work.” 

         
         “It didn’t. But Mercy might have forced the change with another wolf we were holding
               in the dungeons.” 

         
         “That wasn’t Brent?” Maggie asked. 

         
         “No, it wasn’t. Long story.” 

         
         I moved in front of the cage, and Brent began to snarl at me.  

         
         Flynn moved to block me. “This isn’t a good idea.” 

         
         Little did he know I’d already been marked by Huck. If I could add to my weirdness,
               it wouldn’t be by Brent’s teeth or claws. 

         
         I wrapped my hand around the bars. 

         
         “Mercy,” Flynn warned.   

         
         “Brent, it’s me,” I said, ignoring Flynn. 

         
         Brent’s sharp canines snapped in my direction. But I’d gotten his attention. 

         
         “Brent, you must change back into your human form.” 

         
         His eyes went liquid gold. “Brent, change forms,” I barked, trying to sound confident
               in my command. 

         
         He leaped forward, and I moved back in time as he barreled into the bars. 

         
         “I told you it wasn’t a good idea,” Flynn chided. 

         
         “It happened like that the last time. After I'd made the order, she leaped at me,”
               I said. 

         
         Tom stepped to me. “She didn’t shift right away?” I shook my head. “I guess it’s my
               turn.” 

         
         I moved back. Tom locked eyes with Brent and stepped forward. Brent’s muzzle immediately
               dipped towards the ground in submission. 

         
         “Heel,” Tom commanded. Brent kneeled down. “Stay.” 

         
         The power in Tom’s voice caused goosebumps to rise on my skin. 

         
         “Maggie, come,” Tom said. 

         
         Maggie inched forward. Brent lifted his head. 

         
         “Stay!” Tom demanded. “Maggie, come now.” 

         
         Tom unlatched the cage as Maggie scrambled forward. He let her out and locked the
               cage again. Doug took that time to make an appearance with Mia by his side. 

         
         Brent didn’t move. I could barely tell he was breathing. Tom glanced over at Doug.
                

         
         “We have another situation.” 

         
         Tom explained about the wolf and what I’d done. When he finished, everyone looked
               at me. 

         
         “There isn’t solid proof that Mercy caused the wolf to shift. If Brent does, then
               odds are she forced the change. That isn’t information that should be shared. It could
               put Mercy in a lot of danger.” 

         
         “What’s new,” I murmured. 

         
         “Doug, you are my Alpha wolf. I want to see if you can help calm our newest pack member.
               If you can’t, she’ll have to be put down.” 

         
         “That seems unfair,” I blurted. 

         
         “If she acts like an animal while in human form, she could infect anyone she comes
               in contact with.” 

         
         I didn’t want to, but I begrudgingly nodded with the others.  

         
         Tom continued to command as he’d been born to do. “I thought I could trust certain
               people within these walls. Mercy has me questioning whether that’s the case. I need
               someone to stay with Brent. It can’t be Mercy or Doug. I need them with me.” 

         
         “I’ll stay,” Tristrom offered. 

         
         “I’m not going anywhere,” Maggie said. 

         
         “I’ll stay too,” Flynn said. 

         
         When I glanced in his direction, he looked away. 

         
         “Okay, Mia, are you staying or coming?” 

         
         “She can come with us. We might need another girl to help,” Doug suggested. 

         
         I looked over to Flynn, but he offered no protest. He didn’t even glance up. 

         
         “There is still the party tonight. We’ll have to take shifts of two to watch over
               Brent. Flynn, I’ll need your help later to confront an old friend of mine. If Brent
               has shifted by then, we’ll all go together.” 

         
         Tristrom stared at me. I knew he thought I should tell the rest of them what happened
               with Huck. I touched the scarf still around my neck. 

         
         “Eme, you’re still in that dress. And what’s up with the scarf?” 

         
         All eyes turned on me. I felt my cheeks heat. I could tell by their expressions, they
               assumed something totally different than truth.  

         
         “Making up lost time with Luke,” Doug snickered. 

         
         I opened my mouth to dispel that notion when I realized, I had no other excuse. It
               was better to let them believe that Luke and I had been fooling around. Having them
               in danger because they would want to protect me tonight was worse than them believing
               I had hickeys on my neck. 

         
         Eyes burned on me. When I met them, I saw the blankness in Flynn’s stare. I swallowed.
               He wasn’t happy. Better for him to be mad and safe, I thought.  

         
         “We should deal with the wolf,” Tom announced. 

         
         I started to walk with Tom and Doug when Maggie snagged my arm. 

         
         “Mercy, Flynn doesn’t look so good.” 

         
         I closed my eyes. I thought she was referring to how cold his gaze had gone when Luke
               was mentioned in relation to me. 

         
         “He doesn’t look better. He looks tired. I’m not sure what’s going on with him and
               Mia. But I have a feeling, she isn’t helping him.” 

         
         I lifted my eyes and stared at Flynn, who was talking to Tristrom. Darker smudges
               under his eyes had me worried.  

         
         “I’ll try to talk to Mia while she’s with us dealing with the wolf. Then I’ll talk
               to Flynn. But I don’t think he wants to hear anything I have to say.” 

         
         She nodded. “I’ll see what I can find out.” 

         
         I hugged her. “Please stay out of Brent’s cage. Tom isn’t going to let anything bad
               happen to him.” 

         
         “I hope what you did works. I heard he doesn’t have much more time to be in animal
               form before he’s lost.” 

         
         I squeezed her and watched her eyes fill with tears. Then, I ran to catch up with
               Tom, Doug and Mia as they headed up the stairs. We made it through the castle to the
               Great Hall before descending into the depths of the dungeon to deal with a wolf I’d
               forced to become human. And guilt that she might be put to death because of my careless
               actions added to weighty problems that already plagued me.  

         
         

      
   

Chapter Sixteen

         
          

         
         The room was familiar, but the sounds were different. No longer did growls fill the
               room. Instead, the sounds a human makes when panicked and cornered added with a dash
               of frustration took up residence in the dungeon. 

         
         Light from torches burned, casting an eerie golden color to eclipse the shadows. A
               young woman who looked to be college aged sat on a pile of shredded clothing huddled
               into a ball. She wore a leather dress that was tied at the waste. Based on the thick
               pile of ripped fabric, I had to assume whoever dressed her concluded leather would
               be harder for the woman to tear off with her human hands.  

         
         Tom nodded to Doug, who stepped forward as the servant from earlier waddled back. 

         
         “You may leave us,” Tom commanded.  

         
         The woman scampered away leaving the four of us alone with the wolf turned human.
                

         
         The closer Doug got, the further the girl tried to burrow into the corner. 

         
         “Easy,” Doug said creeping forward with hands raised in a human gesture of peace.
                

         
         “I don’t think that will work. She has no idea what it means to be human. Try approaching
               her as a wolf,” I suggested. 

         
         “She’s right,” Tom agreed. 

         
         Doug sank onto his hands and knees and crawled forward. Where most humans thought
               they could pretend to be an animal, Doug moved as if he were in his wolf skin. It
               was interesting to see how far he’d come in acceptance of what he was. He’d adapted
               easier than Brent, which may be why he was an alpha. 

         
         A call came from his throat that no human could make. At the sound, the girl perked
               up. Her head tilted to the side as she tried to make sense of the boy who sounded
               like a wolf. 

         
         Doug did it again as he butted his head against the bars. He scrapped at the floor
               with his fingers as if he were trying to dig, gaining her full attention. 

         
         “Fascinating,” Mia said softly. 

         
         “It is,” I replied. I decided to take a chance while we weren’t needed. “Flynn looks
               awfully tired. Is he getting any sleep?” 

         
         She turned to face me. Doug and what he was doing were forgotten. 

         
         “I guess he can’t get sleep when he’s been running around making sure you’re okay.” 

         
         Score one for her. She pushed off the wall she’d been leaning on and moved away from
               me. She stood closer to Tom, and I didn’t bother trying to talk to her more. She held
               me responsible for Flynn’s state, as did I.  

         
         Doug continued to try to make the female wolf feel comfortable. We stayed for a while
               as he did so. The girl didn’t come out of her corner, but she stopped whimpering and
               rocking. Later, Tom finally called it a night and left to find Flynn. The rest of
               us went back to our quarters to get ready for the ball. 

         
         Inside my room, a black dress lay in the chair. I ignored it for the moment, and instead
               made a beeline for the bathroom. I felt relieved to strip out of my day-old clothes
               and get into the shower. I let the water slosh over me as I leaned against the tiles.
               My stomach gave a faint growl before nausea took over. I was beginning to get used
               to the feeling. 

         
         “Mercy.” 

         
         I jumped and turned to look above the wide frosted section that spanned the middle
               of the glass door. Through the beaded water drops, I saw Luke standing on the other
               side in all his golden glory. I was once again grateful his skin had lost the paleness
               that I’d created in him.  

         
         “Luke.” 

         
         His eyes never left mine to trail down my form. He’d always been that way, respectful
               and good. 

         
         “Don’t forget to make Sebastian your ally. You need him.” 

         
         I ignored the message he kept replaying to me as if he were on repeat. I wanted to
               talk about us. There was so much to be said. As if he heard my inner thoughts and
               wanted to flee the impending conversation, he turned his back on me. I leaped forward
               and placed my hand on the glass. 

         
         “I don’t understand. Are you real?” I cried out. 

         
         He faced me again and amazed me by coming forward. He pressed his palm against the
               glass to cover mine as if we were touching. 

         
         “I’m as real as you need me to be.” 

         
         “That isn’t an answer. You come, and you leave without warning. I was nearly hurt
               earlier, and you didn’t come to help me.”  

         
         It was a ridiculous statement. I hadn’t wanted to be rescued anymore. 

         
         “You handled it.”  

         
         Had he been there? Was I being tested? None of it rang true. 

         
         “Handled it? Don’t you see my neck?” I pointed to where I could still feel the tingling
               burn as the water ran over the wounds. 

         
         He opened the door to the shower, but his eyes remained locked on mine. The race of
               cooler air coming in caused me to shiver. When his palm landed against my neck, golden
               light bathed my naked skin. Soon the burning sensation I’d felt, went away. His hand
               dropped, never once touching me anywhere else. He stepped back and closed the door
               between us.   

         
         “Do you not see me? Don’t you love me anymore?” I pleaded. 

         
         It was absurd of me to ask. Yet, the ring on my finger gave me a right to do so. 

         
         His face was carefully neutral. “I love you more than my own life. I think I’ve proven
               that.” 

         
         He sounded so monotone when he said it. 

         
         “You sound like a robot. You haven’t kissed me. You haven’t tried to touch me. Was
               I that bad?” 

         
         I didn’t have to explain what I meant. I’d had no clue about anything of our first
               and only time. Honestly, I still didn’t. Luke had been in the driver’s seat, and I’d
               acted on instinct and the emotions that had raced through me. He had more experience
               with girls who probably knew what to do. Insecurity and not quite feeling up to par,
               though I’d kept that secret to myself, were most likely behind my vulnerability. 

         
         “You and I both know what you need to do. There is no need to make this harder on
               you.” 

         
         “What about you? Isn’t this hard on you?” 

         
         His words were soft. “More than you will ever know.” 

         
         He didn’t allow me a response. He vanished without another word. I collapsed to the
               tile floor where I stayed until the water turned chilly. Before I got out, I placed
               my hand against his opposite hand print, which proved he was real. Then, I wrapped
               myself in a towel. The mirrors were fogged up as I stood wondering what to do. I’d
               washed my hair without checking to see if there was a hair dryer or flat iron. I stepped
               into the main room when the door opened. 

         
         “There you are.” 

         
         “Maggs,” I said. 

         
         She held the tools needed to tame the beast of my hair. “Come on girl. Let’s get ready.” 

         
         “You are a lifesaver.” 

         
         “Always prepared.” I had no idea where she’d gotten the hair tools, but didn’t ask.
               “Did you talk to Flynn?” 

         
         She shrugged. “He didn’t say much. Said Mia was great; he just hadn’t been sleeping
               well.” 

         
         “Pretty much what Mia said.” 

         
         I didn’t want to get into a debate with Maggie about Flynn. I was learning that sometimes
               total honesty wasn’t good. I wouldn’t lie. But I had to keep some things to myself. 

         
         Maggie did her magic, and my hair was soon smooth, slick and straight. She applied
               my makeup before heading back to her own room to get dressed.  

         
         I realized too late that I needed Maggie to help me into my gown. Of course, it tied
               in the back. I felt like I was back in Fairy. I had the zipper part of the skirt up,
               and I was holding the corset up when my door opened behind me.  

         
         “Maggs, I’m glad you came back. I need help tying myself into this dress.” 

         
         She walked over and immediately went to work. “I don’t know why people keep choosing
               dresses like this for me. My boobs are way too big for a sleeveless dress.” 

         
         She tugged the last of the strings and finished lacing everything. 

         
         “Maybe they want you to look hot.” 

         
         I turned because that wasn’t Maggie’s voice. 

         
         “Flynn.” He smirked at me. “Why did you come in without knocking?” 

         
         “Do I ever knock?” 

         
         He didn’t most of the time. His eyes dipped to where I still held the corset up. 

         
         “You don’t need to hold it up anymore.” 

         
         I crossed my arms to hide my cleavage. “I thought you didn’t want to talk to me. Why
               are you here?” 

         
         I hadn’t meant to sound crabby. I should be trying to fix things.  

         
         “Tom sent me to get you,” he said flatly. 

         
         Before I could set things right, a knock sounded at my door. 

         
         “Come in,” I said quickly.  

         
         My skin flared hot as Flynn’s eyes continued to burn on me. Huck breezed the door
               open and leaned on the frame. The leopard boy smiled when he saw me. Flynn moved to
               block his line of sight.  

         
         “She doesn’t need your services.” Flynn’s eyes were flat on the boy who continued
               to wear a sinister grin. 

         
         Huck pushed off the wall and stepped towards Flynn without any fear. 

         
         “I have to say you Americans are all the same. Funny though, this isn’t America.”
               Huck’s accent was nonexistent. I wouldn’t have guessed he wasn’t from the US. 

         
         Flynn tilted his head side to side. The crack of his bones was heard in the silence.
               “Funny, I have a feeling this won’t take long. It will be ephemeral.” 

         
         I smiled to myself. Flynn played like he wasn’t smart at times, but he was probably
               one of the smartest boys I knew. 

         
         “Efemiral,” the guy said, butchering the pronunciation. 

         
         Flynn rolled his eyes. “I thought you would know that one. I’m sure girls,” he paused,
               “Or guys would have told that to you all the time. You know, it means lasting a short
               time.”  

         
         The guy’s face reddened before he rushed at Flynn. Flynn sidestepped at just the right
               time. 

         
         “Olé,” Flynn crooned with a wide grin. 

         
         I covered my mouth to stifle a laugh. Huck had the opposite reaction. The word only
               fueled his anger. He lifted a fist, and Flynn caught it one-handed. Huck, pissed off
               that Flynn held him with just one hand, began to sprout fur. 

         
         I moved between them facing Huck.  

         
         “Stop this.” I lifted my head, and the guy’s eyes narrowed on my unmarked neck.  

         
         Huck reached out to touch the clean area where his claw marks had been. Flynn’s arms
               circled my waist and jerked me out of his reach. 

         
         “You don’t get to touch her.” 

         
         Huck’s eyes narrowed as the fur receded. He tapped his lip with his finger. “I wonder
               if our King knows you’re in love with his girl.” 

         
         Flynn dropped his hands away from me like he’d been electrocuted. “I’m not in love
               with her. I’m protecting her from you on behalf of your King.” 

         
         “My King. So you don’t see him as the sovereign ruler.” 

         
         The conversation would lead nowhere. I had to intervene. “Stop. Just get out. You’re
               searching for truths. I’m sure you will get them tonight.” 

         
         I stared at him and hoped he got my meaning. It took a moment for his jaw to unclench
               before he bowed his head and stepped out of the room. He wasn’t a fool to give us
               his back.  

         
         I spun around to face Flynn. “I don’t need you to protect me. I can protect myself.” 

         
         Wrong thing to say Mercy, I told myself after the words left my mouth. 

         
         “Yeah, whatever.” He brushed by me. “Find your way to the ball. I’m supposed to walk
               you in. I’m sure you can handle that by yourself too.” 

         
         He stormed out, and I sighed, glancing up to the ceiling. Things shouldn’t have gone
               down like that. Plus, I didn’t know where the ballroom was. I hoped I would find it.
               Or maybe it would be held in the Great Hall. 

         
         I went back in the bathroom to glance at myself. The dress was pretty in a goth princess
               kind of way. I wouldn’t have picked it. I shimmied the bodice up to try and hide more
               of my boobs. The last thing I wanted was for every guy to stare at my chest all night.
               I steeled my spine. I would only be at the ball long enough to make an appearance.
               Then I would be off to see what Huck had in store for me. Tristrom would need to duck
               out, too. He had to find the scepter. The last thing I needed was to add fairies to
               the troubles we had there. 

         
         The ball turned out not to be in the Great Hall, much to my dismay. I wandered the
               corridors until I found the room by the sounds of faint music. Like a rat led to cheese,
               I followed the noise until I came to the ballroom in a hallway I’d yet to explore. 

         
         As soon as I walked in, Flynn fell in step with me. He didn’t say a word, just took
               my arm and walked me through the crowd that parted in front of us. Tom stood on the
               stage wearing a tux that looked fitted for a King. Flynn let go, and I took the few
               steps up the platform to stand next to Tom. I faced the crowd searching for Huck,
               but my eyes traced Flynn movements through the crowd. 

         
         He looked amazing in the black tux I hadn’t had a chance to admire earlier. He stopped
               near Doug and Mia. Mia wore a blue gown that fit her perfectly. Plenty of guys were
               checking her out. I had to assume Maggie and Tristrom were still guarding Brent. 

         
         Miranda stepped forward and signaled to someone I couldn’t see, and the music stopped.
               “Tonight we will celebrate unity and usher in a new era.”  

         
         Shouts of ascent and the lifting of goblets filled the room. 

         
         “Let’s us dance the night away,” she said. 

         
         The crowd organized themselves in two groups, those who wanted to mingle, and those
               that chose to dance. The dancers remained in the center of the floor. Mia turned to
               Flynn, and he accepted her hand. When they began to dance, I turned away.  

         
         Tom and I were seated in throne type chairs. We watched the spectacle in companionable
               silence. I’d been lost in my thoughts when Maggie came in and searched the room. She
               wore green, which suited her. Her hair had been left curly for once, and it looked
               good on her. She spotted Doug and walked over to him. After a brief exchange, he nodded
               and walked to Mia.  

         
         “What do you think?” Tom asked, taking my attention away from what appeared to be
               the changing of the guard. 

         
         I shrugged. “It’s pretty cool.” He appeared levelheaded about everything. Based on
               our conversations, I knew he wasn’t. “You seem to have this King thing down. You don’t
               really need us.” 

         
         “I do.”  

         
         A goblet appeared in front of Tom and one in front of me. I had no desire to drink
               it. It was most likely alcohol, and I needed my wits about me. Tom lifted the cup
               to his lips, but Doug appeared out of nowhere and took it from his hands. He drank
               a little and stood for a few seconds. He sure did take his job as second seriously.
               He nodded and gave the cup back to Tom. I just held mine wondering how I would slip
               out if everyone expected me to stay by Tom’s side. 

         
         Riona walked up. Her dress was black like mine. Her hair hung loose as she walked
               to the bottom of the steps.  

         
         “The King looks as though he needs a partner. I offer my services if your consort
               is too queenly to dance among us common folk.”  

         
         Tom glanced my way and then held out a hand to me. “Do you want to dance?” 

         
         I nodded with a smile, having no other choice. I was the barrier between him and her.
               I wondered why he didn’t want to be with her. I should have asked more questions.
               He’d brought her to our home. Too late, there was no way to do it there. 

         
         Tom walked me down the two steps, and the crowd gave us room without ever missing
               a step to the dance. The music that played didn’t come from a DJ. A violinist and
               two other orchestra-types played classical music, which meant a formal dance. 

         
         Clinically, Tom placed on hand on my hip and held my other hand in line with my shoulder.
               I followed his steps as his eyes stayed on me. I took the time to study his face because
               even though he was a King, he hadn’t taken out the metal in his brow, lip or ear.
               And no one dared to question it. 

         
         One twirl and my eyes landed on Miranda. She stood talking to a man who faintly resembled
               Tom.  

         
         “Is that your Dad?” 

         
         He glanced around as we circled, and his eyes found his parents. He nodded.  

         
         “What does he think of all this?” 

         
         Tom’s Dad wasn’t a shifter. He carried the gene but hadn’t been turned. 

         
         “He doesn’t want me to forget who I am. And he wants me to be happy.” 

         
         That statement made me instantly like the man even though I still held reservations
               against his mother. Tom glided me across the floor expertly, and it just reminded
               me how little I knew about him, Lion King that he was. I spotted Huck leaning against
               a wall opposite Tom’s parents. His eyes were focused on me. 

         
         “This place is so huge, but I haven’t seen a gym. Do you guys train outside?” 

         
         I hoped the question sounded as casual as my smooth delivery. The last thing I needed
               was for Tom to put two and two together. 

         
         “There is a gym on the lower level. But the main training grounds are out back, past
               the fountains and gardens. It’s surrounded by trees to help dampen the noise.” Then
               he eyed me because Tom wasn’t anyone’s fool. “Why?” The question unnerved me. I didn’t
               relish lying to my friends. Thankfully, he followed up with, “Do you want to get some
               practice in? It’s probably a good idea, and maybe you won’t be so bored.” 

         
         “I’m not bored, but I do need to keep in shape.” It was true. Boredom would be nice.
               Instead, I felt mildly ill unable to stomach any food, and soon I would be required
               to walk in a lion’s den or leopards. I had no idea what types of shifters would try
               to ambush me later. 

         
         Tom’s eyes dipped for just a second. “I’m sure Flynn would love to help keep you in
               shape.” 

         
         I pursed my lips, and he laughed. 

         
         “Very funny. I could say the same about you and Riona.” 

         
         That shut him up. We danced some more until someone tapped Tom’s shoulder. 

         
         “Thomas, as your best friend, allow me to have a dance with your future queen. It’s
               not right of you to hog her.” 

         
         I glared at Huck. Tom couldn’t say no with eyes on everything he did. To deny Huck
               would send signals he didn’t trust his inner circle. True or not, he had to keep that
               information close to his chest. Tom nodded and then stared at me a second. I wasn’t
               sure what he was trying to tell me. He let go, and Huck took his place. His eyes lingered
               a little too long at my cleavage.  

         
         “You sure know how to get your prey with that skin you wear so well.” 

         
         “I’ve told you before. The skin is mine, and I was born with it,” I gritted. 

         
         “So you will prove. Make your way to the training area. You have ten minutes.” 

         
         Tristrom stepped up with amazing timing. I hadn’t seen his entrance. The change of
               guard for Brent must have occurred. “Can I cut in?” 

         
         “You may,” Huck said and handed me off.  

         
         He melded into the crowd, and I lost him. That sucked because I wasn’t a hundred percent
               sure where the training areas were. 

         
         Tristrom was also a good dancing partner. He, like Tom, was probably groomed for the
               role one played in royalty. Tristrom hadn’t been groomed early in life, but a couple
               of years in Fairy had made him quite the classical dancer. 

         
         “We need to go,” I said as softly as I could. He nodded. “Dance us towards the back
               wall. The terrace doors are open.” 

         
         Smoothly, we made are way across the room. No one was the wiser when we slipped out
               into the night. Just before I left, I spied Maggie dancing with Tom. Flynn was wrapped
               up with a blonde. And I was happy to get out of there. 

         
         “Do you know where we’re going?” 

         
         We made are way around the terrace to the back of the castle. I gazed over the low
               hedges of the outer garden where a huge fountain sat in the middle. Further back were
               super tall trees that were most likely centuries years old. 

         
         “I think it’s back that way.” 

         
         We walked off the terrace down a long line of steps and onto the grass. We skirted
               the maze, neither one of us wanting to go inside. The hedges weren’t that tall. Still,
               we would be forced to follow a path and my ten minutes were nearly up. 

         
         We stopped where the back of the garden stretched into several yards of uncovered
               lawn. 

         
         “I’ll go first. They will be looking out for me. If they see you,” I shook my head,
               “they’ll assume a trap and things will go to crap before we can find the scepter.
               Can you feel it?” 

         
         Tristrom straightened. He closed his eyes for a second. His head tilted back some
               like he was sniffing the air as he sought out the prize. 

         
         “It’s not too far.” 

         
         “Then give me a minute after I pass through the trees before you go after it.” 

         
         I started to move from behind the evergreen that reminded me of a tall Christmas tree.
               Tristrom grabbed my arm. 

         
         “I will find it and stay within earshot. Just call out for help if you need it.” 

         
         “It will be fine. I don’t want you to get hurt. CeCe needs you.” 

         
         I hated to play that card, but I needed him to keep himself safe and not play hero.
               I took off into the open holding up my skirt, so I didn’t trip over it. I’d chosen
               to wear my converse over the heels that had been left for me. The dress practically
               dragged on the floor. Thus, no one noticed my choice of footwear. When I crossed into
               the dense tree line, I was hit by a wave of magic that nearly sent me off my feet.
               I reached out for the nearest tree and hugged it, so I wouldn’t fall. 

         
         It was then I heard the chanting. The magic wave made me want to retreat. I couldn’t
               let it. I didn’t have much time before Tristrom would leave the safety of cover. I
               couldn’t have any of their lookouts seeing him. I let go of the tree and pushed past
               the urge to flee. I moved forward as fast as I could. 

         
         I broke out into the clearing and saw five people chanting at points of a circle enclosing
               a star. The shapes drawn in the grass reminded me of something that had me stopping
               in my tracks. Paul had drawn a similar shape on the floor of his bedroom. He’d used
               it to summon a demon.    

         
          

         
             

         
         

      
   

Chapter Seventeen

         
          

         
         A figure snuck up behind me and bound my arms. I glanced back to see Huck grinning
               ear to ear. “Where’s Tom?” 

         
         “You can’t trust me, and I can’t trust you. If you are truly concerned about him,
               then leave him out of this.” 

         
         “That’s the thing. We need to break the influence you have over him.” 

         
         “Wait,” I complained when he didn’t bother with more conversation.  

         
         He marched me forward like a rag doll in his grip. It sucked being me. I couldn’t
               match his strength to break free. I did what I could to size up all the potential
               threats. A glance around and I couldn’t tell if the chanters were shifters, weres
               or maybe even witches. I only recognized one, Riona. It wasn’t a surprise that she
               was in on this. 

         
         To buy myself some time, I used my words. “When you prove I’m human, I want the scepter
               you promised to return to me.” 

         
         “Don’t think I was stupid enough to bring it here. It’s close enough and will be yours
               if you are human. But you can’t be. The claw marks I left on you are gone.” 

         
         If it was close, that meant Tristrom was near. I could call out for help, but we were
               outnumbered. If he didn’t have the scepter yet, I could ruin his chance to get it. 

         
         “Maybe I have a guardian angel who healed me.” It was best to stick as close to the
               truth when spinning lies. 

         
         He chuckled. “No demon has angels looking out for them.” 

         
         “That’s because I’m not a demon.” 

         
         His laughter became obnoxious as he wiggled his fingers like he was performing a magic
               trick. “Why don’t you call your angel if you have one? Let them show us their mighty
               wings and prove who they are.” 

         
         Angels didn’t have wings. Though, I didn’t bother to say it. They wouldn’t believe
               me anyway.  

         
         Huck kept firm hold of me as we neared the circle. I couldn’t think a way out what
               he was about to do. If I resisted any more, I looked guiltier. I needed them to believe
               if I planned to get out of this. I also didn’t know if any of them had weapons outside
               of their supernatural abilities. Mine turned out to be useless because I couldn’t
               capture their minds. Wisely, no one looked at me directly. And unleashing my killing
               wave or whatever it was called, didn’t seem fair. I didn’t believe that this group
               maliciously set out to kill me out of spite. Except for maybe Riona. So I was screwed
               when Huck tossed me in the middle of the circle. 

         
         I got to my feet and tried to leave the pentagram in vain. None of the chanters moved,
               which didn’t surprise me once I hit the barrier. 

         
         “You don’t have to do this.” Dread washed over me.  

         
         “Ah, you see we do,” Huck said, maintaining his position of leader of their posse. 

         
         “You don’t know what you’re doing. What you summon may not be nice. It could kill
               you all.” 

         
         Huck didn’t look at all perturbed. “Or just you.” 

         
         “So you’ll have me die to prove my innocence.” 

         
         He shrugged. “You sure know a good deal about demons for someone who claims not to
               be one.” 

         
         “I know a lot about shifters too, and I’m not one. When Tom finds out what you’ve
               done...” 

         
         My words were drowned out as a dull hum dragged my attention to the chalk lines that
               started to glow. I hopped off one of them, and onto the grass when my shoes began
               to sizzle. I briefly wondered if I would survive the hell fire as the bottom dropped
               out beneath me. I fell but not far because I was caught by something that made my
               skin crawl. 

         
         “You summoned me.”  

         
         The voice didn’t sound as strong as the gray thin arms that held me. In fact, the
               voice almost sounded female. However, there was a crackle in the tone that said it
               shouldn’t be under estimated. Maybe it was more apt to say the creature sounded ancient
               and probably was.  

         
         Huck stood with his arms folded like a man in charge. “We have a question.”  

         
         “Answers aren’t free,” the demon mocked behind me. 

         
         Hell fire raged around us, but it didn’t touch my skin. I was surprised Huck didn’t
               see that as confirmation of my guilt. Then again, I didn’t see fire in the circle
               Paul created. I only saw the barrier that held the demon captive. 

         
         “Name your price.” 

         
         “First let me hear your question.” 

         
         Huck paused. I wanted to bargain my way out of this, but knew nothing I said would
               help my situation. I stayed harmlessly still. If the demon let go, I would fall into
               the pits of hell, and that was a far worst fate that I could imagine at the moment. 

         
         “Is the creature you hold human or demon?” 

         
         “Is that all you wish to know?” the creature cackled. 

         
         Huck clearly didn’t have experience with negotiating with demons. His question was
               too vague and could result in a number of responses that didn’t quite answer anything. 

         
         “That’s not a good question,” I blurted. 

         
         Huck said, “Wait.”  

         
         At least, he wasn’t stupid.   

         
         “I want to know what she is, from her species to her origins in detail. No tricks,
               demon or the deal is off.” 

         
         “She has a soul. Of human origins is she. Born of a human mother’s womb makes her
               human to me. A fine specimen is she, and would be an excellent tribute to me.” 

         
         “No,” I cried out and began to struggle in earnest. I couldn’t go to hell with the
               demon. Sebastian could be there, and I would be dead. 

         
         “She’s not the tribute.” 

         
         “A day on earth is what I require. Set me free and I’ll tell you all your heart’s
               desire.” 

         
         Did the demon sense something else about me? If it did, it hadn’t given me up. 

         
         Huck again showed he had some brains. “I cannot set you free, but I offer you this
               tribute. 

         
         A pair of guys walked up with a struggling female. I recognized her. She was the animal
               that had shifted into human form. 

         
         “No good. No soul has she. I’ll keep what I have as payment made to me.” 

         
         I screamed, but it was drowned out as the world melted away. Darkness surrounded me
               like a shroud. I couldn’t see in front of me even when I put my hand in front of my
               face. We landed somewhere. The demon let go, and I didn’t chance a move. I had no
               idea where I was and couldn’t see a thing. 

         
         Wet sounds drifted off, and I knew I was alone. I was in hell with no way out. It
               was very possible that Tristom didn’t see what happened. Not that he or the rest of
               them could get me. I would have to deal with Sebastian and survive by any means possible.
               Didn’t Luke tell me over and over again that I needed Sesbastian on my side? So what
               I didn’t bank on meeting him on his turf? Tough. I had to buck it up solider. Wasn’t
               that the saying? 

         
         I had no sense of time in my head as I’d been. A cracking sound scared the daylights
               out of me. Literally, as two lumps began to glow white in gray hands.  

         
         “You can see, you see.” The creature was back and circled the shining the rocks over
               me. “You will make a fine gift, a fine gift indeed.” 

         
         “For who,” I demanded as if I could make good on any threat. 

         
         “We will wait for master. He will come.” 

         
         He shoved one of the glowing rocks at me. I took it because well, I could see about
               a foot around me with it in my hands. I held it out and spun in a circle until I saw
               a pinprick of glowing light off in the distance. I took my chance and ran towards
               it. 

         
         “She will be back, she will.” I heard him say, to whom I didn’t know. 

         
         The further I got, I wondered at his words. He hadn’t chased me, which only meant
               there was some sort of trap or guards ahead that would stop me from getting away,
               to where I didn’t know. 

         
         Then I found it. I struggled to come to a stop and not to fall off the edge that led
               below. Darkness was almost absolute. I was able to make out a ripple of movement below.
               I had zero desire to know what moved down there, so I took a step back.  

         
         Further out in the distance, a rock formation that appeared as though made of glass
               radiated a faint glow. Although it was somewhat illuminated, it didn’t shine on anything
               else. 

         
         Something or things moved in what could be a labeled as a pit between where I was
               and the semi-glow fortress. Muted growls only confirmed my suspicions. They had to
               be hell hounds by the hundreds. Even if I dared to go to the fortress, where no doubt
               Belial was, there was no way I would get there alive.  

         
         I turned and made my way back into the creature’s cave. 

         
         “She comes. She comes. She knows this is a safe place, she does.” 

         
         “Where am I?” I ask as I sat without looking. I didn’t want to know what was on the
               ground. I needed to conserve my energy. 

         
         “Not too far, not too far.” 

         
         Okay, what was up with how he talked? 

         
         “Is there someone else here?” 

         
         “Here and there, there and here. Never alone and always by myself.” 

         
         Yeah, clearly the thing wasn’t operating on all cylinders. 

         
         “Who is coming for me?” 

         
         He still held onto the glowing rock, so I saw him clap two spidery hands together. 

         
         “The master will be please. Pleased will he be.” 

         
         “Why?” 

         
         “You are the one, the one he’s waiting for. With you, the master’s plans will succeed.” 

         
         He was kind of answering my questions, so I continued. 

         
         “Why will he succeed?” 

         
         “You are she. She is the one. The one with a soul. The one with a demon to behold.
               You will make the choice. The choice that will cause the shift. The shift in balance.
               The balance in the power. The power that belongs to him. And he will set us free.
               Free to roam the world once again.” 

         
         I didn’t like his words. 

         
         “What choice?” 

         
         “I cannot say. Say I know will doom us both. We will be rewarded. Rewarded I will
               be.” 

         
         I tried a different tactic. “What must I do to set you free?”  

         
         “Choose wisely if you will. Free of heart, free of will. You will choose and he will
               give.” 

         
         “Give what?” 

         
         “Said too much, too much did I. I must notify the master. Notify must I.” 

         
         It slithered away, and I was glad for the alone time. I hadn’t seen much of its body
               except his hands and head. The sounds it made as he moved were gross. I wondered what
               kind of creature he or she was. Its face was sunken in and bloated at the same time.
               It was humanish, which was why I was able to hold it together. 

         
         I had no idea where it went, and I no longer heard its movements. The silence added
               another layer to the dark making the growls from the pit grow stronger. Or maybe my
               ears searched for anything to hear. 

         
         I got up and began to explore, not sure I really wanted to see where I was. Then again,
               I needed to find a weapon or something. Someone was coming for me, and I feared it
               was Sebastian. I didn’t have the knife that could send him to hell, not that it would
               do any good considering I was already there.  

         
         I sighed as I moved around slowly. The space turned out to be nothing more than a
               dank cave. There were a few small rocks. Nothing was a good enough size to wield as
               a weapon. 

         
         Moving towards the mouth of the cave, I found a single stalactite in the cave wall
               above me. I latched onto it with my free hand. It didn’t budge. I rocked on it back
               and forth, nothing. I walked back into the cave and found the largest rock which wasn’t
               much bigger than the small rubber balls I used to get out of gumball machines. I took
               it and hit the base of the stalactite. I had to jump each time to reach it. Rock against
               rock created a lot of noise. I had no choice. I needed that spike to use as a weapon.
               I couldn’t afford to be taken without anything to wield in my defense. As I dangled
               from the spike without so much as a hint of movement from it, I felt ridiculous. I
               touched to my feet to the ground, and I began to imagine what I would look like if
               I took a selfie right then. I held the spike much like a torch and probably looked
               as though I posed to mimic the Statue of Liberty.  

         
         Finally, I let it go, my anger flaring. I couldn’t believe that Luke thought I had
               the power of heaven and hell in me. Then there was Flynn, who thought I was some sort
               of monster because I used power in my voice unknowingly to stop him in his tracks.
               And I killed angels gone bad on prom night. But then, McKayla had gone silent since
               Luke put it in my head that we aren’t two people. All those things, yet the stupid
               stalactite wouldn’t budge. 

         
         I slammed my fist towards the base of the stalactite. A burst of light exploded when
               my hand connected. The spike cracked from the ceiling splitting free on impact. Rocks
               rained down on me as I stared at what I did. 

         
         For a long moment, I stood there stunned. Where had that come from? Was that from
               the energy Tom’s grandfather had transferred to me? Or was it my rocky emotions that
               brought forth power within me.  

         
         Silence was broken by the sounds of fighting below. Curiosity drew me to go back to
               the mouth of the cave where I could make out slight movement in the pits below. A
               dark shadow roared and raged as it seemed to plow a path headed straight for me. Hounds
               appeared to jump in the air smudging out the distant fortress for a split second or
               two. However, by the cries, they were being tossed out of the way. 

         
         Hurriedly, I headed back. I bent and picked up the spike among the fallen rock. Something
               was coming, and it’s most likely the master the creature mentioned. Things obviously
               worked differently down in hell. Where in Tom’s kingdom, his subjects made a way for
               him as he moved, Belial or Sebastian must have to fight for respect every moment if
               they wanted to survive. 

         
         It probably wasn’t the best idea to make a stand in the narrow tunnel. I made my way
               back into the heart of the cave. The creature hadn’t returned, and that was a good
               thing. One less thing that would work against me.  

         
         I decided I needed to position myself to add the best element of surprise. I couldn’t
               crawl up walls, so I crouched low to the left of the opening. That way, I could strike
               with my right hand against Sebastian’s legs. I assumed it was him coming for me. Belial
               would never get his hands dirty if he didn’t have to. 

         
         I could potentially disable him and maybe lose myself among the hounds. No doubt they
               would be weakened with their fight against him. I might stand a chance in hell, I
               thought and contained a hysterical giggle. 

         
         Not too much longer did I have to wait before I heard rocks scrap against the floor.
               The noise had to be intentional because he would be able to see in the dark unlike
               me, although, my eyes had begun to adjust. Then I realized I still held the glowing
               orb. I tucked it under the skirts of my dress. Thankfully, the light didn’t break
               through the heavy darkness further than a foot. So it was doubtful he’d caught sight
               of it.  

         
         No more sounds of rocks moving. He’d changed tactics maybe? I slowed my breathing,
               and took quieter breaths. He was closer now. I held the spike point out ready to slam
               the point in Sebastian’s knee in order to buy myself time. He could disappear and
               reappear wherever he wanted. I was fooling myself in thinking it would work. Still,
               I had to try. 

         
         It was the swipe of fabric against fabric that alerted me, he was right there. I rammed
               my hand out and connect with his leg. The roar of pain that emitted from his mouth
               froze my blood.

         
         

      
   

Chapter Eighteen

         
          

         
         Blood spatter and a body hit the ground as I sucked in air horrified by what I’d done.
               He crumbled as I cried out and grabbed the light beneath my skirts. 

         
         “Flynn.” 

         
         His response was weak, but there. “Mercy.” 

         
         “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was you.” 

         
         I crawled on ground and found him. With the rock light, I could see he clutched his
               leg where my spike protruded from his dress pants. 

         
         “Don’t take it out,” he murmured in pain. 

         
         “I’m so sorry.”  

         
         Words couldn’t express the feeling that waged war within me. If I removed the spike,
               he could quickly bleed out. On the other hand, blood poured from around the wound.
               If I left it, he would still bleed out, but slowly. 

         
         His hand grabbed mine. It was a bloody mess.  

         
         “It’s okay. Listen. Tristrom used the scepter to open a portal here. You have an hour
               to make it back. He’ll reopen it then. The meeting place is in the fortress.” He groaned,
               and my heart shattered a little more. “You have to go. I left you a path. Run before
               the hounds regenerate or regroup.” 

         
         I moved close and put the light to shine between us. I needed him to see the determination
               on my face. 

         
         “I won’t leave you.” 

         
         His eyes went glassy, and I wasn’t sure if that was because of the pain or what. I
               figured it out when he leaned up to jam his lips to mine. My eyes closed against the
               light from the rock glowed between us. I sank into his kiss needing him to how much
               he meant to me. When he pulled back, he stared at me. 

         
         “Haven’t you figured out by now that I’d die for you? And it won’t be for nothing.
               I need you to be safe. Go.”  

         
         His last word was barely a whisper as his eyes rolled up in his head. He dropped to
               the ground face forward with a thud. He ended up with his cheek pressed against the
               stone floor. 

         
         “Flynn, Flynn, please.” 

         
         I shook his shoulders and slapped at his face, but he didn’t move. My hand met wetness
               on his back. I shined my light to find his clothes torn and bloody with gashes on
               his back that leaked blood. My blow to his knee had been the final one. However, he’d
               been on the verge of death long before he reached me. 

         
         I sat the glowing rock down for a second as I tore at his shredded clothes. They easily
               pulled free, and I used the rock’s light to explore his wounds. One seemed to pump
               blood out in a rhythmic fashion. I dared to touch it. When my bare fingertips touched
               his skin, a burst of light exploded in the room. I jerked my hand back for a second
               before I moved the rock to light the spot. I needed to know what I’d done. 

         
         The wound had begun to close. Slowly, I pressed a finger and again the light show
               began. I left it there until the light, created between our skin, died. The wound
               sealed itself right in front of my eyes. I needed to know if I could do it again.
               I found another large hole in his back. I pressed my palm to it that time. The light
               filled the room and again died. The rock illuminated smooth skin. 

         
         It had to be the Elven Queen’s magic, she’d gifted me. I knew what I had to do. I
               moved to his lower leg and tore the hole larger around the spike. If somehow I was
               out of juice, Flynn would die. Then again, if I did nothing, he would die. He had
               more gashes and holes than I could count. But the one I inflicted was the most life
               threatening. 

         
         When I’d made a hole in his pants big enough for my palm, I pulled the spike out of
               his calf. At the same time, I sank my hand into the hole and pressed it on the wound.
               As the light died, I lifted his leg and wrapped my hand around the other side because
               the spike had gone clean through. 

         
         Once the healing light died, the rock glow showed more smooth skin free of even the
               blood that marred it. 

         
         I went to work and quickly removed Flynn’s pants. There were too many wounds on his
               body, and I only knew of one way to heal most of them at one time. I left his boxer
               briefs on and fought with the corset strings at my back. I managed to free myself
               of the dress. In my strapless bra and boy shorts, I covered his body with mine. I
               lay my head on against his and splayed my hands on his shoulders. The room erupted
               in light. I was able to clearly see the other corridor the demon ventured down. It
               took some time before the light gave out.  

         
         When it did, I wasn’t done. I had to roll Flynn over. There was no way he only sustained
               wounds on his back.  

         
         As I did, he began to mumble. I couldn’t make out what he was saying and didn’t waste
               time trying. I positioned him, and bit back a sob when I heard the wet sounds coming
               from his chest. I crawled over him and lay down. Light and heat did its magic as he
               began to heal.  

         
         I placed my head close to his mouth to finally hear his muttering words. 

         
         “Don’t waste your healing on me. Save her. Get her out of this place. She’s worth
               more than becoming a Princess of Hell. She should be a Queen of Heaven, and you can
               give her that. Don’t ever tell her what I said. It will only hurt her. Stop. For once,
               let me die because I can’t live without her.” 

         
         Flynn’s arms flail as he tries to lift them and push against air. Luke wasn’t here.
               Luke wasn’t healing him. But he was so out of it, he didn’t know. 

         
         Tears leaked from my eyes. I pressed my lips to his and said. “You don’t have to live
               without me. I’m right here.”  

         
         He stilled for a second. Then, his lips started to move sparking a fire to grow between
               us. The healing light disappeared, but he found his strength. His hands gripped my
               bottom before they slid up my back. 

         
         “My Mercy. If this is the afterlife, I wasted a lot of time getting here.” 

         
         His hands roamed over my back until they landed on my bottom again. With firm hands,
               he ground himself against me. My hormones lit up like sparklers. I wanted him. Only
               being with him in hell wasn’t my idea of a first time together. 

         
         Obviously, he felt better when he switched our position to settle in the cradle of
               my legs.  

         
         “God, I’ve wanted you since the first time I saw you. To think I had to die to have
               you.” 

         
         He still didn’t realize he was alive? 

         
         A shuffling sound preceded the ancient voice that interrupted us. “Blasphemy. We don’t
               say that name down here, we don’t. Master will not be pleased, he won’t. He will not
               like that his prize has mated with an outsider, no he won’t.” 

         
         “Mated,” I said, as Flynn’s eyes blinked open.  

         
         I watched his expression shift as he realized he wasn’t in the afterlife. 

         
         “You’re real,” he said with wonder. 

         
         “Real is she, she is real. You have tainted the prize, tainted she will be. Mated
               pair, pair mated. Master will not like, not like will he.” 

         
         “We aren’t mated,” I protested. 

         
         Flynn hadn’t moved. His eyes, however, had turned feral. 

         
         “Light is proof, proof is life. Only mated pair can heal to save. Save one mate can
               do for the other. He has taken the Master’s prize. He has become what the Master wished
               to be. He will have to die. Die to break the bond. Broken bond in order for Master
               to mate with you.” 

         
         As cryptic as the creature sounded, he did prove to have answers. Flynn picked up
               on that. 

         
         “Can it happen any other way? Can she and I have mated without having sex?” 

         
         “The Lord of Lord, lord over lust, true bond must mate. Mate to form true bond. True
               bond is only way to create healing light. Healing light will kill you both. Master
               will know. Know will he.” 

         
         A million truths hit me at once including one; nothing for me has ever followed the
               rules. 

         
         “No wonder,” Flynn muttered. 

         
         “No wonder what?” 

         
         “Mia wasn’t helping me.” 

         
         I closed my eyes. I so did not want to hear about what he did or did not do with Mia. 

         
         “Must find master.” 

         
         Flynn rolled off me, but it was too late. The creature had scurried off into the darkness. 

         
         “Get dressed.” 

         
         “What?” I asked. 

         
         “Get dressed. Whoever is coming won’t find you half naked,” Flynn said, sounding strong
               and more like himself than he had in ages. 

         
         On my hands and knees, I used the light to find my dress. I found his pants ruined
               as they were and tossed them to him. His shirt was in tatters and was useless, not
               that a shirtless Flynn was a hardship. I got my dress on while sitting, but I needed
               his help. 

         
         “I can’t tie the laces.” 

         
         Flynn moved close. I couldn’t see him. I held the rock light where I thought he would
               be. He misjudged where I was and inadvertently grabbed my boob instead of my arm. 

         
         “Sorry,” he said snatching his hand away.  

         
         I shifted the ball of light to where he was. He took it, and I gave him my back. I
               was grateful for the darkness as my face had to be beet red. 

         
         “Too tight,” I wheezed, when he pulled the strings taught. 

         
         “Sorry,” he muttered again.  

         
         It was several minutes before he managed to secure the corset. His hand slid down
               my arm and grabbed my hand. I wove my fingers through his, and he didn’t stop me.
               He hauled me to my feet. 

         
         “Mercy,” he said and his face was close. 

         
         I had the urge to kiss him more than I had at any other time. I refrained. Even if
               somehow we’d managed to mate, there was still Luke and the matter that I was in love
               with him, too. 

         
         “Don’t be stubborn. Stay behind me when Sebastian or Belial shows up. It has to be
               one of them. 

         
         “You would be right.”  

         
         A ball of flame hit the wall above us lighting the room. Sebastian stood with eyes
               gone red. He took hold of me faster than Flynn or I could react. I was snatched into
               the portal Sebastian created with a thought.  

         
         

      
   

Chapter Nineteen 

         
          

         
         Before the portal wrapped around us, I saw the ancient demon that had taken me. Sebastian
               called out a few final words that sent my heart to stop beating.

         
         “Kill him.”

         
         “No,” I screamed, but it was too late.

         
         I landed on solid ground in Sebastian's arms. I swiveled around to beat on his chest.
               “How could you? How could you?”

         
         He took my wrist. “His bond with you cannot be allowed to stand.”

         
         His voice was thick with his Scottish accent, something he hid on most occasions.

         
         “If he dies, I will kill you.”

         
         “Aye. Yet, here you stand. I should kill you now for the shame you brought me by stabbing
               me in the chest.”

         
         I could have cared less if he’d spoken French. The idea that Flynn was dead did something
               funky to my insides. I pushed at Sebastian’s chest one final time, and the unthinkable
               happened. 

         
         He flew across the room as if he’d been hit by a wrecking ball. He slammed against
               the wall, causing it to crack. I didn’t think. I acted. I scanned the room as the
               darkness receded. A small bed, equally small chest of drawers, a desk and chair were
               the only things around. Nothing else. Worse, there was no door, which made sense.
               Sebastian didn’t need one. But I did if I had a prayer of escaping.

         
         Sebastian stood coolly and stalked towards me. Not knowing for sure where my power
               juice was coming from, I backed up against a wall. Then with sudden inspiration, I
               turned and violently punched out with my fist. The wall shook seconds before my hand
               hit air. I pulled back to see a head sized hole in the wall.

         
         “I see you’ve learned how to use some of that power stored in you.”

         
         I hadn’t, but it seemed that rage brought out the worst in me.

         
         “Before you go tearing down the place, you still have a chance to save one of them.”

         
         I blinked as my vision began to tunnel. What was he saying?

         
         “Ah, there she is. My girl.”

         
         I felt the demon jerk into place. I tried to remember what Luke said about the demon
               being me and not another person. However, my mouth opened involuntarily, and I began
               to lose the battle within myself.

         
         “She won’t cooperate if the boy is harmed,” McKayla confessed.

         
         I twisted the head on my shoulders and gritted my teeth shut. That part of me that
               was somehow linked to Sebastian wanted to say more. I tried to take back the reins.
               She was me, I was her, I chanted in my head. Only to realize I sounded a lot like
               that ancient demon.

         
         “No harm will come to the boy angel if she cooperates.” The hair on my neck wanted
               to rise. Sebastian had Luke? 

         
         “She means both of them.” The words were forced from my mouth.

         
         “It’s too late to save the boy demon. Cain would have followed my orders immediately.”

         
         I felt my legs give, but the demon inside me held me up. Flynn couldn’t be dead. I
               couldn’t go through that pain again. 

         
         “You must try, or she will die before she submits.”

         
         “Can you keep her secure?”

         
         The nod was curt. Sebastian blinked out, and the tether I had on my body snapped back.
               I was once again in the driver’s seat. Too bad, I couldn’t stand on my own. I crumpled
               to the floor and began to ugly cry with fat tears. 

         
         Flashes of Flynn and all the cocky things he used to say filled my brain. I remembered
               that crazy day he showed up on my door, and I ended up in his lap. If I knew then,
               what I knew now, I wouldn’t have wasted any time. So much had gone by with us at odds
               with each other. All my mistakes began to add up. If I’d let Luke go, he wouldn’t
               have died. He wouldn’t have changed into whatever he was now. I wouldn’t have had
               either if it meant they would both still be alive.

         
         My fist connected with the floor over and over as tears flowed until I had no more.
               Whatever power had been stored in me was gone. The only thing I hurt was my hand,
               and I continued to pound rock. 

         
         When Sebastian came back, he wasn’t alone.

         
         “Mercy, what has you troubled?” Belial crooned.

         
         On alert, I struggled to maintain my two halves together. I couldn’t let Sebastian
               draw McKayla out again. I was me, she was me, I told myself before I spoke.

         
         “I won’t do what you want unless you bring Flynn back.” That, I was adamant about.

         
         Belial glanced over at his son. “I’m sorry that’s just not possible.”

         
         I raised an accusatory finger to point at Sebastian. “He’s died more than once, and
               he’s alive.”

         
         “Ah,” Belial began. “See, the rules are different here. If you die here, you cease
               to exist. If you die up top or anywhere else, you return home, here. Flynn no longer
               exists. I cannot bring him back even if I were willing.”

         
         “You promised,” I raged at Sebastian.

         
         “He wasn’t there. Cain, first born, said he’d taken care of the problem.”

         
         “No,” I cried out, and the fortress shook from the force of it.

         
         There went my emotions again. There was power in them.

         
      

      
   

         
         Belial sighed. “If you bring down these walls, I’ll have the golden boy rebuild it
               with his bare hands.”

         
         That shut me up. “How did you get him?” I asked with shaky words because I honestly
               hadn’t believed they had him. How could they? I’d seen him not too long ago or had
               I? 

         
         “Spoils of war,” Sebastian said with flat eyes as dead as I felt. 

         
         What had I done to him? What had I done to them all?

         
         “Here’s my offer. Complete the ritual with my son and I will release the son of Jonah.”
               He tapped his finger on his lips while he waited. “You know, black is a good look
               for you.”

         
         “What?” I said, confused by his sudden change of topic. I glanced down at my dress.

         
         “Your eyes, your beautiful demon eyes. How do you think it’s possible for you to see
               down here without those?”

         
         I blinked and thought about the demon taking possession of my body. I imagined my
               eyes were cesspools of evil.

         
         “And what if I don’t agree?”

         
         His brow arched. “That would be unfortunate. Then I would have to take your mother.”

         
         “No, no, no,” I repeated.

         
         “She is my property as you are Sebastian’s. She was promised to me, and I’ve allowed
               her to live her life up top. Hell, I even sent her your father so that you would be
               conceived. You should be grateful for my mercy.”

         
         He laughed, and I didn’t find his play on words at all funny. I ground my teeth together
               and wished I had the demon killer knife. According to his own words, I could end his
               existence if I used it on him here.

         
         “But she’s taken things too far. She’ll soon die. Taking her now would spare that
               wanna be, David, the pain of losing another wife to childbirth.”

         
         I jumped to my feet. “What are you saying?”

         
         “Oh, you didn’t know. Your mother is pregnant.” He watched me as the implications
               sank in. “Ah yes, she knew better. I never granted her permission to conceive another
               child. Stupid woman.”

         
         I grappled with the idea in my head. Too many things were going on at one time. It
               wasn’t fair. I turned my gaze back on him. “She’ll survive. She survived with me.”

         
         “Didn’t you hear me? I sent the bastard who knocked your mother up. The man was a
               shell of himself with his soul still in my clutches when I sent him to gift her with
               the seed of unlife. The soulless child you were supposed to be. The spawn your mother
               carries is from another Cambion. And there are reasons why your kind die while giving
               birth. There are rules of balance. And, the world would be populated with too many
               half demons otherwise. It is a compromise our Lord made with theirs.”

         
         Balance? A life for a life? My mother would die. David would be left with no one.
               And if Belial took her now, my little sister or brother would be born in hell.

         
         I pushed grief aside. I didn’t have time to mourn what had been taken from me. I could
               only focus on who I could save. There would be time for me to make peace with all
               my mistakes, including Flynn’s death.

         
         “If I do what you want, you’ll leave my mother alone and release Luke.”

         
         Belial nodded. “However, this is your choice. Free will and all. You don’t have to
               do anything.”

         
         He was a liar. He was strong arming me into making this decision.

         
         “Fine. I need to see Luke first. I need to know he’s okay and will be okay if I go
               through with this.”

         
         Belial nodded at his son, and Sebastian blinked out of existence.

         
         “You’ve made the right choice. You be a good girl, and I’ll even let your father and
               grandfather attend the ceremony.”

         
         The way he said ceremony didn’t sound like white dress and flowers. I shuddered as
               Belial disappeared as well. I closed my eyes and thought about Flynn for the few minutes
               I would have alone.

         
         “I love you, Flynn,” I said out loud finding peace by actually saying the words.

         
         “Back at you, Mercy.”

         
         My head snapped around and saw a head peeking through the hole I’d created in the
               wall. I ran towards it like my life depended on it.  And there he was, Flynn.

         
         “You’re alive.”

         
         “Of course I am.”

         
         I shook my head unable to believe my eyes. “How?”

         
         “You still had your hand in mine when Sebastian tried to take you. Somewhere in that
               vortex, you let go. And I ended up landing in a heap of dead hell hound goo.”

         
         “Gross.” I let out a relieved laugh.

         
         “Gross or not, it saved me. I didn’t smell like me, and I was able to walk the path
               I left for you and not wake the sleeping ones. So don’t get close.”

         
         I didn’t care. I moved as close as I could, not bothered by the hellhound stench attached
               to him.

         
         “How did you know where I was?”

         
         He shook his head. “I don’t know how. I just always know where you are.”

         
         We stared at each other for the longest time before he broke it.

         
         “You know, you sound like my Mercy, but your eyes are doing that McKayla thing.”

         
         I blinked, wanting to reach out and touch him before his words connected in my head.
               “McKayla’s me.” His eyes widened. “It’s not what you think. She’s me, I’m her, we’re
               one or so Luke tells me. Can you find a door?” I asked, stupidly changing the subject.

         
         “I’m kind of scaling the fortress wall right now. Rock climbing came in handy.” He
               gave me his super watt smile, dazzling me. It was my turn to be amazed. He shook his
               head. “Don’t go punching another hole, or I’ll lose my footing. I heard the part about
               me not having nine lives, and that kind of sucks.”

         
         I couldn’t stop the laugh. “That’s not funny.”

         
         “That’s what she said.”

         
         “I’m serious.”

         
         “She said that too.”

         
         “Flynn.”

         
         “Mercy.”

         
         “I love you.”

         
         “I love you too.”

         
         I hadn’t expected him to say it back. So I stood gaping at him. He saw my surprise
               and graced me with the truth.

         
         “I’m tired of fighting it Mercy, so close your mouth. The flies down her are lethal.”

         
         I bit my lip. “What about—”

         
         “We’ll figure it out. You need to save him first. He’s my brother. He’s mine as much
               as yours.” He laughed. “Don’t look at me like that. None of us asked for this crazy
               shit. I’m not going to let another day go by pretending I’m not in love with my best
               friend’s girl, and she’s not in love with me. And… I’m not going to be mad at my best
               friend for falling in love with my girl. You wouldn’t be special if someone else couldn’t
               see it.”

         
         “So we’re going to be a mated trio.”

         
         It was a dumb statement that I let escape my lips, but I couldn’t imagine not having
               either one of them.

         
         Flynn’s mouth pursed like he bit into a lime. “No.” Then, he smiled for a second before
               he sobered. “I can’t share you, either.”

         
         “But—”

         
         “We’ll figure it out. It’s not important now if we don’t get out of here. But when
               we do, none of us will walk away hating the other; that I can promise you.”

         
         I nodded, trusting him. I had no idea how it would work out, but he was right. There
               was so much other stuff going on, so many other crises that needed solving.

         
         “Did you hear the part about my Mom?”

         
         His lips pursed as he turned somber. “I can’t imagine what my Dad was thinking. It
               must have been an accident. He’s probably messed up over this. I need to talk to him.”

         
         “At least you’ll still have him. I’m going to lose my Mom, and I’ve been such a bad
               daughter.”

         
         “You haven’t Mercy. You have to stop blaming yourself. Not everything that’s happened
               has been because of you.”

         
         “In spite of me.”

         
         “Didn’t you hear Belial? He set this all into motion.”

         
         He reminded me of something else.

         
         “You need to go. You can’t die here. I can’t bear it and neither could David.”

         
         “And what about you, butterfly?”

         
         “I’ll get Sebastian to get me out of here.”

         
         His eyes narrowed. “How? You won’t be with him to do it. That is a non-starter, Mercy.”

         
         My jawed dropped. “What? You’ve had sex with God knows how many girls to survive.”

         
         “That’s right. To survive.” I raised my arms up to my sides. “And what am I doing?”
               That shut him up. “You need to go. I don’t know when they’ll be back.”

         
         His eyes softened and pleaded with me. “Promise me you won’t be with Sebastian, Mercy.”

         
         “I’ll promise I won’t unless I have no other choice in order to keep you or anyone
               else safe.”

         
         He sighed in resignation. “The portal is on the ground floor almost beneath this room.
               There is a door there and nowhere else. So keep going down until you reach it. I’ll
               have Tristrom open a portal every fifteen minutes.”

         
         “Give me an hour to get Luke first. Then check every fifteen minutes.”

         
         He nodded.

         
         “Mercy.”

         
         “What?” I asked scared of his next words.

         
         “I do love you.”

         
         

      
   

Chapter Twenty

         
          

         
         Then his head disappeared. I tried to poke my own through the hole and it couldn’t
               quite fit. I pulled back and sat on the bed. I tried to find a convincing sad face.
               I couldn’t let Sebastian or Belial know Flynn was alive. I searched for more strength
               inside me just in case. 

         
         There was a long enough wait for me to practice my distraught face until Sebastian
               showed up. He was alone, thankfully. 

         
         “I can take you to him.” 

         
         He held out a hand, and I stood up. I kept my game face on. I just remembered what
               it was like when I thought Luke and Flynn were dead. That was enough to keep the emotion
               of loss and hurt on my face. 

         
         When he took my hand, for a second, I thought the old Sebastian was back, someone
               I could rationalize with. I glanced up to meet his eyes, and they were more than the
               vacant ice chips they’d been before. He looked at me as though he didn’t recognize
               me. 

         
         Then the disorienting feeling came over me. We re-emerged in a room with not much
               going for it except several glowing figures. I stepped over to the closest one and
               saw a guy a little older than me dressed in ancient Greek-like warrior clothes, caught
               in a band of red outlining his form. His eyes were closed, and he seemed at peace.
                

         
         The red glow reminded me of the encapsulated souls I encountered the other time I’d
               been to hell. Only the difference was that these figures could be seen. The others
               had been faceless beings bellowing their sorrows. 

         
         “What is this?” I asked. 

         
         Sebastian came next to me and studied the guy. “They are prisoners of war. As I said,
               they aren’t being harmed, not yet at least.” 

         
         His words jolted me out of my interest in what I was seeing. I remembered my purpose
               for being there in the first place. I began to turn, scanning the room until I spotted
               him. I moved, shoving Sebastian out of my way as I reached out. 

         
         Sebastian, lightning fast, grabbed my hand.  

         
         “Don’t, or you’ll be caught, and I won’t be able to free you. Not without help.” 

         
         “Is this why you were gone so long? Did you put them in this…” I waved a hand at a
               loss for words, “stasis to stop me from saving them?” 

         
         He laughed. “You can hardly save yourself. And no, I was at the gathering preparing
               for the ceremony.” 

         
         I gaped at him. “Ceremony?” 

         
         “Don’t back down now. You made a promise.” 

         
         I spun around and made quick search of the room for something I could use or a even
               way out. But no, I was once again in a room only Sebastian and Belial could get in
               and out of.  

         
         Desperation choked me when I realized I wouldn’t make it back to Flynn. I would be
               forced into some sort of bond with Sebastian. Then again, Flynn wasn’t dead. What
               would happen to me when they found out? 

         
         “Mercy,” Sebastian warned dangerously. 

         
         “I keep my promises.” 

         
         His eyes roamed over me predatorily, giving me a shiver. I didn’t like it, and I didn’t
               like how different he was. He looked the same, for the most part, yet the boy who’d
               told me on more than one occasion that he’d been the one to save me was now the one
               that was going to cause me harm. 

         
         “I hope you’re not shy.” 

         
         I had no idea where that statement was coming from. “Why?” 

         
         “You will be laid bare before the gathering, so they can witness our joining.” 

         
         My jaw dropped.  

         
         “Nothing to be ashamed about. Every demon there would have seen it all before. Nothing
               new. Your father and your grandfather will witness it too.” 

         
         I don’t think my mouth could have opened any wider. “That’s just gross.” 

         
         He shrugged. “Trust me; no one will see you really. You’re just skin over a shell
               anyone of them can create. Our joining will be the first step in Lucifer’s plan for
               the future. And if you bear fruit from this ceremony, we will be treated like a King
               and Queen.” 

         
         He’d been brainwashed too many times, and it was partly my fault.  

         
         “I won’t do it,” I declared, promises be damned. 

         
         His hand clamped around my throat, and I was slammed into a wall. I saw stars, or
               maybe they were moons. Planets filled my vision with brilliant light. 

         
         “You will not humiliate me again. Father was right. I’ve coddled you too long. I let
               you be with him.” He pointed at Luke frozen in time, looking young and innocent. “And
               he’s not worthy of you. You feel it don’t you, the bond to me? A promise was made
               that sealed our fates. You can’t deny it. Your demon nature is attracted to me and
               me alone.” 

         
         He was wrong about that. McKayla… me… had always felt an attraction to Flynn as well. 

         
         “Maybe it’s time we separate you from your soul so you will be at peace with what
               you know is right.” 

         
         His raised his hand to the level of my chest, and his hand began to glow. I’d seen
               that particular magic trick more times than I wanted. If he ripped my soul from me,
               I had no idea if I would still be me. And I couldn’t trust him and his father to keep
               their promise to set Luke free or leave my mom alone. Then again, I couldn’t be trusted
               because I had no plans to end up in some kind of weird ceremony.   

         
          “You will bleed for me on that dais,” he growled.

         
         Suddenly, everything shifted into freaky slow motion after I glanced at Luke. He said
               I had the power of heaven and hell in me. I had to remember that. I reached for whatever
               that was and let out the fury I felt for being in this situation.

         
         Only, in hell, the power of heaven was slower coming to me. I gathered what I could,
               and combined it with what hell freely gave to me. I channeled all that I’d collected
               as his hand slowly came forward. Then I pushed it out. It burst out of me in a wave
               sending Sebastian flying through a wall. Several fissures were created all over the
               room, but the wall behind me collapsed, and I was sent stumbling backward.

         
         Before time snapped back, I saw the red glow fade and eyes among the captives open.
               Luke moved like the Nephilim he was and stopped me before I crashed to the ground.

         
         “Mercy,” he rasped.

         
         Only, I spotted another captive. She was someone I could never forget. 

         
         “Nina,” I said and pointed. 

         
         Luke turned. The glow around her faded, but her eyes hadn’t open. She began to teeter
               before she fell flat on her face. Not too far behind her, there was movement.

         
         “Sebastian’s coming. We need to go.”

         
         Luke gestured with a hand to the others, and suddenly we were running. I had no idea
               where we were going, but I searched for a way down. Large cracks that lined the wall
               showed how nearly I’d brought the fortress down. When we came up to a hole in the
               floor, I pointed at it. 

         
         Luke nodded and pulled me close. The hole wasn’t that large. However, he stepped off
               sending us to free fall to the level below. I’d been pressed so tight against his
               chest; I smelled his clean soapy scent before we landed. We moved back to let the
               other soldiers with Luke come through. 

         
         “Our ticket out of here is on the ground floor near a door according to Flynn.”

         
         I could see the questions on Luke’s face, but there was no time to discuss. The floor
               we stood on didn’t have a hole, but it had wide cracks. Apparently, the location had
               been a weak spot in the structure. He moved towards it and crouched down. He punched
               a fist through what had to be rock as hard as steel made to hold up the fortress.
               Then again, I’d punched a hole in the side of the place. I glanced at my hand, and
               it was fine.

         
         He continued to ram his hand down, and his comrades came over and assisted. I was
               about to help when I felt rather than saw Sebastian. His grim face held a mask of
               rage. Yet, he didn’t run. Somehow I knew he assumed we were trapped like rats and
               wanted us to expend our energy. 

         
         “He’s coming,” I said.

         
         The hole opened, and we dropped down another level. It didn’t take a lot of time,
               but it was time we didn’t have. Sebastian or Belial could materialize in front of
               us at any moment. Our escape so far had been too easy. I kept waiting for us to be
               caught. 

         
         At the next level, I hit the rock floor to help and my knuckles split. Luke stopped
               to heal me. Whatever power of strength stored in me had been expended. I had to watch
               while the others did. A few floors later, Luke punched but no hole was created. 

         
         “We’re at bottom,” he said, looking up at me.

         
         I glanced around searching for a door. In the chaos, I had no idea where we were in
               relation to the stasis room Luke had been held in. We’d run down several corridors
               before we dropped down the first level. 

         
         “We needed to find the outer wall for a door.”

         
         Luke nodded, and we ran down one corridor and another.  I tried to remember what direction
               we’d gone when we came out of that room. I tried to backtrack, and it worked. Yards
               ahead, a door was laid into stone. Near it was a slow closing orb.

         
         “Wait,” I called out. 

         
         Sebastian materialized in front of our portal. His eyes went flame hot, and his hands
               became balls of fire.

         
         Luke tried to get in front of me, but I wouldn’t let him. Sebastian wouldn’t hurt
               me or so I thought. I had to try to use that as our ace in the hole. I ran towards
               Sebastian making a calculating move. Everywhere he threw a ball of flame, I moved
               in that direction, closing the distance. I had no idea what we would do once he got
               close enough. But I knew I couldn’t let him touch me, so he could dematerialize me
               away.

         
         I was stopped by an arm around my waist. In a fluid movement, Luke spun me, so I ended
               up behind him and in the arms of one of the soldiers I’d rescued. Bright light shot
               from Luke’s hand and a sword of pure light appeared. Sebastian took Luke’s lead and
               created a sword of blue flame. When their swords collided, the walls shook. Luke took
               the advantage and advanced. He shoved Sebastian back clearing a path towards the slowly
               closing portal.

         
         The soldiers must have communicated with Luke on some level I wasn’t able to hear
               or understand because the guy that held me lifted me up and ran towards the portal.
               As I neared Luke and Sebastian, I heard why Luke had the advantage. My ears began
               to ring at first before pain jolted through me. It could have been worse. Luke was
               speaking in his Angel tongue. He had to be whispering it, which was why Sebastian
               wasn’t overcome but merely losing a step.

         
         “Luke,” I called a second before the soldiers tried to hurtle me into the portal.
               I used the guy’s momentum to switch our positions as the soldiers were sucked through.
               I watched the portal close with me still locked in hell as the battle between Luke
               and Sebastian continued on.

         
         Luke, not knowing I was still there, spoke freely. I had to cover my ears as the pain
               sent me to the ground. We wouldn’t make it out of here even if Luke won the fight.
                

         
         And I remembered the Elven Queen. If I’d used my mate bond to heal Flynn, then maybe
               I still had some of the queen’s power within me. And she had the power to create realm
               opening portals. I held out a hand and sought that spark within me. I felt empty until
               somewhere deep a shimmer of something came forth. My hand flickered before a fissure
               of light ripped a hole in the space before me. 

         
         “Luke,” I called again. 

         
         My head was pressed against one shoulder as my free hand covered my other ear. I had
               a sideways view of their battle. Luke, surprised to see me, took a glancing blow on
               the shoulder. Then he shouted archaic words, and my world began to darken around the
               edges. I tried to hold it together as my eyes rolled to the back of my head. On some
               level, I felt lifted before moonlight broke through the darkness.  

         
         I fluttered my lids open, and Flynn was covering his ears as Luke slammed through
               as the portal shut. 

         
         The soldiers were dusting themselves off and giving a hand to Luke to get to his feet.
               Flynn touched my face. “Are you okay?” 

         
         I nodded. My ears still rang, but it was better than it was. I stared at my hand as
               Tristrom watched me. “How’d you do that?” 

         
         I shrugged, aching all over and feeling vaguely sick to my stomach. “I think it was
               a gift from your mother.”  

         
         Tristrom nodded. No one else questioned it. 

         
         The guy who tried to bring me through rolled to his feet and moved over to his fellow
               warriors. 

         
         “Sebastian can still appear,” I called out, waiting for him to materialize.  

         
         “It’s dark. He wouldn’t know where we were. He has to know his destination to get
               there,” Luke said. 

         
         Flynn helped me to my feet. My dress has seen better days. My hair probably resembled
               a bird’s nest.  

         
         Maggie threw herself at me. “Jesus Mercy, I thought…” 

         
         “I’m okay,” I said hugging her tight. 

         
         With the last of my reserves, I pulled away and marched over to where Luke stood with
               a band of soldiers. I poked him in his chest to the bewilderment of the guys who stood
               near him. 

         
         “I had it. I didn’t need you to play hero and get yourself killed…AGAIN. And if you
               had any brains, you would have known Sebastian needed me. He wouldn’t have hurt me.
               And don’t forget that I was the one that freed you.” 

         
         Luke looked a little hurt as I swayed on my feet. He made a move to steady me, but
               stopped himself. I counted to three and opened my eyes to find myself still standing
               by my own power. 

         
         “I know you can take care of yourself. You’ve been doing it all along. You have to
               know as your Guardian, I can’t help but protect you.” 

         
         His eyes held more emotions in them than it had in days. 

         
         With some regret at my outburst, I stepped into him and leaned against his chest.
               “I’m sorry. You’re right. I just can’t watch you die a second time.” 

         
         His arms were slow to come around me. Then he moved them to my shoulders and pushed
               me a little distance away so he could look me in the eye. 

         
         “You are my priority. Your life means more to me, than my own.”  

         
         Flynn walked towards us, and I glanced in his direction. His eyes weren’t on me. So
               I stepped back and gave him room to stand in front of Luke. 

         
         “It’s good to see you’re alive, man.”  

         
         His words lightened me. They hadn’t had peace for some time. He held out a hand that
               Luke stared at a second before he clasped it. Then he did the man hug thing, pulling
               each other in a bear hug with a clasped hand between them. A couple of solid thumps
               of each other’s backs followed. 

         
         I thought I faintly heard Maggie say, “Awe.”  

         
         “Brother,” Luke said.  

         
         I watched Flynn’s shoulder slump as if relief overcame him. Then they pulled apart.
                

         
         Luke glanced to the sky, so did the guys with him.  

         
         “Take care of our girl. I’ll be back soon.” 

         
         “Wait,” I called out. 

         
         Luke’s back was halfway to me as he’d begun to walk away. 

         
         “You saw Nina.” 

         
         He gave a curt nod. I heard Maggie gasp. 

         
         “Was she with you?” I asked cautiously. 

         
         His head slowly turned side to side. “I will look into why she was there.” 

         
         And he was gone, again. 

         
         “What was that?” Maggie said. “Who were those guys and why were they dressed like
               those crazy angels we fought at prom.” 

         
         I didn’t want to answer even though I was pretty sure I knew. Saying it out loud would
               make it hurt worse. Instead, I had different questions that needed answers. 

         
         “What happened? How did you guys find me?” 

         
         Flynn pointed at Tristrom. “He came and got us right after it happened. And by the
               way, we’re all pissed you didn’t tell us what was going on.” 

         
         Everyone nodded. 

         
         “Speaking of which, I have to get back and confront the traitors,” Tom said.  

         
         “You haven’t done that yet?” I asked. 

         
         He shook his head and looked pointedly at me. We might have earlier if we’d known
               what was going on. Anyway, they are being detained. We waited to protect Tristrom
               to make sure he got Flynn and you back. We had no idea Luke was down there too.” 

         
         They all looked at me. 

         
         “Sebastian said he was a prisoner of war whatever that means.” 

         
         “We’ve been gone too long. I need to get back before my people start to speculate.
               We can talk about the rest after.” 

         
         We started the hike back to the party where the lights were still on, but music no
               longer played. As we neared, Tom grabbed my hand, reminding me of my ruse. Something
               in the way he held me tight said we were walking into something bad.  

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Twenty-One

         
          

         
         The terrace doors that Tristrom and I went through were still opened. Tom and I stepped
               through, and immediately I took in the clusters of people gathered together in quiet
               conversations. 

         
         It felt like Tom had grown two feet taller the way he strode through the crowd commanding
               attention as we made our way to the platform. Conversations stopped along the way.
                

         
         We climbed the few stairs and turned to face his people. Then without notice he shifted.
               Just like that, Tom became a lion and let out a deafening roar.  

         
         For a second, everyone looked stunned including me until one by one they fell to their
               knees with heads bent in submission. Knowing I had a part to play, I got to my knees
               as well. 

         
         Head facing the floor, I didn’t realize Tom had shifted back into human form until
               he spoke with a voice that could command legions of armies. 

         
         “I am King, and I expect respect from everyone allowed in this castle and in my presence.” 

         
         There were lots of Yes, My Lords, among those in the crowd. 

         
         “Huck and Riona, show yourselves.” 

         
         No one got to their feet, but they did swivel their heads around to see the two figures
               move between the kneeling crowds to stand in the front. 

         
         “Huck, my oldest friend, someone I thought I could trust. You are charged with treason.” 

         
         Gasps rolled through the crowd as guards seemed to peel themselves from the wall where
               they were stationed around the room prepared for anything. Two continued to stand
               behind the treasonous pair as if to ensure they didn’t run. 

         
         “Tom,” Huck began. I glanced to see Tom’s brow arch. Huck bowed his head. “My Lord,
               I only acted out of loyalty to you. I thought she,” he glanced at me. “I thought she
               was a danger to you.” 

         
         “And what did you learn, by your treasonous actions.” 

         
         Huck’s head hung low again. “She is human. It doesn’t explain how she could heal the
               marks I placed on her.” 

         
         Flynn got to his feet with murder in his eye. The soldiers, however, wouldn’t allow
               him to get near Huck. 

         
         “There was a full moon. And only the most experienced were can deny the pull that
               night.” 

         
         “That doesn’t explain why you didn’t bring your concerns to me.” 

         
         I found it interesting Tom didn’t share what I told him about how Huck claimed to
               serve a future King, who wasn’t him. 

         
         “I’m sorry.” 

         
         “Lucky for you, I have friends just as powerful as me in other ways, and we were able
               to retrieve her from the depths of hell you sent her to. Had she been harmed, or worse
               killed, you would be dead right here, right now.” 

         
         Huck’s eyes were dull. He appeared remorseful.  

         
         “Riona, what is your excuse for following Huck?” 

         
         Riona wasn’t sorry. “She doesn’t deserve to be your mate. I, in front of all these
               witnesses, challenge her for the status of first mate.” 

         
         “You aren’t one of my mates, and neither is she. She is my consort,” Tom decreed. 

         
         “Then I challenge her to combat for the right to be consort.” 

         
         Tom glanced over at his mother who had gotten up and moved towards the front. She
               nodded. Tom took my hand and pulled me close. He then cupped my face and with our
               lips a knife edge away, he blew, and I drew in the life force he offered. To everyone
               else it would appear as though he were kissing me. In fact, I could hear Flynn growl. 

         
         Tom said nothing, only stared in my eyes a second longer. He didn’t want me to do
               it. He feared I would lose. I’d frightened Riona before, but I would be able to win
               once forced to actually fight her. It seemed I had a lot to prove to my friends. 

         
         “Which form do you choose? Human or Beast,” Tom asked Riona. “And remember, if you
               choose Beast, she can use all her gifts.” 

         
         Riona glanced at Huck as if he held all the answers. He glanced away not saying anything. 

         
         “Human,” Riona chose. 

         
         Tom nodded in the direction of the servants. “Please bring training clothes. You both
               will have five minutes to change. No weapons other than those you were born with in
               your human form can be used.” 

         
         Interesting wording choice, I thought. 

         
         I was ushered out of the room in the opposite direction of Riona. Maggie scurried
               after me. 

         
         “Are you crazy, Mercy?” she asked.  

         
         I sat and fought a wave of dizziness. I was tired and had expended much energy in
               the last twenty-four hours. I ran on empty and needed reserves. Tom had given me a
               boost. I held on to hope it was enough. 

         
         “What choice do I have? Anyway, I can take her.”  

         
          

         
         Maggie’s eyes widened. I glanced at the two female servants helping me out of my dress.
               Maggie's mouth pursed. 

         
         I quickly got into the stretchy black outfit they’d brought. I had to change my top
               twice before they found one that fit. I declined the boots they offered. They may
               have provided more protection, but I would be clumsy in something I wasn’t used to
               wearing. My chucks would have to work. 

         
         I gathered my hair into a ponytail and twisted it to create a bun, something Riona
               couldn’t easily grab. Then I stepped back out into the ballroom ready to take this
               girl down a peg. 

         
         A ring that formed, with bodies and not barriers, awaited me. I stepped through the
               open path and faced Riona. She stood in the center with a smug look on her face. I
               met Flynn’s eyes. He lifted his chin. My mouth curled into a smile before I stopped
               it. He believed in me, but better yet, I believed in myself. Tired or not, I could
               do this. 

         
         I stopped two feet away from her. I was tempted to cross my arms over my chest but
               wanted to be ready to defend or strike. 

         
         It wasn’t Tom who spoke, but his mother. 

         
         “No weapons or outside help allowed.” She paused a millisecond. “Begin.” 

         
         Riona’s fist shot out like a cannon. I dodged to the side easily missing her strike
               and chopping down at her elbow joint while sliding underneath her arm. Grasping her,
               I used my leverage to swing her over my body. She flew up and over but unfortunately
               for me, the cat landed on her feet. She jabbed out with a left. I ducked, but she
               landed a punch to my jaw with her right.  

         
         The blow sent me backward, but I kicked my feet up as she came in for another jab.
               I caught her by surprise and sent her in the opposite direction as I somersaulted
               to land on my feet. I’d found my second, no fifth wind.  

         
         She wiped blood from her mouth. Good, my kick caught her in the teeth. She came at
               me, and I kneeled to knock her feet right from under her. I rolled and was about to
               spring, when she scissor kicked me and caught me by the throat.  

         
         Before she could squeeze the life out of me, I jackknifed up, bending her legs in
               the wrong direction. She let go before I broke her legs at the knee joints. We slid
               apart on our bottoms and glared at each other. She moved before I could and cartwheeled
               over to me. I rolled again and got to my feet. It happened so fast, her back was still
               turned. I took advantage and wrenched my arm around her neck.  

         
         She tried to slam me over her back in the same move I did earlier. Only after she
               flipped me, I used her momentum to flip her over and smashed her to the ground with
               my forearm against her throat. With my body planted on hers, she couldn’t get out
               from under me. 

         
         “Do you yield?” I asked. It was something I’d learned in practice training. 

         
         She gritted her teeth and thrashed around, hoping to find some way out of my trap.
               I pushed down on her throat some more to constrict her airway. A part of me wanted
               to end her as the voices around me turned into static.  

         
         “Never,” she croaked. 

         
         I slammed my forehead against hers and knocked her out. She lay limp as I got up. 

         
         The room went silent as I stood. The light in the room hurt my eyes, and I blinked.
               I found Flynn, and in his eyes, I saw my demon ones. I closed them and breathed. 

         
         When I opened them again, the light no longer bothered me.  

         
         “What is she?” I heard as the sounds came into focus. 

         
         It was too late. People had noticed. If they knew I was truly a demon, it would hurt
               Tom. So I focused on the power Tom lent me. It wasn’t hard to find considering I had
               almost nothing left. I wasn’t exactly sure how the shifter thing worked, but I wished
               my body into a complete change. And seconds later I exploded with fur and fell on
               four feet. Handy thing being able to borrow other’s power for my use. 

         
         I stepped over to Riona and pressed a paw to her chest. 

         
         My vision changed. Colors weren’t the same. Scents weren’t the same. Sounds were sharper
               as I heard the gasp from clear across the room. I shifted my head sharply as footsteps
               neared. Friend, I thought as I bit back a growl. 

         
         “You are the victor, Mercy, and have claimed your place as my son’s consort.” 

         
         I felt the power drain within me. I wouldn’t be able to maintain the lioness shape.
               I also didn’t know if I would be naked or still clothed after the change. I turned
               and darted forward. People moved, giving me way. I leaped towards the room where I
               initially changed. I skidded to a stop unused to my new feet. I crashed into a dresser,
               and boy did that hurt. My claws clicked as I tried to get to my feet again and stumbled
               forward into a standing mirror where I’d checked myself out earlier. I made it to
               the corner and let the shape of the lioness go. 

         
         “Mercy, wake up.” Maggie tapped me. “You have to get up. Tom needs you. You have to
               prove that you can shift back.” 

         
         “What?” 

         
         “I don’t know how you did it. But that was totally badass. But you’re not done tiger.” 

         
         “I was a lioness, not a tiger.” 

         
         “Doesn’t matter. You have to get up and now,” Maggie stubbornly said. I just wanted
               to lie down and sleep for a week. 

         
         “Get up, Mercy.” 

         
         She tugged on my arm, and I felt sick to my stomach. The poison, voodoo or magic Riona
               had dosed my food with still hadn’t worn off.  

         
         I stood on shaky legs while Maggie smoothed my hair. I was still dressed. That answered
               one question.  

         
         “Alright, you can do this. Plus Flynn is going to come in here and give the crowd
               something else to doubt Tom with if you don’t show your face.” 

         
         Still disoriented, I said, “Why?” 

         
         “Sometimes I wonder about you. He’s worried because the boy is in love with you, what
               else.” 

         
         I shook the cobwebs off and took some shallow breaths. “I don’t know how long I can
               stand on my feet. Tom better not take too long. 

         
         The things you do for your friends. I managed to walk out with fluid steps somehow.
               I felt like a doll tethered to strings because it was sheer will alone that got me
               out there. 

         
         Tom held out a hand, and I took it. 

         
         “My consort is strong. As you can see, Huck and Riona’s actions to change her from
               human to lioness worked. And she is able to change at will on her first go. For those
               who have doubted me, you will lose whatever challenge to bring to me.” 

         
         The people there didn’t know that if anything, I should have shifted into a leopard.
               I hadn’t thought when I acted. Tom smoothly fixed that by implicating Riona too. A
               single file line formed, and people began to get on their knees and recited words
               I didn’t have the energy to pay attention to. I simply did my best to stay upright.
                

         
         Tom’s mother moved into view when everyone finished. “Your swearing of fealty is duly
               noted. However, it doesn’t mean much if your king doesn’t have the support of your
               clans. As with all changes to the throne, you have thirty days to get your houses
               in order. After thirty days, the King will show up without notice. We will expect
               you to swear in front of your clan and then each member of your clan will also swear
               fealty to our new King as well. If this doesn’t happen, it will mean war. We expect
               hospitality, financial tribute as well as blood tribute when we come. You are dismissed.” 

         
         “Who are you?” someone stupidly asked. 

         
         Tom stepped forward and growled. “She is the Queen Mother, and you will show her respect.
               She speaks for me and will be obeyed as if I were speaking to you.” 

         
         The man, who dared to speak, bowed to Tom and then to his mother. 

         
         “Everyone will leave. No one will be allowed back into the caste until I’ve met with
               all the clans, unless I request your presence.” People began to speak. Tom roared.
               “That means starting now.” 

         
         That got people moving. 

         
         Then Tom spoke to his guards. “Place Huck in the dungeons and send Riona out with
               her clan.” 

         
         “Is that wise, my Lord?” When Tom gave the guy a withering look, he added, “Letting
               Riona go.” 

         
         “Riona may have allies inside. I’d rather she not be within these walls for now. You
               can have someone shadow her movements and report to me if she doesn’t stay with her
               clan.” 

         
         The soldier bowed and helped disburse the crowd.  

         
         “Flynn, please escort my consort to her rooms.” 

         
         Flynn nodded. 

         
         I walked and didn’t let Flynn touch me until we reached the stairs. Walking up four
               flights was not possible. My legs finally gave way. 

         
         “There you are.” Flynn lifted me in his arms.  

         
         “I love it when you carry me like this.” 

         
         He grinned. Then, I guessed he carried me to my room because I finally passed out.  

         
          

         
           

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Twenty-Two

         
          

         
          

         
         Voices woke me from a dreamless sleep. I sat up in bed and blinked my eyes several
               times orienting myself. I was still in Tom’s castle. Tom’s castle, I repeated in my
               head. That was just plain weird.  

         
         I shifted my legs on the other side of the bed and padded my way to the door that
               separated Tom’s and my rooms. I slid the door left and was granted a view of the other
               side.  

         
         My friends were slouched on chairs positioned at the end of room nearest to where
               I entered. Everyone looked up as I walked in. 

         
         “You up?” Maggie said brightly.  

         
         I nodded even though she asked the obvious. She started to get up, but it was Flynn,
               who was by my side in a second. He steered me over to his seat and stood to lean behind
               me on the high back of the chair. 

         
         “So what’s the plan?” Flynn asked. 

         
         I had no idea what they were talking about, but decided not to speak. I still didn’t
               feel well. I decided to continue to keep that fact to myself. If my friends knew,
               they would baby me and I didn’t want that. 

         
         Tom shrugged. “Not much to do now. With everyone gone, the castle is pretty much secure.
               We can go back home.” 

         
         Doug, who stood with his hands folded over his chest, said, “What about here? Aren’t
               you expected to rule?” 

         
         Tom nodded. “Yes, but I have thirty days until I’ll being touring the world. I need
               to go back. There is something I need to do.” 

         
         His words were cryptic and the boys just nodded. I wasn’t satisfied with not knowing.
               “And what’s that?” 

         
         Tom glanced my way. “I need to find the girl.” 

         
         As if that was all I needed to know he didn’t say more.  

         
         “What girl?” It was like pulling teeth to get an answer. 

         
         He sighed. “There is a legend that a girl will be born and will be the queen of the
               shifters.” 

         
         “Aren’t all shifters born?” I asked. 

         
         “Wasn’t your mom born?” Maggie asked at the same time. 

         
         “Yes, and yes.” Tom looked resigned to answer our question. “All shifters born from
               the blending of the original Native American tribe and some Vikings who happened to
               stumble across them were all male. The original tribe members included the women who
               had the shifter gene. As they continued to have offspring, they could be turned and
               their offspring who had the gene could too and so on. Women with the gene can be turned
               into were animals, and many became mates of the shifters. To make a long story short,
               my Mom was the first woman born of a shifter. She was thought to be the prophesied
               woman would become queen. Her birth strengthened my grandfather’s power base. Only
               when she came of age, she didn’t shift. She had to be turned. Now, there is another,
               possibly two. Rumor has it, she has the ability to shift without being turned.” 

         
         “So why find her?” Doug asked. 

         
         “It’s no secret I don’t want to rule. If she exists…” 

         
         “Then she can be queen, and you can live a more ordinary life,” I finished for him. 

         
         He nodded. 

         
         “What does your mom think?” Doug asked. 

         
         “She can’t know. She won’t want me to find her. Worse, she could try to have her eliminated.
               She sees royalty as our bloodline’s legacy.” 

         
         “So what are you going to do?” Maggie asked. 

         
         “I’m going back to school.” He glanced at us conspiratorially. “At least that’s what
               she’ll think. After a few days of showing my face, I’ll leave.” 

         
         “We’ll come with you,” I said. 

         
         He shook his head. “If all of us are gone, it will be noticed. As it is, I’m going
               to ask you and Tristrom a favor. We need to get back, but it can’t be traced. I want
               my enemies to think I’m still here at the castle.” 

         
         Flynn asked, “Won’t spies find out you're gone?”  

         
         “Eventually, yes. But, if we take a portal out of here and the plane, it will take
               longer for them to figure it out. By then, I would have left school and headed north
               to find the girl.” 

         
         I glanced to Tristrom. “Can you use your power yet?” 

         
         He nodded. 

         
         “One thing? What’s going to happen to the animal I forced into the change? Should
               I force her to change back?” 

         
         Tom sighed and scrubbed a hand down his face. “I should put her down.” 

         
         “No,” I begged, scooting to the edge of my seat. “I did this. I’m responsible.” 

         
         “You aren’t. It’s possible she would have changed on her own. I can’t let her go.
               I will have someone work with her to see if we can teach her. If she changes back
               at the next full moon, and there is no progress with her human abilities, I may be
               forced to put her down.” 

         
         “Promise me you’ll give her a fighting chance.” 

         
         “I will,” he declared and I believe him. 

         
         “Okay, then let’s go.” 

         
         I was anxious to get back home and talk to Mom. She had some explaining to do. 

         
         Flynn put a hand on my shoulder. “We can’t just go running back. Sebastian will find
               you there. That thing that belongs to the queen is probably a beacon of some sort.
               Here the magic surrounding the place shields it.” 

         
         “I can’t hide forever, Flynn. We have to go back. I have to see my mom.” 

         
         I glanced up at him, pleading with my eyes. He finally nodded. Tom slapped his hands
               on his thighs. “I have just a few more things to do first. Doug, with me.” 

         
         When they left, I stood. “I guess I’ll go pack.” It wasn’t like I had much to do.
               Everyone nodded. “Wait, where is Mia?” 

         
         Flynn shrugged. “I haven’t seen her.” 

         
         “You have to find her.” 

         
         “She’s not my responsibility.” 

         
         His words shocked me. 

         
         “Flynn, please go find her.” 

         
         He sighed. “Fine.” He left, leaving Maggie, Tristrom, and me alone. 

         
         “What was that all about?” Maggie asked. 

         
         “I have no idea.” I shook my head. “I’m going to shower and pack.” 

         
         We all agreed, and they left me in Tom’s room. With everyone gone, I could look around.
               The space was massive with huge paintings on the wall. I recognized his grandfather
               even though it was a younger version of him. Tom resembled him some. He sat in a throne
               next to a regal looking woman with blonde hair. In front of them was a child. Although
               she sat still, the artist had captured her wandering eyes. 

         
         There were other paintings and furnishings that were fit for a museum. They were solid
               but delicate pieces that made me think they were French. I don’t know why. I wasn’t
               an art major. Just something about them made me think they were created by a French
               artisan. 

         
         I was about to leave when I spotted one more painting. It was of a lion. I wasn’t
               sure at first if it was just a random picture of a lion from the wild until I studied
               its eyes. As I moved, they seemed to follow me, and there was something a little too
               human about those eyes. I shivered and went through the pocket door.  

         
         

      
   

Chapter Twenty-Three

         
          

         
         Thoughts circled in my head as I showered, dressed and packed. I rushed out of the
               room to find Maggie. As I passed one door a ways down the hall, I heard Flynn’s voice.
               He was almost shouting, but I kept going around the corner. There weren’t many doors,
               and I knocked on the first one. 

         
         A shirtless Tristrom opened the door. “Is there a problem?” 

         
         I shook my head. “I’m looking for Maggie. Is she around?” 

         
         He pointed to a door a little further down on the right.  

         
         “Thanks,” I muttered. 

         
         I rushed over to the door and practically pounded on it. 

         
         “Holy hell, Eme, what’s going on?” 

         
         “Brent? I forgot to ask about Brent.” 

         
         Her mouth formed an O, but she wasn’t looking at me. I glanced over my shoulder to
               see Tristrom still standing there. I faced Maggie again and rolled my eyes.  

         
         “Your boyfriend, Brent.” My words were punched with obvious meaning, and she glanced
               up at me. 

         
         “Yeah, you don’t know.” 

         
         “I don’t know what?” 

         
         She was still staring, so I position myself in front of her blocking her view of Tristrom. 

         
         Her response was less than apologetic. “There’s no harm in looking, is there?” 

         
         “Brent. What are we going to do with him? Will he stay here?” She shook her head,
               but I could tell she wasn’t at all with me. “Mags!” 

         
         Her eyes finally met mine with clarity. “He’s back. Whatever you did worked. He’s
               sleeping. He isn’t quite together yet. I assume he’s coming with us.” 

         
         How long had I slept? 

         
         “You assume? The boy you were so in love with you jumped in a cage with him.” 

         
         She nodded. “I don’t know. I love him…” 

         
         “Spit it out Mags.” 

         
         “I do. I just… I don’t know. I need to think about everything. It’s just that one
               mistake by him, and he could turn me. I love him, but I don’t want to be a shifter.” 

         
         I didn’t bother correcting her that she could only be turned into a were not a shifter.
               It was a moot point.  

         
         “It’s cool that you all have these powers, but I kind of like being human.” 

         
         We were still standing in the hallway. I looked behind me. Tristrom was gone, and
               his door shut. 

         
         “I get it. I don’t blame you. But don’t you think you should talk to Brent first?
               Plus Tristrom has a girl he’s in love with. And he’s not exactly human either.” 

         
         “I know,” she began. “But he can’t change me into something else.” 

         
         “That’s not quite true. He’s half-Fey, and his life is in danger as much as mine.
               If they take him and you back to Fairy, they can change you into Fey.” 

         
         She paused at that. I stepped in to give her a hug. I knew that it was too much for
               her. I wanted her safe, and my crazy life wouldn’t keep her that way. Just another
               detail to add to my list. I wondered again if maybe I should plant a memory in her
               mind to get her to forget what we were. I could have her move on with her life without
               us. The thought choked me up, but it might be the best for all.  

         
         I pulled back and smiled. I couldn’t make a decision now. The thought of losing my
               best friend scared me. I wanted to cry and rage because I was born into a life not
               of my choosing. And for that, I couldn’t ever be a normal girl. And maybe I couldn’t
               have human friends either. 

         
         “Are you packed?” I asked, trying to smile my way through this. Maggie had a way of
               figuring me out. So a change of subject was in order. I glanced around the clothes
               in her room. “Where did you get all this stuff?” 

         
         She shrugged. “Tom’s people brought it for me since I didn’t come with any clothes.
               Last minute plans and all.” 

         
         I smiled feeling guilty.  

         
         “I think Flynn and Mia are arguing.” 

         
         That changed Maggie’s focus. “Really? Why?” 

         
         I told her the whole story of what happened in hell as I helped her finish packaging
               all her things. I ended the tale while sitting on her bed waiting for Tom to get us. 

         
         “Oh my god, I’m so happy for you.” She leaned over and hugged me. “You two deserve
               each other.” 

         
         “It’s not that simple. I still love Luke. My feelings haven’t died.” 

         
         “Yeah, where is he then?” 

         
         Her question was a little sharp. Then again, Maggie had always been a little more
               Team Flynn. I couldn’t bring her back to the middle, closer to Team Luke because there
               were things I didn’t want to say. Things I wasn’t sure I should say. Luke hadn’t exactly
               filled everyone in.  

         
         I shrugged. “Besides, I can’t think about either of them right now. Mom’s pregnant,
               and she’s going to die before this baby is born. I want to be happy that I’m going
               to have a sister or brother. But, at the same time, I’m pissed she would be so careless.
               I’m getting a sister or brother, but I’m losing my mom.” 

         
         “Do you think she did it on purpose?” 

         
         I glared at her. “She’s a nurse and a mom. She knows how to protect herself.” 

         
         She nodded. “Somehow I don’t think she would do this intentionally, Eme. Give her
               the benefit of the doubt.” 

         
         “Maybe. But, why did I have to hear it from Belial?” 

         
         Thoughts of parents brought me to the subject of my grandfather. I’d been in hell
               and hadn’t once thought about saving him. Could I have? 

         
         “What are you thinking about?” 

         
         I shook my head. “Nothing. Maybe we should go to my room. They will probably look
               for us there first.” 

         
         She nodded and got up to get her things. Her room was nice. It was about the size
               of my room at David’s. The furniture looked more contemporary, which was interesting.
               I’d have to ask Tom about where all the furniture came from. 

         
         When we walked out, Mia stood there with red-rimmed eyes. “Can I talk to you?” 

         
         There was no way the conversation would be good. However, I glanced back to Maggie.
                

         
         “I’ll check on the boys,” she said tossing her bag in her room. 

         
         I followed Mia as she led us to my room. I wondered where her room was, or if she’d
               been staying with Flynn, which caused a stab of jealousy to spike in my chest. I went
               in first, and she followed. Then I closed the door and stayed by it while I waited
               for her to say her peace. 

         
         She wiped at her nose. “Flynn tells me the two of you are together.” 

         
         I nodded because I didn’t want to get into an argument with her about Flynn.  

         
         “Do you think that’s wise?” She stared at me waiting for me to answer. 

         
         I glanced at my feet because I had my doubts about it all. It seemed no matter what
               I did, I was hurting someone. And now, that extended to this girl. 

         
         “Whether it’s wise or not, it’s really none of your business.” 

         
         “My business? David brought me here to break the bond forming between you two. He
               said Flynn would die otherwise.” 

         
         For a second, I thought about what she said. 

         
         “That was if our bond didn’t fully cement.” I purposefully didn’t use the word mate.
               It still seemed weird. 

         
         “No,” she began. “David heard something.” She corrected herself. “A prophesy, that
               said if Flynn stays with you, he will die.” 

         
         I completely disregarded her words. “You’re mistaken. David would have told me or
               my mom would have.” 

         
         “Think again. David said he didn’t tell your mom. He didn’t want her to know any of
               it. I wasn’t even supposed to tell you.” 

         
         My eyes narrowed. “Then why are you?” 

         
         “So you can do the right thing. I tried telling Flynn, but he refuses to hear any
               of it.” 

         
         They had been arguing. I covered my eyes with a hand. “It’s too late,” I said more
               to myself. I thought of my dream with Flynn encased in ice. Had it really just been
               a dream or a premonition? 

         
         Her eyes grew, and I wondered why Flynn hadn’t told her. “So he’s your mate?” 

         
         “Look, like I said this isn’t your business. You need to pack your things to go. We’re
               headed back to Maryland.” 

         
         Her eyes changed from accusing to pleading. “You don’t understand. This isn’t just
               about you two. I'm pledged to Flynn. If he won’t have me, no one will. I’ll look like
               a failure and end up alone, forever.” 

         
         I had no idea what she was talking about. Mom hadn’t told me much about our culture.
                

         
         “I’m really sorry you are caught up in this mess. But, there is nothing I can do here
               and now. We need to get back and sort this all out. David needs to explain himself.” 

         
         And so did my mom, but I kept that to myself. 

         
         “You can’t tell him I told you. I’ll be further disgraced.” 

         
         I sighed heavily. “I don’t know what to tell you Mia other than, I can’t do anything
               here. I need to get back home.” 

         
         I held the door open. Reluctantly, she stepped through it.  

         
         “Please,” she said in such a small voice, I had no choice to believe her.  

         
         But, how could I save everyone. It was an impossible task. First, I needed to get
               home.  

         
         

      
   

Chapter Twenty-Four

         
          

         
         With our stuff, we gathered in the empty space in the middle of Tom’s room to go back
               to David’s. We were a mix of anxiousness and unease. I was both. I felt like I was
               drowning in problems to solve, none greater than finding out if Mom had truly placed
               herself in danger of death. I needed a face to face talk with her. 

         
         Tristrom held up a hand and not just with anticipation. I think we were all ready
               to get back home. After a few moments with his palm suspended in the air, his brows
               pinched together. 

         
         “The wards around this place are strong. I guess I don’t have the power to break through,”
               he finally said, dropping his hand. 

         
         “Use the scepter,” I suggested and reached for it in my bag for it. 

         
         Some of the concern on his face smoothed. He hadn’t been able to use his Elven magic
               since our return from Fairy based on what I knew. He had to be worried he’d somehow
               lost his abilities. I handed the scepter to him and watched, as he seemed to transform
               in front of my eyes. He looked more and more King-like holding it. Could the scepter
               be changing him? I shoved that question away as it was just another to add to the
               mix. 

         
         Tristrom glanced at each of us. “Is everyone ready?” 

         
         We nodded our heads before a burst of light blasted out of the center orb and projected
               an oval opening in front of us. Through it, I could see David’s front lawn. One by
               one, my friends filed out with Tom leading the charge. I let everyone pass first and
               waited with Tristrom in case something went wrong. I had been the only other person
               who had wielded the thing. Although, I assumed Flynn could, too.  

         
         When it was just Tristrom and me, I took his hand, and we stepped through together.
               Flynn was there when I stumbled on the other side. Realm leaping was always disorienting.
               He caught me in his arms and gave me a cheeky, suggestive smile. I slapped his hands
               away from my bottom and laughed as he helped me to my feet. 

         
         “Everyone okay?” I asked, trying to maintain a straight face. 

         
         Everyone looked fine. Brent stood behind Maggie with his hands on her shoulders saying
               nothing. He hadn’t spoken the whole time since I’d first seen him in human form again.
               Maggie’s smile was forced. I needed to find out what was going on there, but I couldn’t
               focus on that. They weren’t my main concern at the moment as neither’s life was in
               danger. 

         
         When I was reasonably assured everyone was fine, I bolted towards the door needing
               to speak to my mom. 

         
         Tom said, “My car and Flynn’s are at the airport.” 

         
         That stopped me in my tracks. 

         
         Maggie spoke up. “I can give you a ride to pick it up.” 

         
         He thought about it. “I should leave it there. If I take it, that will be another
               clue I’m back. Can you give me a ride home? I’ll use my dad’s car for now.” 

         
         “Can you drop me off too?” Doug asked Maggie. 

         
         She began to nod and stopped when we all heard a growl. 

         
         “Easy,” Tom said to Brent holding up his hands. He stepped between Brent and Doug.
               “He’s not trying to take Maggie from you.” 

         
         It couldn’t be good that Brent still hadn’t said a word. 

         
         Tristrom caught my eye. “I need to check on CeCe.” I nodded. “I’m going to use the
               portal.” 

         
         “Do you think that’s a good idea?” I knew being in Fairy could change someone. But
               could using Fairy magic a lot do the same? 

         
         “I don’t have much of a choice.” 

         
         I turned to Mia. I didn’t know much about her or how old she was. “Can you drive?”
               She nodded. “Can you please take my car and give him a lift to the hospital?” 

         
         She glanced over to Flynn and then to Doug. Interesting. “Sure.” 

         
         “I’ll get you the keys.” I started off. “Mags, call me later,” I said over my shoulder.
               

         
         The door was unfortunately locked. I turned back, but Flynn was there. He reached
               behind and under a super heavy planter causing his biceps to bunch. I was momentarily
               transfixed as he came up with a key. 

         
         Slack-jawed, I watched as Flynn shook his head and unlocked the door, finally breaking
               my trance. In vain, I called out for Mom even though I knew she probably wasn’t home.
               I hadn’t seen her car. Feeling Tristrom’s worry, I didn’t wait for a response. I headed
               to the kitchen to get my car keys and handed them over to Mia. 

         
         “Can you use your phone for directions?” I assumed she had a cell phone. 

         
         She nodded. I patted her shoulder like we were friends and shooed her out the house
               with Tristrom. I headed upstairs, taking them two at a time. Maggie was already gone
               with Tom, Brent, and Doug. That left Flynn and me alone, but I went straight to my
               room to call Mom. 

         
         Tossing my stuff on my bed, I dug around in my bag to find my phone. Unfortunately,
               it was still dead. I hadn’t exactly needed it in Ireland and forgot to charge it.
               I sat near my nightstand, plugged it in, and waited. It was almost two long minutes
               before it powered on enough for me to be able to make a call. When I got Mom’s voicemail,
               I nearly threw the thing out of frustration. I took a cleansing breath and left her
               an urgent message to call me back as soon as possible. 

         
         “Are you hungry?” 

         
         I glanced up and found Flynn standing with an arm braced on the doorframe. 

         
         “Is that your subtle way of asking me to cook you something?” I teased. 

         
         “No, I was going to order Chinese or pizza.” 

         
         He looked the picture of innocence. I sat there and studied him for a second reading
               the sincerity there. It had been so long since our conversations weren’t adversarial.
               I wanted to appreciate the moment. 

         
         “What?” He sported a smirk and half-confused expression that only worked on him. 

         
         I shook my head and stood. “Nothing. If you want Chinese food, order it. Otherwise,
               I don’t mind cooking. I haven’t done it in a while.” 

         
         Maybe it would calm my nerves before I spoke to Mom. 

         
         “I’ll order.” 

         
         That took me by surprise. I played it off with joking words. “So the truth comes out.
               You don’t like my cooking.” 

         
         Flynn took my arm before I could sit on my bed again. “I love your cooking.” 

         
         His eyes burned into mine and the world tilted. The very air crackled, and I could
               feel the subtle shift as we drifted ever so closer together. 

         
         “I—” he began. 

         
         The crackled turned into a loud crash. We spun towards my window where the noise came
               from. In front of my window seat a bloody and broken, Luke, sprawled on the ground.
               He pushed himself to a half sitting and half lying down position. I rushed over with
               Flynn on my heels. 

         
         “What happened?” I said while glancing over him. I couldn’t quite find any one place
               where blood didn’t smear over his body. 

         
         “I’m fine,” he said breathlessly. “You should see the other guy.” 

         
         He feigned a smile, but he wasn’t being honest. On his left side, a gash pumped out
               blood with each of his breaths. I placed a gentle pressure on the wound, numb with
               fear. 

         
         “I’m fine. But Mercy, you need to get out of here. He’s coming,” he rasped. 

         
         “Who’s coming?” I turned to Flynn. “Get a towel from the bathroom.” 

         
         Luke should be able to heal himself. I’d never seen him this hurt outside of the time
               he was killed. But, he couldn’t go to the hospital. He was supposed to be dead. 

         
         Flynn scrambled to my attached bathroom to get what I requested. Luke grabbed my wrist.
               “Mercy, you have to go. He can’t be reasoned with. I’m afraid he’s lost.” 

         
         Him… I’d been right. He would know where to look for me. It had been dumb to come
               home. 

         
         “Sebastian did this?” As if there was any doubt. 

         
         He nodded. “It won’t be long.” 

         
         Flynn raced back in the room with the towel. He must have heard because he wearily
               joked, “You let Sebastian get the best of you.” 

         
         “He isn’t alone.” 

         
         Flynn and I glanced at each other. 

         
         “Mercy, take my sword.” On his side, Luke held it out to me with his left hand. 

         
         Instinctively, I took it, only to drop it a second later and stare at the third degree
               burn on my hand. 

         
         Luke closed his eyes. “I hoped…” 

         
         “It’s an angel sword, and I’m a demon," I said finishing for him. 

         
         He shook his head. “You’re not a demon. You also have heaven inside you. I assumed…”
               

         
         He trailed off again with a grimace. Flynn smarter than he looked, and a quick study
               took my hand and kissed it creating a minor light show as he healed me. If my head
               weren’t somewhere else, I might have commented on how cool it was to see it in action
               in the daylight. 

         
         As Luke looked on in wonder, my head went elsewhere for a split second. I let myself
               feel for the demon inside me. There, just beneath the surface of my skin, I felt her
               essence. She was close to the fore, which made sense. Whenever I was in danger, it
               was my demon side that helped me survive. I closed my eyes and breathed for a second.
               I pushed my demon back and felt it recede inside me. Risking another chance, I reached
               down and picked up the sword again. It stung a little, but more like an irritating
               bug bite than a first-degree burn. 

         
         “How did you do that?” Flynn asked. 

         
         Luke smiled. “I was right.” 

         
         I nodded. “I think—,” 

         
         I was cut off by the sound of a howl. 

         
         “Flynn, hold the towel to his wound,” I ordered. 

         
         I stood with the sword in my hands. It was heavy, and I wasn’t exactly proficient
               in the art of swordplay. Although, I was probably much better than the first time
               I tried. Practice in Fairy had helped too. Only Luke’s sword wasn’t made for me. Its
               weight would make me clumsy. Still, I headed to my door. 

         
         “Where are you going Mercy?” Flynn called out. 

         
         “Give me a minute,” I said quietly. “I’m just going to peek out the door.” 

         
         I was lying, but I needed to buy myself time. In the background, I heard their banter.
               

         
         “Why aren’t you healing?” 

         
         “I’m trying dumbass.” 

         
         “Don’t think I’m kissing it and making it better.” 

         
         A smile planted itself on my face. It was good to hear them like that again. The second
               howl sobered my glee. It was high time I saved not only myself but the boys too. Whatever
               was in the hall was there for me. I poked my head out of the door slowly and discovered
               my worst nightmare. A hellhound filled the hall near Mom and David’s door. Its red
               eyes and snorts of steam stood like a bull waiting for someone to say “Olé,” which
               oddly made me think of Flynn and Huck. Not the time Mercy, I told myself. 

         
         Reaching behind me, I grabbed the door knob and acted as though I was about to close
               us in the room. At the last second, I stepped out and closed the door behind me. That
               left me in the hall staring down at the hellhound. 

         
         “David is going to be pissed when he sees the gouges in the hardwood you’re leaving.”
               

         
         The claws on the hellhound splintered wood everywhere it touched as it slowly prowled
               forward. Of course, my clever words meant nothing to the creature. But, they had accomplished
               what I wanted. I had its attention.   

         
           

         
          

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Twenty-Five

         
          

         
         The pitch black hide of the beast rippled as its muscles bunched, ready to pounce.
               The thing was almost as wide as the hall, so I knew the furniture and vases wouldn’t
               survive our battle. 

         
         I moved slowly at first and then gained speed almost reaching a run when I heard a
               growl come behind me. I peeked over my shoulder and saw that another hound joined
               in on the fun. Crap. 

         
         It stood near the door, blocking me from Flynn and Luke. Leaving them might not have
               been a good idea. Flynn opened the door, and the hellhound turned from me. It put
               a meaty paw on the door and pushed, cracking the door off the hinges. Flynn, using
               the strength of twenty men, held the door like a shield. I wanted to go back, but
               a movement in front of me grabbed my attention. I couldn’t help them and help myself.
               I had to trust they’d be okay. 

         
         When I turned, the hound that had been halfway down the hall from me was in mid-leap.
               Its snapping jaws were aimed directly for my head. I bent back to avoid decapitation,
               putting an arm behind me to brace myself from hitting the ground. That would leave
               me vulnerable.  

         
         My timing turned out to be excellent, and the beast missed removing my head. Luck
               turned in my favor. Its leap exposed its belly for mere seconds. I used all my strength
               and will to raise Luke’s sword in time to slice open its underside. Gore and hot innards
               rained over me.  

         
         The sword burned in my hand as the wood beneath my feet hissed. The blood was like
               acid and was burning through David’s hardwood floors. Interestingly, it didn’t affect
               me. 

         
         My hands sizzled, and I had to let go of the sword. My demon nature had sprung free
               to give me the agility I needed in the fight and to protect my skin from the hound’s
               blood. Only it acted as a repellent to the heavenly sword. I was covered too much
               in beast blood to survive if I pushed my demon aside. 

         
         I sprang to my feet when a clapping sound caught my attention. The battle sounds gone;
               I also heard Flynn’s struggles behind me. 

         
         “You continue to impress me now that you are embracing who you are. Who you were meant
               to be. Too bad, it’s too late. Your journey has come to an end. And it appears your
               Flynn’s time is up, too.” 

         
         Sebastian's eyes were as black as the hellhounds hide. He was just as striking as
               he always had been. Only he acted like the true son of Belial, and I’d done that to
               him. 

         
         I slowly stepped back. 

         
         “I would stop if I were you. If you manage to kill that hound before I kill you, another
               will take its place. The wards are down, and anything and everything can enter and
               will until it’s done.” 

         
         “Sebastian, can’t we talk about this,” I said with raised palms. 

         
         “About what Mercy? The fact that you have made me the disappointment of my father?
               Bested by a demi-demon. Like Eve, you were created to be my other half, yet you fight
               it. I know what’s holding you back.” 

         
         “What’s that?” I asked taking another step, but I was way too far away to get to Flynn
               in time. 

         
         In a blink of an eye, Sebastian could have me. I didn’t have the scepter to leap to
               another place out of his reach.  

         
         “Your soul. I will free you from it, and then we will rule this world together.” 

         
         I’d promised my demon my soul in order to help me find Luke. I wasn’t sure what that
               meant anymore since my demon nature wasn’t another being. It was just a part of me.
               Still, I didn’t think telling Sebastian that would be good for me. So I kept that
               information to myself. 

         
         I eyed Luke’s sword. It could be the only thing that might protect me from Sebastian. 

         
         “Go ahead and pick it up Mercy.” 

         
         To do that, I had to let go of my demon side. He must have known it as well. It would
               make me more vulnerable. But, what choice did I have. If I grabbed it, I could fling
               it at the hellhound and hope for the best. At least then, Flynn would be in a better
               position. My fate was sealed.  

         
         Luke was wounded, and Flynn was busy. I had only me to help myself. And Sebastian
               was stronger. Or was he? 

         
         I thought about calling on the power of heaven and hell. I could eliminate the hound,
               put Sebastian out of commission for a short time. It had worked before. And it might
               work long enough so that maybe I could get to Luke and Flynn out of there. We could
               find a safe place, a church or something. I wasn’t sure if that would hold Sebastian
               away.  

         
         “We were friends once.” 

         
         “Not anymore,” he growled. 

         
         Then I thought about that time at his castle. There had been tapestries on the walls
               much like in Tom’s family’s castle. One of them depicted a family, a mother and a
               father with a bundle between them. I took a chance. 

         
         “You had a mother you loved.” 

         
         That took him by surprise. He blinked. I went on. 

         
         “She loved you. You were born into this world.” 

         
         He said nothing for a second. “They were vessels for my ticket here on earth.” 

         
         “They meant more than that.” 

         
         “You loved them.” His eyes narrowed. I took a different direction. “You loved your
               mother didn’t you?” 

         
         “I know what you’re trying to do, but that part of me no longer exists.” 

         
         “You have the memories, Sebastian. They are there. Belial tries to hide that from
               you. But you remember. You’re as much human as I am. Which means you can feel. You
               know this is wrong. Please.” 

         
         His eyes were as empty as ever. He raised a blade, and I suspected he planned to kill
               me that time and send my demon side to hell where he could have me on his terms. “Goodbye,
               Mercy.” 

         
         In that millisecond, he vanished. A blur of movement caught my attention. Only there
               wasn’t time to even say a word let alone see who neared. Another hellhound? We were
               all going to die. 

         
         Just as I was about to blink again, Sebastian appeared. The knife in his hand aimed
               at my chest. I mouthed the words, I’m sorry to him, not that it mattered. But, I shouldn’t have stabbed him, and maybe none of
               it would be happening. 

         
         Then everything went black, or so I thought. Instead, there was a body dressed in
               all black, blocking my view. I heard the impact and whoosh of air leave my savior’s
               body. He fell to his knees, and I could see Sebastian’s face register with shock.
               I glanced down, still unable to see the face of the one who’d protected me. I could
               see the knife that protruded from his chest. It was a direct blow to the heart.  

         
         I opened my mouth to scream, but it was Sebastian’s word that filled the air.  

         
         “No.”  

         
         The one-syllable word seemed to go on for days. The agony in his eyes brought back
               the blue that I remembered so well. He too sank to his knees.  

         
         “Rune. Why?” 

         
         Rune was Sebastian’s friend. He was the vampire boy who had fallen love with Sebastian
               when he was turned. Sebastian hadn’t returned his love, at least not that way the
               boy hoped. However, he’d seemed to find a best friend bond with him. 

         
         I no longer heard growls only running feet. But, it was the cracks forming on Rune’s
               skin that worried me. 

         
         “I love you,” Rune said, his voice faint and distant. “You didn’t want to hurt her.” 

         
         He slumped over and rolled to his back with the blade sticking out of his chest. Sebastian
               and I crawled over to either side of him. 

         
         “Take the blade out, Mercy.” I glanced up to see Luke. He nodded towards Rune. “You
               need to hurry, or it will be too late.” 

         
         Sluffs of Rune’s skin started to flake away. I planted my hand on his chest by the
               wound. 

         
         “He’ll need blood,” Sebastian said. His accent drifted away as he came to himself. 

         
         I nodded.  

         
         “I’ll do it,” Flynn offered. 

         
         I pulled the knife out, and as I did, I sliced my hand, not wanting to cut my wrist
               and mistakenly kill myself. I moved my hand over his mouth and let the dripping wound
               pour into it as he gasped. I wasn’t sure if vampires needed to breathe, but maybe
               in death, they became human again. 

         
         Luke reached around me and planted his hand on Rune’s chest. A warm glow filled the
               room. A second later, Rune sucked in a deep breath then nothing. His eyes slid shut,
               and he was still. 

         
         Tears pooled in my eyes to run rivers down my face. Sebastian let out a guttural cry
               and slammed a fist on the floor which rattled the house. Luke’s warm hands were in
               mine, and I could feel him heal me. 

         
         “I’m sorry,” Luke said.  

         
         Sebastian glanced up, and his eyes were a midnight blue. We were losing him. 

         
         “Sebastian, we tried. We tried to save him, but it was your blow that did this.” I
               reminded him. 

         
         It was hard to blame him, but I couldn’t have him try to smite us all down in his
               grief. He blinked. Then he glanced down at his friend. He leaned over and placed his
               head next to Rune’s ear. He could have said something. Unable to hear, I would never
               know. It seemed rude to ask. If he’d wanted us to know, he would I have said it loud
               enough.  

         
         He sat up. His eyes flicked between blue, red and black, real freaky like. “I can’t
               stop what my father is planning. I can’t fail him either. He will destroy me.” 

         
         “Isn’t there something we can do to stop him?” I asked. 

         
         Sebastian glanced at each one of us. His face hardened, and his eyes burned red. He
               planted a fist into the ground, closing his eyes shut. When he opened them again,
               they were vacant blue. “We need allies.” 

         
         I nodded. “How?” 

         
         That turned out to be a dumb question. He reached out and touched my arm. I was immediately
               tunneled away from my home, away from Luke and Flynn.  

         
         

      
   

Chapter Twenty-Six

         
          

         
         Reality changed when I opened my eyes and stared at what looked like a large college
               campus. Where we stood, I could see several huge buildings bordered by green space
               in the middle. On the outside of that, I couldn’t see everything, but it was enough. 

         
         “Where are we?”  

         
         Sebastian's eyes were fixed on a single spot on one of the buildings in front of us.
               Finally, he faced me. 

         
         “Canada. We are at a school for demi-demons.” 

         
         “What?” I ask dumbly. 

         
         “Just like in the human world, not all kids are wanted. Parents send their children
               here for a variety of reasons. Some don’t want their kids to grow up in the human
               world. Others don’t have the time or inclination to be parents. And others are orphans,
               brought here if found, so they don’t accidentally reveal themselves to the world.” 

         
         “Oh. So the school you took me to before—” 

         
         “That is a demon school. Their blood isn’t mixed with humans. I can’t trust their
               loyalties.” 

         
         “They seemed to follow your orders.” 

         
         He snorted. “They have no choice. They’re afraid. But, fear doesn’t inspire loyalty
               and trustworthiness. It creates a chain of command. One they’d willingly break given
               any opportunity.” 

         
         I remembered my visit to that school where I first met Rune. And the place was crawling
               with evil intentions. 

         
         “If we are to find allies, we need to find powerful ones with a human side that can
               stir empathy.” 

         
         “Are you okay?” I asked because not ten minutes ago he wanted to kill me. 

         
         “I don’t have a choice.” He waved a hand over me. A second later, I found myself free
               of blood and gore. Then he grabbed my hand. “Let’s go.” 

         
         More tunnel vision as I was sucked into the vortex of time and space unable to process
               what he’d done with the clean thing. We reappeared in a hallway lined with doors on
               either side. Suddenly, Sebastian yanked me to the side as the door in front of us
               burst open, and a body flew into the wall where we’d been standing not seconds ago. 

         
         The crumbled figure stood, but Sebastian waved a hand sending the person hurdling
               down the hallway. Then he stepped inside the room with me in tow. 

         
         Two guys were in a death by stare match as we entered. They were around the same height.
               Even with only their profiles in view, I guessed they would equally get stares from
               any girls they came across. 

         
         One of the guys began to vibrate, and I felt the floor shake underneath my feet. The
               same guy balled a fist, and flame circled it.  

         
         “Enough,” Sebastian said sounding more like Belial than himself. 

         
         The two guys froze, only I realized they didn’t do it on purpose. Somehow Sebastian
               had forced them to stop moving. I glanced at him and saw his eyes focus on the boy’s
               flaming hand and watched the fire extinguish. 

         
         Holy hell, Sebastian had more power than I gave him credit for. 

         
         “When I release you, you will not try to kill each other.” Sebastian didn’t visibly
               move, yet the two boys stumbled a little bit, once released.  

         
         “Where’s Cain?” one of the boys asked. 

         
         I switched my focus to Sebastian, curious how he would respond. He rolled his eyes.
                

         
         “The Nephilim had somewhere else to be. He isn’t involved in this.” When that same
               boy made a move to leave the room, Sebastian stopped him. “Hudson, you need me more
               than I need you. As a Prince of Hell, I can help you.” 

         
         Prince of Hell? It made sense, but Sebastian had never referred to himself that way
               before.  

         
         I felt eyes another set of eyes on me. I glanced up and found intense brown eyes I
               recognized. It had been from a party I’d gone to with Maggie at her brother’s fraternity
               house. Then, I’d felt an undeniable pull towards him that I no longer felt. He, on
               the hand, stared at me like I was his lifeline. And he wasn’t hard to gawk at. His
               looks could revival Flynn’s, which was a first. He took a step in my direction only
               to have Sebastian move to block him.  

         
         “Keller, you can’t have her. I know you feel the pull, but trust me when I say it’s
               demology and not real. She belongs to me.” 

         
         “What is she?” He asked as if I wasn’t there. 

         
         “She’s like you.” 

         
         I stepped to the side because I could take care of myself. Keller’s eyes met mine
               before he shook his head. 

         
         “No, there has been no other succubus I’ve felt something for.” 

         
         “True, those Cambion girls aren’t as unique as Mercy. I’m sure Hudson feels her pull.” 

         
         I caught Sebastian’s smirk before I glanced at the other boy who was good looking
               as well. Hudson glanced away before I could meet his eye. I didn’t understand what
               that was about. But, if he and the other boy were Cambions like Flynn and me, it made
               sense why they were both pretty. Although, Hudson was the one I’d call pretty. Keller
               was simply beautiful. I couldn’t explain the difference. It was just that way. 

         
         When Hudson glanced my way, he never looked directly at me. I tried not to be offended.
               It wasn’t like I needed another boy in my life. However, I wasn’t exactly bulletproof
               when it came to my self-esteem. And rejection was just that. And it stung.  

         
         I shook my head because what I needed was to know why Sebastian had brought me to
               these two, who looked ready to kill each other moments before. 

         
         Keller was bold. He ignored Sebastian and spoke directly to me. “Do you belong to
               him?” 

         
         An orb appeared in the room, and Sebastian waved a hand at the open door. It closed
               firmly just as Flynn stepped through with Tristrom following him. 

         
         “It figures,” Sebastian muttered. 

         
         “Who are they?” Keller asked. 

         
         Flynn made a beeline for me and looked me over. 

         
         “Where’s Luke? Is he okay?” I asked hastily. 

         
         He nodded before stepping behind me. I wanted to ask more, but we had an audience.
               Flynn placed a possessive arm around my waist. It was almost as if he’d heard Keller’s
               words. 

         
         “That would be Flynn and Tristrom,” Sebastian announced. 

         
         “Why did you come here and bring them?” Hudson said eying Flynn. 

         
         “It seems we are all here except the golden boy. He’s close I’m sure.” 

         
         “You didn’t answer my question?” Hudson challenged. 

         
         The temperature in the room chilled a degree or two. “Careful. You aren’t the biggest
               monster in the room. Whatever you can do, I can do better.” 

         
         Sebastian raised an arm, and blue flame rose all around it. He stepped over to Hudson,
               who fought against invisible bonds. He placed a hand on the boy’s chest before it
               began to sink into his skin through his clothing.  

         
         “I could stop your heart right now,” Sebastian said with formidable cool. 

         
         Keller made a move, and Sebastian didn’t even glance in his direction. Yet, Keller
               froze mid lunge. It was weird how the two boys had been at each other’s throat. One
               of them wanted to save the other. I thought briefly about Flynn and me. We fought
               often, but we always had each other’s back. 

         
         “Don’t pretty boy unless you want to lose your best feature,” Sebastian said to Keller
               barely angling his head to the side. Then he turned his focus back to Hudson. “Do
               we understand each other?” 

         
         Hudson nodded, but I could see the anger behind it.  

         
         “Good,” Sebastian pulled his hand out of the guy’s chest and stepped back into the
               semi-circle we created. “The world is in a vulnerable position right now. And you
               all are our best hope. Hudson, is the son of a female Cambion and a Duke of Hell,
               the Gate Keeper to be precise. Mercy, it should interest you that his mom has two
               sons and still lives.” 

         
         My jaw dropped. I had so many questions, but Sebastian continued. 

         
         “Keller is the son of a human woman whose witchy good looks put the whammy on a powerful
               Duke of Hell.” 

         
         Keller seemed shocked by Sebastian’s words. 

         
         “Wait,” Flynn said. “Their fathers are demons.” 

         
         “Yes, that makes them original Cambions. Their blood comes straight from the source
               with a very interesting mix of other bloodlines.” 

         
         Keller pointed at Flynn. “He’s not born of a demon but of two Cambions?” Sebastian
               nodded at Keller’s question. “How does that make him a better choice for her?” 

         
         Flynn let go of me and made a move to confront Keller. Keller smirked, spoiling for
               a fight.  

         
         “Stop, boy wonder,” Sebastian said to Flynn. To Keller, he said, “I wouldn’t underestimate
               him. He’s more than his good looks. The beauty King over there couldn’t look like
               he does without top notch DNA. His father may be a Cambion, but he should ask dear
               old dad exactly who his mother is.” 

         
         Flynn’s eyes shifted quickly to Sebastian. “What do you know?” 

         
         “Everything and nothing I can tell you.” 

         
         Flynn’s eyes narrowed and looked ready to explode. 

         
         “He told Keller that you should ask your Dad because he couldn’t tell you that,” I
               said, hoping to break through some of Flynn’s ire. 

         
         Flynn nodded to me finally getting it. He shifted me to stand in front of him again.
               That time, he locked our fingers together at our sides.  

         
         “Moving along, Tristrom is the son of a former human man turned consort to the Winter
               Queen of Fey. And his mother is the Princess of the Elves whose roll in the sheets
               would cause her to be exiled if her father the King of the race ever found out.” 

         
         Sebastian seemed to have all the information. Yet, he’d never been so forthcoming.
               I kept quiet, learning what I could. I could hardly wait to hear what he’d say about
               me. Only he didn’t. 

         
         “And what about her?” Keller asked. 

         
         He sighed. “Mercy is more. She is mine no matter what Flynn or even Luke thinks.” 

         
         Keller glanced between the three of us. His eyes narrowed as if he couldn’t quite
               figure it out. 

         
         “If she’s yours, then why does he hold her as if she belongs to him? And who is this
               Luke?” 

         
         “Many questions. Easy answers. She was created for me. He’s claimed her, but she’s
               promised herself to another, an angel at that. Does that answer it?” 

         
         Keller shook his head. 

         
         “Enough,” Flynn spat. “Why did you bring her here? We have to go back. There are things
               at home we need to sort out.” 

         
         Flynn was being cryptic. I glanced at Tristrom. His eyes looked swollen, and I wondered
               if CeCe was okay. 

         
         “What’s going on?” I finally asked. “How did you even find me?” 

         
         Sebastian cut in and pointed to the scepter. “Wielding that weapon will only draw
               the Fey to you. They are coming now. You need to leave.” 

         
         A knock came at the door. We ignored it. 

         
         “Sebastian, you need to come back too,” Flynn said. 

         
         Another knock came, one more persistent.  

         
         “We aren’t done.” 

         
         Sebastian waved a hand, and we all drew closer as if oppositely charged by magnets.
               Then we were sucked into Sebastian’s favorite form of transportation. 

         
         We landed back in my hallway. It took a minute to orient myself. But, everyone was
               there including Keller and Hudson. Hudson didn’t appear pleased to be in my house.
               And he still barely glanced at me.  

         
         “Why are we here?” Hudson demanded. 

         
         Sebastian’s eyes narrowed, and he leveled them on Hudson. “You are here because I
               require it. If you’d stop pouting, you will learn something.” 

         
         Keller raised his hands. “It’s not that we don’t want the help you can give.” He glanced
               at Hudson, and I saw the please don’t mess this up look there. “It’s just you kind of caught us off guard.” 

         
         So Keller was the peacemaker? The looks he traded with Hudson said otherwise. 

         
         “Each of you has an individual problem. There is a bigger one, and you all will need
               each other to survive it.” 

         
         “How is that?” Hudson said as if we couldn’t possible help him in any way. 

         
         “Each of you has gifts that will help when the final battle comes. This is your introduction
               to each other. There will come a time when you will need to find each other to save
               what’s left of this cursed planet.” Sebastian glanced behind me. “Ah, he’s here.” 

         
         I turned back and saw Luke striding towards us. 

         
         “Who’s he?” Keller asked. 

         
         Sebastian didn’t disappoint with his answer. “If I am ying, he is yang. I am the dark.
               He is the light.” 

         
         Luke came over and covered my ears. I saw Flynn catch on and cover his own. Then Luke
               spoke. The power of his angel speak had the ability to level all of us. 

         
         The two guys dropped to their knees. But, Sebastian stayed standing giving Luke a
               bored look.  

         
         When Luke let go of my ears, Sebastian smirked. “Sticks and stones could break my
               bones, but words will never hurt me.” 

         
         I glanced up at Luke, who stood behind me. He raised an eyebrow, and I turned back.
               Sebastian watched Keller and Hudson get to their feet. And that was when I saw the
               blood leaking from Sebastian’s ears.  

         
         Sebastian hadn’t been as unaffected as he pretended to me. However, he’d taken the
               pain from Luke’s angel voice better than we had. It must have been how he was able
               to take Luke and his soldier buddies as prisoners. How much pain could Sebastian bear?
               And how had he gained that ability? 

         
         I stepped forward and reached out to Sebastian. “Are you okay?” 

         
         He moved so fast; I felt the impact of the wall against my back before I knew I’d
               been moved. Sebastian held a hand out, and I could see Luke and Flynn fighting against
               an invisible barrier to get to me. His hand cradled around my throat, and I reached
               up to try to remove his steely fingers.  

         
         Then he spoke. “Don’t mistake my kindness for weakness, Mercy.” I watched his eyes
               change to solid black. Red flames flickered around the edges of his gaze, and I suddenly
               became unnerved. “Rune’s death didn’t get rid of the beast. His saving you only reminded
               me of the bigger picture. He was my only true friend. I mistook another as a friend
               until she stabled me in the heart.” 

         
         “Sebastian—” 

         
         “Don’t Mercy. Don’t lie to me.” 

         
         “I thought you let Luke die. I mistakenly blamed his death on you,” I pleaded. 

         
         He tilted his head. “How do you know I didn’t let him die?” 

         
         The question was meant to make me fear him, but I wouldn’t let it. 

         
         “Because you were always there for us,” I admitted. 

         
         A flash of red waved across his eyes. “There is a part of me that still wants to kill
               you. Another part wants to claim you. I’m not yet sure who will win.” 

         
         “Sebastian, you’re better than this.” 

         
         “What do you know?” He practically yelled the words. “You have no idea what Belial
               puts me through when I displease him. Since meeting you, I’ve had to endure more than
               I have in years.” 

         
         Belial was a vile creature. I couldn’t imagine the torment he inflicted on Sebastian.  

         
         “I know it’s not enough. But I’m sorry.” 

         
         A flash of movement and I saw Luke break through Sebastian’s barrier. He chuckled
               before removing his hand from my neck and smoothing my hair as if he didn’t just have
               murderous intent. 

         
         He glanced over at Luke as if he was innocent, and I saw his expression morph yet
               again. I followed his line of sight and saw Rune walking forward. His face was flushed,
               and his movements were jerky. Rune had always glided, much like all the supernaturals
               I knew. His rapid breathing was another giveaway. He was alive, like alive alive.
               Flynn rushed over to me seconds after Luke reached me. 

         
         With the two of them in front of me, I couldn’t see Sebastian and what he and Rune
               would say to each other. 

         
         “What’s going on?” I asked. “Is Rune really alive?” 

         
         Luke, on my right, reached over and took my left hand in his right. It was probably
               the most possessive thing he’d done since he came back. He played with the ring on
               my finger.  

         
         “He’s human again,” he admitted. 

         
         I gasped. “How did that happen?” 

         
         Luke shrugged as Flynn gaze lingered at my neck, checking to see if I was okay.  

         
         “I can’t bring anyone back from the dead,” Luke began. He shook his head. “I think
               it was a combination of your blood and my healing.” 

         
         There was no way to avoid the question anymore because I was pretty sure the answer
               also played a role in Rune’s transformation. 

         
         I lifted my head and found Luke’s eyes. “Did you die that night?” 

         
         His silence was answer enough, but he finally nodded his head. A rush of pain rolled
               through me because that meant Luke wasn’t Nephilim anymore. 

         
         “Will you get in trouble for this?” 

         
         He shrugged. “I didn’t do this on purpose.” 

         
         As if on cue, he glanced up towards the ceiling.  

         
         “You have to go to answer for this, don’t you?” 

         
         At the same time he met my gaze, he placed his hand on my neck. I felt the warmth
               spread from his palm as he rubbed his thumb over my lips.  

         
         “I have to go.” 

         
         I reached out but touched vacant space. I shuddered as a sob wanted to escape. But
               then, Flynn who wasn’t acting jealous wrapped me in his arms.  

         
         “He didn’t hurt you did he?” 

         
         “No.” Sebastian hadn’t. He’d held my throat, but hadn’t used his strength or squeezed.
               I worried about him as well and what Belial would do if he found out he was helping
               us again.  

         
         I held onto Flynn for a second longer until I saw Mia watching us with sad eyes. I
               sighed before I let go. Flynn appeared puzzled, but I stepped away.  

         
         “Where did Sebastian go?” He wasn’t the only one gone. Hudson and Keller were gone
               too. Rune stood there staring at his hands. I went to him first when no one answered
               my question. 

         
         “How are you?” 

         
         He raised his hands as if I should inspect them. “How can this be? I feel my heart
               beating.” 

         
         “I’m not sure.” I took his hands and felt the warmth in them. “Take it as a gift.”
               But was it? “Where are you from? Can you go back home?” 

         
         His eyes widened. He shook his head frantically. “No. They had a funeral. I can’t
               just show up.” 

         
         He and Luke had the same problem. They could have traded notes if Luke didn’t disappear
               every five seconds. I rubbed my temples. I wasn’t sure how David and Mom would feel
               about all the strays we were picking up. “You can stay here.” 

         
         Relief blossomed on his innocent face. I hugged him a moment before I moved past everyone
               towards the stairs. 

         
         “Where are you going?” Flynn called out. 

         
         I was pretty sure insane was a safe bet. Instead, I said, “I’m going to cook. I’m
               sure everyone’s hungry.” 

         
         I jogged down the stairs feeling like centuries since I’d been home. Behind me, I
               heard Mia call out, “Flynn, can I talk to you for a minute.” 

         
         No way was I turning back. There was too much at stake to be jealous. Flynn and I
               had admitted our feelings. I had to trust him as much as he had to trust me.  

         
         It wasn’t long before Tristrom strode into the room.  

         
         How quickly I’d forgotten how miserable he’d looked. “How is CeCe?” 

         
         He shrugged. “She’s the same, unresponsive.” 

         
         We let that hang in the air for a few minutes. 

         
         “Cooking has always helped me. Maybe it will help you.” 

         
         Soon, I had him chopping and dicing. Working with what was in the fridge, I decided
               on fajitas. I’d found chicken, green and red bell peppers, and onions. Another search
               turned up some steak, so that gave us options.  

         
         Not long after, we sat around the table eating. Surprisingly, Mia along with everyone
               else raved over the food. I watched as Rune took slow, careful bites. I figured he
               was still unsure if he could digest food.  

         
         My stomach took a dive as if I’d just gone down the first hill on a roller coaster
               when I heard the front door open. Mom. “Mercy, are you here?”  

         
          

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Twenty-Seven

         
          

         
         As my nerves passed, I stood from the kitchen table and glanced at Flynn.  

         
         Tristrom, Rune, and Mia stared at us. “Give us a minute,” I said. 

         
         Flynn and I exited the kitchen and stepped into the hall. Mom and David walked forward
               with shopping bags until they caught sight of us. David dropped his bag and moved
               towards Flynn. Mom stood like a deer in headlights. It was me who made the move first.
               I wrapped my arms around her. 

         
         She stroked a hand down my hair. “Mercy, I’ve been so worried.” 

         
         “I know.” I leaned back, and she placed her hands on either side of my face. 

         
         “We should talk.” 

         
         I nodded. 

         
         She glanced up and over my shoulder to see our three guests poking their heads out. 

         
         “Hi, Tristrom and Mia. And who is our third visitor?” 

         
         “Rune, this is my mom,” I said with my arms still around her. She felt so tiny and
               small. I wouldn’t have guessed she carried another person inside her. Then again,
               I had no idea how far along she was. 

         
         “Hi, Rune.”  

         
         “I’ll tell you later,” I muttered in her ear. 

         
         She nodded, releasing me. She picked up her bags and placed them on the foyer table.
                

         
         “Why don’t we talk in the game room?” 

         
         So that’s what they were calling it. I thought of it as the room I spent the most
               awkward Valentine’s ever. Something I would never forget. 

         
         Flynn came over and scooped up Mom’s discarded bags and followed his dad upstairs.
               Apparently, we were having separate discussions.  

         
         I followed Mom into the game room past our visitors and stepped inside. She closed
               the door and moved towards the sofa.  

         
         “Mercy, I’m happy to see you’re okay, but we need to discuss rules. You are still
               a minor. You can’t just leave and gallivant across the country without discussing
               it with me first.” 

         
         “Across the country, on a private plane to Ireland, a trip to hell and back, home
               and quick leap to Canada and finally home again to be precise.” 

         
         Mom’s jaw dropped. I knew I shouldn’t have been so flippant.  

         
         “Hell?” I nodded. She closed her mouth in a thin line. “That’s beside the point. You
               shouldn’t have gotten on a plane to Ireland. What about school?” 

         
         “School.” I gave a humorless laugh. “One of my friends, who has saved my butt more
               times than I could count, needed me, and I should worry about school?” 

         
         She sighed. “I’m not saying I wouldn’t have given you permission to leave. However,
               young lady, I’m still your mother.” 

         
         She was right about that. She was my mom. “Didn’t Flynn tell David?” 

         
         “He did. He has more respect for his father than you have for me.” 

         
         Oh, there were so many things I could say. I bit my tongue instead. 

         
         “You could have died, and I wouldn’t even know where to begin to look for you. You
               are my heart, Mercy. I know you don’t believe that. I love you, and I want you safe.
               I didn’t make sacrifices in my life if I didn’t want you to have a chance at one.” 

         
         I sat on the edge of the couch, emotionally drained. She was right.  

         
         “I’m sorry.” 

         
         She sat next to me and pushed my hair over my shoulder, so she could get a clear view
               of me. She took my hand.  

         
         “Mercy, you shouldn’t have taken Flynn with you. I know how you feel about him. David’s
               gone through a lot to get Mia here to protect him. This isn’t the time to put Flynn
               in danger.” 

         
         My anger flared. “Why?” 

         
         She looked perplexed by my question. “Why? It’s his only son, and he can’t lose him.
               Not now.” 

         
         “Because he can’t lose you, too, because you guys thought it was a good idea to bring
               another child into the world.” 

         
         She flinched and tucked her hands in her lap after scrubbing a hand through her short
               hair. The blonde spikes had grown out some. Worse, she looked older. 

         
         “How did you find out?” 

         
         “Belial told me while I was in hell. Imagine my surprise.” 

         
         Her eyes turned into mini flying saucers. “He knows?” 

         
         I nodded. “Of course he knows, and he’s pissed.” 

         
         She closed her eyes and thought about it. 

         
         “Mercy, it wasn’t planned.” 

         
         “Don’t you guys know how to use protection? You have to know about condoms based on
               that lovely conversation we had about sex. And what about the pill?” 

         
         Mom appeared uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation. I wanted to smile
               at the role reversal but didn’t.  

         
         “Mercy, the pill doesn’t work on us.” 

         
         “Fine, condoms work every time, or so you told me, especially if put on properly.” 

         
         The squirmy feelings I had in my stomach when she and I had the sex talk was nowhere
               in attendance. 

         
         “Mercy, you deserve answers, but I’m not going to discuss my sex life with my husband
               with my teenage daughter.” 

         
         I flopped my back against the cushions and crossed my arms.  

         
         “Mom, really. We are sex demons. What is weird about this conversation is that you
               are so calm about the fact that you will die soon.” 

         
         “Mercy, I survived your birth.” 

         
         I felt a well of emotions start to break through. Death surrounded me, and I knew
               that if one more person in my life died, I would totally lose it. 

         
         “That was a fluke and by design according to Belial. He specifically told me you’d
               be his soon. He also pointed out how he’d honored his bargain, but your death would
               bring you directly to him.” 

         
         She let her eyes slowly close before exhaling a loud breath.  

         
         “It’s not a decision David and I made lightly. There is no other option.” 

         
         I took that to mean, she wasn’t going to get rid of the parasite that would suck the
               life out of her. I hated to think of the baby that way, but it was the truth.  

         
         “And that’s it. I lose my mother.” I got to my feet. 

         
         “Mercy.” She stood up and blocked my path. “I don’t want to leave you.” 

         
         “I guess you should have thought of that…” 

         
         No need to finish that sentence. I turned on my heels, rounded the sofa and exited
               the room. I felt raw and couldn’t face the crew I’d left in the kitchen. I rushed
               to the stairs and bumped past David as I pounded my way to the top. I couldn’t face
               him. So I didn’t answer when he called my name. I just kept going. Flynn was at the
               top of the stairs, sheet white. 

         
         That made me stumble to a stop.  

         
         “What did he tell you?” 

         
         He took my hand and led me to his room. He closed the door, placed a forearm on it,
               and leaned his head against it. 

         
         “What is it?” 

         
         He turned slowly to face me. He was as pale as a ghost. “He told me who my mother
               really was.” 

         
         “Who was she?” 

         
         “She wasn’t exactly human,” he snapped. He shut his eyes, and when he opened them,
               I saw the remorse in them. “I’m sorry.” 

         
         He sat on his bed, and I joined him. Between the two of us, the revelations in his
               conversation had obviously rattled him more than what mom had said to me. 

         
         “She posed as a human woman and Dad fell in love with her. He thought they bonded.
               He grieved when she died during childbirth. Everything he told me was true up to that
               point. One night when I was a few weeks old, he thought he heard something in my room,
               someone talking to me. He came in, and that’s when he saw her.” 

         
         “Who?” 

         
         He shook his head. “She told him who she was and who she was to me, but he didn’t
               believe her. Then she morphed into the woman he’d thought died. He still didn’t believe
               her. True higher demons could change forms. She told him things only my mom would
               know. Not just one thing, but many things.” 

         
         He stood and began to pace the room. “It all makes sense.” 

         
         “What makes sense? Who is she? Why did he keep it from you?” I wasn’t sure why I blurted all my questions out at the same time.  

         
         “He didn’t tell me because nothing came of it. And he didn’t want to believe her.
               He didn’t want to believe that the life he had with my mother wasn’t real. That she
               wasn’t real.” 

         
         “Who is she?” I practically yelled. 

         
         He glanced up at me. “Lilith.”  

         
         

      
   

Chapter Twenty-Eight

         
          

         
         An asteroid could have landed on our house, and I wouldn’t have been more surprised.
                

         
         “How?” was my dumb reply. 

         
         Flynn locked his hands behind his head and walked towards the couch on the other side
               of his room. I got up and followed him there.  

         
         “According to Dad, she’s cursed to be barren after her betrayal or something like
               that. She couldn’t reproduce like other demons and needed a human host. She found
               my mother on a farm somewhere in the Midwest where she twisted her mind and got her
               to want more than she ever did. Over time, she stole her soul. When she finally died,
               Lilith took over her human body as her own. Then she found my dad, and the rest is
               history.” 

         
         Flynn collapsed on the sofa. “She wanted a daughter and got me. She forgot that as
               a human, she would have a son if the father was an incubus or male Cambion.”  

         
         I thought about my mother. Since she was a Cambion and my father wasn’t, that meant
               I was going to be a girl. Mom hadn’t been surprised. Without a test, we wouldn’t know
               the gender of Mom and David’s kid because they were both Cambions.  

         
         Flynn rested his head on the back of the sofa and stared at the ceiling. “She played
               my father and faked her death. She would have stolen me if I was a girl, or so she
               told Dad. She didn’t know what she had because the body she used died a second time
               during my birth. When she came back, she learned I was a boy.” 

         
         He covered his eyes with his palms. 

         
         “Isn’t that a good thing?” 

         
         He glanced over at me. “Better than say what?” 

         
         “David raised you. God only knows what you would have been like if she’d had her claws
               in you.” 

         
         He wasn’t amused by my attempt at humor. 

         
         “She wasn’t supposed to be out. She’d been locked away behind the gates of hell or
               so legends say. Which is part of the reason Dad didn’t believe her story even though
               she didn’t need to lie. She told him everything and left me with him.” 

         
         “So what changed his mind?” 

         
         His eyes shifted to the ceiling again. “After I told him what Sebastian said.” 

         
         “It doesn’t mean anything.” 

         
         Anger flashed in his eyes. “She had a plan. The whole reason she was locked away is
               her ambition to dethrone Lucifer. Her child, me, I was the backup plan. If Lucifer
               ever finds out, I’m toast.” 

         
         Mia’s words about Flynn dying replayed in my head. Mia was wrong; I had to believe
               that. And Flynn too. He’d lived seventeen years, and his life was never in any danger.
               It was me everyone wanted. Belial could have killed Flynn at any time, and he hadn’t. 

         
         “Sebastian knows,” I muttered more to myself. 

         
         “And that means Belial knows.” 

         
         I shook my head. “It doesn’t make sense. If he knew, he would have used that against
               you by now to keep you in line.” 

         
         He covered his face, and I knew it was a lot to swallow. I remembered finding out
               I wasn’t human. I’m sure this revelation felt that way to Flynn. I crawled over to
               him and wrapped my arms around him. 

         
         “You’re still you.” 

         
         “She was intended to be Adam’s first wife if stories are to be believed. When he rejected
               her, she used her beauty and seduced an archangel. She is the original demon of lust,
               founder of our kind and my mother.” 

         
         Flynn was the most beautiful guy I’d ever seen. It made sense if he was her son. He
               was even more gorgeous than Sebastian, who was a textbook definition of good looking.
                

         
         “She was second to Lucifer before Belial, which makes me a Prince of Hell just like
               Sebastian.” Something in his voice changed. “He can’t be more powerful than me. Belial
               only got to power because Lilith was ousted.” It took a second, but I saw when he
               figured it out as his features smoothed. “Belial must not know about me. I would be
               a threat. So how does Sebastian?” 

         
         “I don’t think he’s his father’s son as much as Belial thinks. He’s not all bad. He
               has a heart.” 

         
         Flynn pulled me all the way on his lap. The tips of his fingers made contact with
               skin. His eyes were red hot on mine when he growled, “You were right. And you are
               mine.” 

         
         “Flynn—” 

         
         His fingers danced up my back pushing up my shirt in the process. 

         
         “I need you Mercy and not in dreamscape and not in some Fairy dream room. I need you
               for real, something we’ll both remember.” 

         
         He leaned his head forward, but I pulled back. 

         
         “We said we would wait.” 

         
         “He can’t kiss you Mercy. We both know that now, no point in both of us losing out.
               Just kiss me Mercy, please.” 

         
         I’m not sure I ever heard Flynn beg before. But, there was so much need in his request
               I found myself succumbing to his power of persuasion.  

         
         He tasted spicy like the fajitas I made. When my stomach didn’t rebel, I let him devour
               me. It felt so right as much as it felt so very wrong. I pulled back when Flynn popped
               the clasp of my bra. 

         
         “You said just a kiss.” 

         
         The twinkle in his eye danced with mischief. “I meant it. But, I want to touch your
               skin. Just your back, but your bra is in the way.” 

         
         My eyes narrowed on him. “I bet you say that to all the girls.” 

         
         His grip tightened on my waist. “You’re not just any girl, Mercy. You never were.” 

         
         His lips were raw on mine, and I lost myself. It was something more when we were together.
               It had to have something to do with being mated because everything was intense. It
               was a rush, borderline addictive. It felt like how it did when we took life force
               from a human. We had to be sharing and maybe creating energy. Something he needed
               to survive.  

         
         His hands slid up and down the side of my ribcage. In the process, his thumbs skimmed
               the sides of my breast. Each pass made me shiver. A part of me wanted to take things
               further. The other part knew that I had to make things right with the two guys I loved
               before I could go farther with either one of them. 

         
         A courtesy knock sounded at the door before it opened. Flynn made no move to remove
               his hands from under my shirt. 

         
         “Flynn, your friends are looking for you.” 

         
         I buried my tomato red cheeks in Flynn’s neck because David had caught us.  

         
         “Tell them I’m busy right now,” Flynn said confidently, boarding on cocky. 

         
         I would have slunk out of the room except my bra was unhooked, and my chest needed
               to be caged. I reached back to clasp my bra, but Flynn stilled my hands. 

         
         “Is there anything else Dad?” 

         
         “Flynn, I think maybe you and Mercy should—” 

         
         “Not to worry Dad. Mercy and I already did the deed. She’s mine. You can send Mia
               home.” 

         
         His words had me pulling my face out the sand or rather the crook of his neck. My
               shame was suddenly forgotten. “Is Mia going to be okay? She told me she’d be disgraced
               if she was sent back.” 

         
         David stood for a second before he slowly closed the door behind him. “Let’s step
               back for a minute. Does your mother know?” 

         
         That I wasn't a virgin? Of course she didn’t. “No.” 

         
         “Did Flynn—” 

         
         I had no idea what he was about to say. 

         
         “No. It happened,” I began. 

         
         “It was in Fairy. She thought it was a dream, and I thought it was real. We both were
               wrong a little,” Flynn said. 

         
         I decided that I preferred the conversation I had with my mother. It was beyond awkward
               talking to David about my virginity or lack thereof. Humans didn’t have chats with
               their parents like this, I was sure.  

         
         “You’re okay with it?” David asked. 

         
         I wasn’t sure who he was asking. Flynn remained silent. So I assumed it was me. 

         
         “Yeah, it’s not like I had a choice.” 

         
         Flynn frowned. I hadn’t meant it the way it sounded. Still I didn’t know much about
               the mating thing with Cambions. 

         
         “Mercy, I hate to ask, but you’re not doing this because of Luke.” 

         
         Well, crap. They didn’t know Luke was alive, or at least, I hadn’t told them. 

         
         “Luke is back, Dad.” 

         
         Clearly, by the deer in headlights look, David hadn’t known. 

         
         “Where is he now?” 

         
         I shrugged. “He has new duties. I think he’s in a council meeting explaining about
               Rune.” 

         
         “Rune?” 

         
         Flynn ran down what happened. Apparently, that hadn’t been a part of their earlier
               discussions. I remembered the in-between place I’d gone in search of Luke. I could
               only imagine him kneeling and giving his explanation for his part in bringing Rune
               back from the dead or damned. 

         
         “The wards are down?” David asked. 

         
         I hadn’t been paying attention to Flynn’s story telling. He must have told him all
               of it. 

         
         “You two need to come downstairs so we can talk about all of this. It’s probably not
               safe for us to stay here until I can get the wards put back up. I’ll give you a few
               minutes, but I expect you both downstairs in five.” 

         
         David wasn’t often stern. However, he’d used his Dad’s voice on us. We nodded in unison,
               and he left. 

         
         “Now where were we?” Flynn grabbed my bottom pulling me close. 

         
         I slapped his hands away. “We have to get downstairs.” 

         
         In flash, Flynn reversed our positions. My back was flat against the cushions, and
               he was looming over me.  

         
         “We have five minutes. There is a lot I can do in five minutes.” 

         
         He poked my sides, and I began to giggle of all things. I couldn’t help it. I was
               ticklish.  

         
         “Stop, please,” I begged as he continued to tickle me. 

         
         His eyes bored into mine, and I stopped laughing. His hand skimmed up my shirt but
               stopped before touching my chest. He leaned in and kissed me. 

         
         “You don’t know how long I’ve waited for this.” 

         
         That time, he kissed me slow before sitting up. “You need to go downstairs first.” 

         
         “Why?” I asked truly clueless. 

         
         He chuckled and shook his head. “God I love you. You are so beautifully naive. I’ll
               be down in a minute. I just have to take care of something.” 

         
         “I have to fix my bra first.”  

         
         I got to my feet and struggled with the clasp. Then he was there hooking it back in
               place. With my back to him, I got my boobs situated. By the time I fully turned, Flynn
               was halfway turned away from me.  

         
         “I’ll be there in a minute.” 

         
         I nodded, still not sure what his problem was. I glanced over before I exited the
               room. He only winked at me. I sighed and let myself out. I would never understand
               boys. 

         
         Instead of going downstairs, I went to my room. I wanted to make sure I looked okay.
               Despite how I felt about Mia in the beginning, I didn’t want to throw it in her face
               that Flynn and I were more or less together.  

         
         It didn’t matter who I ultimately chose to be with. Flynn and I were bonded. And he
               needed me for survival. Luke and I had decided before prom that I would do what it
               took to save his life. Although I didn’t consciously mate with Flynn, that decision
               was done. It was up to me to continue to be there for him to keep his life going.
               Even I knew it was more than that and had been for some time. Still, he was mine to
               take care of. And according to Flynn, I was his. 

         
         I headed downstairs after straightened my hair and clothes. I hoped like hell David
               wasn't going to discuss what Flynn and I had been up to when he found us. 

         
           

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Twenty-Nine

         
          

         
         Downstairs, I found Tristrom, Rune, Mia, and Flynn smushed on the couch as Mom and
               David stood in front of the TV with their parental faces on. When I walked in, Rune,
               Tristrom, and Flynn all stood up and offered me their seats. Flynn, closest to me,
               snagged my arm and pulled me on his lap. Embarrassed, I tried to wiggle away, but
               his steely arms held me in place. 

         
         “Stop wiggling or you’ll embarrass us both,” he whispered in my ear. 

         
         I stopped, afraid everyone else heard his words.  

         
         “Okay,” David said, starting our informal meeting. “Ordinarily, having you all stay
               wouldn’t be a problem. There is more than enough space here at the house. However,
               I understand the wards are down. And I don’t feel safe with my wife, daughter, and
               son here.” 

         
         My heart warmed that David considered me to be his daughter. 

         
         “And my unborn child. We are vulnerable here. Fortunately, Julie’s house has yet to
               sell, and she probably has better wards than mine. Actually, it could be warding off
               potential buyers.” 

         
         He laughed as we all stared at him, waiting to hear the punch line.  

         
         “Anyway.” He glanced at Mom, and she gave him an encouraging smile. “It will be a
               tight fit, but I think we can all stay there until I can get the wards up on the house.” 

         
         “What about Luke’s house?” I blurted. 

         
         Mom turned sympathetic eyes on me. “I don’t think that’s an option. I’m pretty sure
               his mom is putting the house up for sale, or last I heard. It’s a big place for only
               her.” 

         
         I hadn’t spent a lot of time there. I wondered if Luke knew and how he felt about
               it. 

         
         “Rune, as I understand it, you may not have anything to wear other than the clothes
               on your back?” He nodded. “Flynn can give you some stuff. Then, maybe we can go shopping.” 

         
         “Shop?” Flynn said, sounding like the idea reminded him of homework. 

         
         “We can order online. For now, give him some of your stuff. We should have extra toothbrushes
               in the bathrooms. Mia, you came with stuff?” 

         
         She nodded. 

         
         “Everyone pack. Mercy and Flynn, you have school tomorrow.” 

         
         “School,” I said disbelievingly. 

         
         “Yes school,” Mom answered. 

         
         I rolled my eyes. There was no need to get into a fight about it in front of Tristrom,
               Rune, and Mia.  

         
         David continued. “We’ll meet in the foyer in ten minutes. I have to drive Flynn to
               pick up his car from the airport first. The rest of you will follow or ride with Julie.” 

         
         I got up to head out of the door when I heard Rune. “I don’t feel so well.”  

         
         He darted passed me, and I called after him, “The door on the left,” I said, as he
               clamped a hand over his mouth.  

         
         I hustled to reach the door in time to throw it open. He ducked inside and spewed
               everything he ate in the toilet. The smell hit me first before the gagging sounds
               made me lose it. I ran for the stairs not sure I would make it to my bathroom, but
               was determined to do so. 

         
         “Mercy, what’s wrong?” I heard Mom call out. 

         
      

      
   

         
         There was no time to explain. I felt the few contents of my stomach zooming up my
               throat ready to explode. I tore through my room door and into the bathroom. I slid
               across the floor like Luke and Flynn slid into home plate. I barely had the toilet
               lid up before my gag reflex forced my mouth open, and I puked everything, including
               my guts. I was sure of it. 

         
         It wasn’t until my hair was lifted off my neck did I register someone else’s presence
               in the room. I felt awful, and I couldn’t speak for fear there was more to come. I
               glanced over at Flynn, who wore an expression of worry while rubbing my back. 

         
         Mom stormed in. “Mercy are you okay?” 

         
         I shook my head, but the movement forced me to jerk my head back to the toilet as
               I choked up more of the measly dinner I’d forced myself to eat. Nausea grew as the
               rank smell in the bathroom went up my nose with every breath. I wasn’t sure how they
               could stand it. I flushed the toilet and tried to keep my head upright and not face
               plant in the toilet. 

         
         Then, Flynn explained to Mom about my food poisoning at Tom’s castle. 

         
         “Why wasn’t I told this until now?” 

         
         My voice came out rough like I had a mouth full of rocks. “Mom, don’t blame him or
               me. So much has happened. And I was better.” That was only a half lie. I hadn’t quite
               felt myself. I just hadn’t puked in a while. 

         
         “We need to get a doctor or a witch to figure out what they spelled you with. I’ll
               talk with David. Meanwhile, I’ll pack your bag for you. You lay down if you can.” 

         
         “I got it, Mom. I think I’m good now.” Another half lie. But, I couldn’t have her
               picking out my clothes. 

         
         Flynn stood and cradled me under my arms to help me stand. I felt pathetic, which
               was how I felt the last time I barfed up my guts. 

         
         “Someone needs to check on Rune. Mom, you’re a nurse. He needs you more than me. It’s
               probably strange after all this time for him to be human again.” 

         
         She nodded and gave a meaningful glance at Flynn. He nodded back as if they spoke
               the same non-verbal language. I rinsed my mouth out before limply heading to my bed
               to curl up on my side. 

         
         Flynn sat next to me. “It sucks, doesn’t it?” 

         
         I managed a weak smile. He rubbed his hand up and down my back. I had to admit it
               was relaxing to the point I could almost go to sleep. 

         
         “I could kill that chick for doing this to you.” 

         
         I opened my eyes to find him staring at me with such passion.  

         
         “For what,” I croaked. “I’m not dying. It just feels like it.” 

         
         He leaned over. “I would kiss you, but you need to brush your teeth first.” 

         
         I tried to slap his arm. My feeble attempt only made him laugh harder. 

         
         He got up and moved out of my line of sight. 

         
         “Where are you going?” I asked, my voice small with no force behind it. 

         
         “Someone needs to pack for you. Dad’s right. We’re sitting ducks here. If someone
               were to attack now, you…” He paused. “It just wouldn’t be good.” 

         
         “Flynn—” 

         
         “Don’t worry. I got you. I know you like jeans and tees. No problem.” 

         
         I closed my eyes. The idea of Flynn going through my clothes mortified me. Yet, there
               was nothing I could do about it.  

         
         “Whoa, look at these.” 

         
         I didn’t open my eyes. I was far too afraid he’d found my underwear drawer and some
               of the purchases Maggie talked me into once when Victoria’s Secret had a sale. 

         
         Then I remembered something. “I already have a bag packed from Tom’s. I can just use
               the washer and dryer at my house when we get there.” 

         
         “Too late,” Flynn said, sounding way too pleased with himself. I heard him next to
               the bed before clothes were spilled out next to me. 

         
         “What are you doing now?” 

         
         “Dumping out your bag and putting in new stuff. School’s tomorrow and you don’t seem
               up to doing laundry tonight. But, I’ve got you.” 

         
         I rolled my eyes and groaned. 

         
         “You okay?” 

         
         “Yes, if humiliation counts as being okay.” 

         
         He chuckled. “I’ll be back. I’ve got to get Tris and Rune some clothes and pack myself.” 

         
         “Hey, Petal, time to go.” 

         
         “Petal,” I murmured. 

         
         Flynn leaned in to whisper to me as if someone was close enough to hear. I couldn’t
               see anyone else. “I would call you flower because you’re as pretty as one. Right now,
               you’re a bit wilted around the edges.” 

         
         “HaHa,” I said without much humor. I couldn’t believe how zapped I was of strength.
               It was as if the spell was to not only make me sick, but to weaken me as well. 

         
         I sensed more than saw us descend the stairs. 

         
         “Good, we are all here,” David said. 

         
         “I’m going with Mercy, Dad.” 

         
         “I don’t want to be away from Julie any more than you do Mercy. Julie can take care
               of her while we get your car.” 

         
         “No,” he hissed. “I’ll get her home and then we can get the car. What’s the big deal
               anyway? I don’t need it right now. I can drive Mercy’s car to school tomorrow if that’s
               what you’re worried about.” 

         
         I opened my eyes for a second to see David’s shoulder’s lift and fall. “Fine, we’ll
               stop by the house first.” 

         
         I wasn’t sure why he was so intent on getting Flynn’s Hummer. Flynn was right. He
               didn’t need it. My car had been Flynn’s car before David got him another. 

         
         David’s next words put everything in perspective. “Then you, Mia, and I will take
               a ride to get your car.” 

         
         Flynn didn’t argue. Fresh air hit me, and I fluttered my eyes open. He tucked me in
               Mom’s SUV and got in the back. Mia still had my keys, I guessed, and she would follow
               us. Then, in caravan fashion, we tailgated to my old house. 

         
         I drifted off again and opened up my eyes as we turned into our subdivision. The neighborhood
               was very different from David’s mini mansion. The houses were smaller and closer together.
               But there was still a good distance between each one so that you didn’t have worry
               about neighbors complaining about the noise. 

         
         The next time I opened my eyes, Flynn hauled me out of the car, and I wondered if
               I was too heavy. 

         
         “You don’t have to carry me. I can walk.” 

         
         “Mercy, let me do this. You’re light as a feather. And aren’t you the one that told
               me you liked it when I carry you like this?” 

         
         “I do.” I thought again about the lake house. “I don’t ever think you answered my
               question I asked the first time.” 

         
         “What’s that?” 

         
         “If you thought I was pretty,” I confessed. 

         
         “My bad. The truth is I’ve always thought you were gorgeous.” 

         
         The way he looked at me made me a believer. Too bad the next thing I remembered was
               being set down on my bed. 

         
         “Get some rest. I’ll be back soon.” Then he placed a chaste kiss on my cheek. 

         
         My old room faintly smelled of dead air. I was too out of it to open my window. I
               closed my eyes again and willed away the feeling of queasiness. Someone in the world
               hated me, and her name was Riona. 

         
         Later, I smelled soup with a hint of a burnt smell. I knew instantly Mom had tried
               to fix me something. I waved her off in fear if I tasted it, I would begin to dry
               heave. I pinched my nose closed because I didn’t think I could go another round praying
               to the porcelain god. 

         
         Voices outside my room woke me up. From what I overheard, Mom was setting up Mia in
               the guest bedroom. The nausea was gone. I dared to sit up. Dizziness made me brace
               my hands on the edge of the bed. I needed fresh air and counted off a few seconds
               before I forced myself to my feet. 

         
         After staying in my room at David’s, my childhood room was small. It only took two
               steps before I reached the solitary window. I opened the curtains and paused. Hanging
               there was a large and perfectly formed snowflake ornament. 

         
         “Mom,” I said softly at first. I sucked in some air and tried again. “Mom.” 

         
         She couldn’t have been far because footsteps headed my way. 

         
         “Mercy, what’s going on?” 

         
         I pointed and took a step back. 

         
         “What the heck?” Mom said. 

         
         She moved next to me and squinted her eyes as if that would somehow change what was
               right in front of us. 

         
         “David,” Mom yelled in a voice that used to stop me in my tracks as a kid. 

         
         “Yeah.” It sounded like he was downstairs. Our house was tiny enough you didn’t need
               intercoms to hear someone. A good shout could bring someone coming. 

         
         “I think you should come here.” 

         
         There were other voices that followed, and I knew my room would soon be filled to
               capacity. Lacking strength, I couldn’t stand any longer. I sat on my bed, and that
               was when I caught sight of Mia standing in the doorway. Soon after, she stepped inside
               to let the four guys into the room. 

         
         The yellow walls that used to bring me comfort did nothing to ward off the chill from
               the snowflake. It was a message I got loud and clear. 

         
         “Mab’s found me,” I uttered into the silence. 

         
         “You don’t know that,” Flynn argued. 

         
         “The house wards are working. The string it hangs on has no frost to it. It could
               be someone else. Plus, we don’t know for sure it’s Fairy.” Mom turned to face us.
               “No one touches it or the window. It could be spelled. You’re safe inside. There is
               nothing to worry about. Whoever did this, doesn’t know you don’t live here now.” 

         
         “But we are here,” I said, stating the obvious. 

         
         “I’ll contact the witches. Just another thing I’ll have them check out when they come
               the day after tomorrow.” David left muttering. 

         
         Flynn followed. “Dad, you couldn’t get them to come sooner.” 

         
         Tristrom came over. “I don’t think its Mab, Mercy. How would she get out of Fairy?”
               

         
         “Do you have the scepter?” I asked belatedly. 

         
         I’d been so out of it; I hadn’t thought about it. 

         
         He nodded his head. “Do you want it?” 

         
         I shook my head. “You keep it for now. You know how to use it better than I.” 

         
         He said okay and left. Then, Rune sat next to me. 

         
         “I’m sorry I made you sick.” 

         
         I glanced over, and it was different to see him with color in his cheeks. “You didn’t
               make me sick. I was already ill. It’s not your fault.” 

         
         He placed his hand over mine. “Maybe. Seeing me didn’t help.” 

         
         “Really, I’m fine. How about you?” 

         
         “It’s weird being human again.” 

         
         “I bet. I’m sure it will come back to you like riding a bike.” He smiled, and I asked
               the question I’d wanted to. “Do you miss him?” 

         
         His head shifted to face the window. “He told me my feelings were because of the transformation.
               That it made me confused. I didn’t want to believe him even though I’d never liked
               a guy before.” 

         
         “Now?” 

         
         “My feelings haven’t changed. I still love him.” He met me squarely in the eye. “I
               know you guys don’t trust him. You have to believe me when I say he’s not bad. He
               tries to hide it. But, he was there for me when no one else at that school was.” 

         
         “I believe you.” His face relaxed. “So how did you show up in time to stop him anyway?”
               

         
         “He brought me along, told me to wait outside. I had no idea what he was up to. Then
               I heard him and what he said. I came as quickly as I could.” 

         
         Vampire hearing was like shifters, or so I thought. “Thank you.”  

         
         “He didn’t mean or want to hurt you. That Belial guy has some hold over him.” 

         
         It was the truth, and there was nothing either one of us could do about it. I switched
               topics. 

         
         “Do you want to stay human?” 

         
         He glanced at me puzzled. “I hadn’t thought about it. Didn’t know it was a possibility.
               I’m not sure how I feel.” I shrugged. “I guess I could get someone to change me back.”
               

         
         When he left, I was alone. Mia had already ducked out without a word. And Mom must
               have followed after David as well. 

         
         “Petal.” 

         
         I glanced over my shoulder. Flynn stood in the doorway. “How are you feeling?” 

         
         “Better,” I admitted. 

         
         “Do you want me to stay with you?” 

         
         I shook my head. “I think I’m going to lie back down. Somehow I don’t think Mom is
               going to let me off the hook with school. It’s getting late anyway.” 

         
         He nodded. 

         
         “Are you really going to call me Petal?” 

         
         He grinned. “I’m testing it out.” 

         
         The snowflake caught my attention. There was something mesmerizing about it. 

         
         “Don’t forget to brush your teeth. I’m going to play a few games of Madden with Tris
               and Rune. Then I’ll be up.” 

         
         “Funny,” I said. “And you don’t have to rush. I’m fine. Go hang out.” 

         
         There hadn’t been much down time for any of us lately. He needed it more than he would
               ever let on.  

         
         “Alright. It’s back to school tomorrow.” 

         
         He left, and I stared at the window for the longest time. Somehow I knew Mab had been
               there. She was the type of devious woman to do something so simple that spoke volumes.
               I had no idea how I would handle her. At least, the hellhounds wouldn’t be bothering
               me, and Sebastian wasn’t quite ready to kill me. Two down, several to go. Nina was
               in hell, and I hadn’t told Mom and David about her. I would leave that for tomorrow.
               Mom had enough to worry about as it was. And Nina would only be gunning for me. 

         
         I started to scoot back on my bed when a shadow stepped into the light.  

         
         

      
   

Chapter Thirty

         
          

         
         I started scrambling back on the bed until the shadow caught my foot. Then, the dust
               cleared from my eyes and into the light Luke stepped or rather stumbled.  

         
         “Jesus, you scared me.” 

         
         Luke smirked. “Not quite Jesus.” 

         
         He sat, and the bed dipped under his weight. The corner of his mouth was bloody, and
               his hair was askew. I lifted a hand to wipe the blood from his lip, and he winced. 

         
         “What’s going on? Every time I see you, you’re hurt.” 

         
         He clasped his hand over mine and removed it from his face. That time he didn’t let
               go. He kept me captured as a storm churned in his summer blues. 

         
         “I went to see my mother.” 

         
         I wasn’t sure how this played with him being hurt. Still I asked, “How is she?” 

         
         He shook his head, and I saw sorrow splayed across his face. It was weird how I felt
               relieved by seeing the emotion. He hadn’t shown much of it since he returned. I feared
               the worst and maybe my conclusions were unfounded.  

         
         “She’s selling the house,” he muttered. 

         
         He found out. 

         
         “Are you okay with it?” 

         
         He shrugged. “What can I do about it?” 

         
         “You can tell her how you feel.” 

         
         “I’m not allowed to make contact with her.” That stunned me. “I check on her when
               I can like I check on you. Without Dad and me, there is plenty of evil trying to make
               its way inside.” 

         
         “Inside where?”  

         
         “Inside the house, inside her. She’s so bitter, and I’m afraid she’s unknowingly inviting
               it in. I do my best to fight the evil spirits away, but they always come back.” 

         
         He shook his head. 

         
         “What can I do to help? You’re not a one-man army, Luke. You have us to help.” 

         
         His head moved side to side. “I wasn’t supposed to reveal myself. I got away with
               it because I was in the middle of completing an assigned tasked when everyone saw
               me talking to you and Flynn. It can’t keep happening.” 

         
         “What will they do if they find out you’re talking to me?” 

         
         He took my hand. “I’m still your guardian. And you play an important role in what’s
               to come. In other words, I won’t get in trouble talking to you.” 

         
         “What will you get in trouble for? By the way, how did it go earlier?” 

         
         “I talked my way out of that one. So I’m good for now. Although, I’ll probably get
               reprimanded for not returning the summons.” 

         
         “You’re being summoned?” 

         
         He eyes dipped to my lips, and I felt a flush creep up my cheeks. Then they lifted
               back up to mine, and he nodded. 

         
         “You should go. I can’t—” 

         
         I couldn’t say what I wanted. It wouldn’t be fair to any of us. 

         
         “I can’t go now Mercy. They would see. And if they see, the experiment I am to them
               would be deemed a failure.” 

         
         I didn’t understand. “What would they see?” 

         
         “My emotions. Warriors don’t have emotions. That’s a human failing.” 

         
         “You’re not allowed to have emotions.” I couldn’t help repeating his words because
               it reminded me of Sebastian. Then again, Lucifer had been a warrior of heaven, once
               upon a time. 

         
         “No. I just need some time to rest. Then I can face them on their terms.” His eyes
               filled with longing neither one of us had the heart to say. “Can I just lie with you
               for a while?” 

         
         Suddenly choked up, I nodded. I wasn’t brave enough to say anything else, and neither
               was he. 

         
         I scooted back on the bed, and he curled up beside me, resting his head on my belly.
               He locked his fingers with mine, and we lay silent for a time. 

         
         Long minutes passed and finally I broke it. “You really watch over me.” I wondered
               how much he knew about me and Flynn without me saying it. 

         
         His head moved the fabric against my stomach. “When Flynn’s not around to take care
               of you, I try my best to be there.” 

         
         So he knew. 

         
         “About Flynn—” 

         
         “Please, not tonight Mercy. We both know you had to do what you did, otherwise…” 

         
         Otherwise, Flynn would die. But that wasn’t all of it. 

         
         Seconds ticked by until he said, “He’s happy.”  

         
         I said nothing because I saw it, too. 

         
         More silence drifted between us like currents onto the shore. It was calming knowing
               he understood, that we understood each other. His love for me and Flynn transcended any jealousy he used
               to harbor. 

         
         “Sometimes, I replay your dreams in my head to get me by.” 

         
         My heart cracked. “What dreams?” 

         
         “The ones where we married and had kids. I used to watch you sleep within your sleep
               and talk to your belly.” 

         
         In the room in Fairy, I’d gone there to be with Luke knowing it wasn’t real. I’d dreamed
               we had a normal life with kids. “What did you say?” 

         
         “I would tell our child how much I loved you both.” 

         
         “Even though you knew it was a dream? And how did you participate anyway?” 

         
         He placed his hand on my stomach and not where most people thought it was. His hand
               was a little higher and anatomically correct. I felt the warmth spread, and relief
               sank into me.  

         
         “Thanks.” The queasy feeling stopped. “But you didn’t answer me.” 

         
         “There are things I’m not allowed to tell you.” 

         
         I sighed. “Not that line again.” 

         
         “If I told you, they would never let me see you again.” 

         
         That stopped my pout. “Then don’t tell me.”

         
         “I did leave you something in my room.”

         
         “Your room.”

         
         He nodded. “I want you to retrieve it.”

         
         “What is it?”

         
         I yawned as the events were catching up with me. 

         
         “You’ll know. Get some rest, Mercy. You have a big day tomorrow. You need to eat in
               the morning.” 

         
          “What are you, my father now?” 

         
         “No, but I’m someone who will always love you.” 

         
         “Always?” I question, because even without jealousy, my relationship with Flynn was
               bound to hurt him. 

         
         “Forever.” Quieter, he added, “Get some sleep.” 

         
         I closed my eyes with my hand in Luke’s, and I tried not to do what he asked. I would ask him about the mysterious thing he wanted me to retrieve in morning.

         
         “Mercy.”  

         
         Mom’s shout of my name had me pushing up in bed blinking my eyes open. My elbow hit
               flesh in the process, and a silent whoosh of air preceded a body hitting the floor. 

         
         “Luke?” 

         
         It didn’t take much movement on my part to glance over the edge of my twin bed. There
               with wide, confused eyes, Flynn lay on the floor. 

         
         “Sorry,” I muttered for more reasons than one. 

         
         “Mercy McKayla,” Mom barked gaining my attention again. 

         
         I shifted my focus back to her, but my sleepy brain didn’t register why she was so
               pissed off.  

         
         “A boy in your room.” 

         
         “What?” I asked sure I hadn’t heard her right. 

         
         “Come out here now.”

         
         A glance at the clock told me it was six in the morning. “Really. It’s early,” I whined.

         
         She tapped her foot, so I swung my legs over the opposite side of the bed from where
               Flynn lay between the bed and the outer wall.

         
         I practically stomped my feet as I marched out, pissed off myself. 

         
         Our hallway wasn’t as grand as David’s. Two people could barely stand next to each
               other and walk side by side. So I wasn’t surprised when she closed my door.

         
         “What were you and Flynn doing in your room behind closed doors?”

         
         My mouth gaped. “Sleeping.”

         
         I hadn’t even known Luke left, and Flynn came in. Had they talked? If so what about?

         
         “He shouldn’t be in your room.”

         
         “You can’t be serious Mom. He’s my…” God, I hated the word. “Mate.”

         
         My admission took some of the wind out of her sails. She deflated in front of me.
               “I didn’t want this for you Mercy. I had many many years before I found someone to
               settle down with. You deserved a life, having fun, dating…”

         
         The defeated look on her face didn’t hide the love in her eyes.

         
         “Mom, I’m not sure I got the raw end of the deal. Flynn’s a great guy. He could have
               any girl he wants, and he’s stuck with me. I think I’m the lucky one.”

         
         I surprised myself with the admission.

         
         She rubbed a hand through her hair. “You don’t see how beautiful you are Mercy. He’s
               lucky too.” One step forward and she held me close. “You’re my baby.”

         
         That when I felt the bump in her belly that hadn’t seen before.

         
         “How far along are you?” I placed my hand on the bump invisible to me. “And why can’t
               I see it.”

         
         She moved her hand to the sides of the bump that wasn’t visible to the naked eye.
               “Cambion pregnancies are different than humans. They don’t last as long. Part of the
               magic of becoming a mother gives us the ability to glamour the bump from sight. The
               rapid growth of the child would give us away. In fact, I won’t be able to go to the
               hospital where I work to deliver. At least now that you know, I won’t have to hide
               it from you.”

         
         “Why do you have to go work at all? And how much longer do you have until it’s born?”

         
         She rolled her lips into her mouth and pinched them closed. Her next words would haunt
               me.

         
         “We don’t have long. Before the end of June.”

         
         “That soon?”

         
         She nodded. “There’s something you need to know.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “When the time comes, I’ll need the human life-support system to get me through delivery.”

         
         I gasped and threw myself into her arms. “I don’t want you to die.” She held me tight
               as I let my tears fall. “It isn’t fair.”

         
         She sounded so reasonable when she spoke.

         
         “Human children lose their parents all the time through accidents and diseases. At
               least we know and can spend the time we have together. There is so much I need to
               share with you. So much I haven’t told you because I wanted you to have as much of
               a normal life as you could. Plus, with everything that’s happened over the last several
               months, there hasn’t been time.”

         
         “I love you, Mom. I’m sorry for anything bad I ever said or did. You’ve been a great
               Mom. You did the best that you could. And I appreciate everything.”

         
         I vomited out the words like the meal I had last night. Everything just felt so final.

         
         She patted my back. “Thanks for that. I know I’ve made mistakes when it comes to you.
               I’ve only ever tried to do the right thing. Ultimately, as humans we fall short.”

         
         “Is it a girl or a boy?” The question just popped out of my mouth.

         
         Her face beamed with joy. “I’m not sure. We want to be surprised.”

         
         I wanted to ask how she would know since she would die about the time the baby is
               born. But I couldn’t bring myself to.

         
         “You need to get up and get ready. There is only the one bathroom for the five of
               you. I’m not sure if Rune, Tristrom or Mia will join you at school. So, you should
               get ready. I’ll make breakfast.”

         
         Panicked, I said, “That’s okay. I’ll make it. You should rest.”

         
         She smiled. “Still don’t trust my cooking.”

         
         I bit my lip and shook my head. “Not really.”

         
         She laughed good-naturedly. “Okay. Don’t be late.”

         
         She strode down the hall to her bedroom, and I wondered how David was handling the
               small confines of our home. I opened the door to my room where Flynn sat on the corner
               of the bed. I knew I needed to explain about calling him Luke. At that moment, I needed
               something else from him more.

         
         I tossed myself at him, and he caught me like a champ. I buried my face in his shoulder.
               

         
         “My mom’s going to die.”

         
         His arms came around me and his hold solid. “I know, and I’m sorry Mercy.”

         
         He did know. Even if he found out Lilith was his mother, the human woman whose body
               she used had died. And he’d lived all his life thinking he killed the woman whom he
               thought was his mom.

         
         “It’s not fair,” I said again that time to him.

         
         “It’s not.”

         
         Eventually, I dried my eyes on his shirt. I pulled back. “Do you know what’s weird?”

         
         “That you think I’m a catch?” He waggled his eyebrows, and I knew he was trying to
               lift my mood, and it was cute.

         
         “You heard that?”

         
         “Yeah.” 

         
         Then again, why had I asked? Our walls were paper thin compared to David’s house.

         
         “What’s weird is that baby will be our sibling. Not mine or yours, but ours. Isn’t
               that creepy?”

         
         He laughed. “I guess it’s weird. Then again, we probably aren’t the first couple whose
               single parents got together.”

         
         “True, but if we were ever to have kids, our sibling would be an aunt or an uncle
               on both sides to our kids.”

         
         Flynn frowned. “We don’t have to worry about that.”

         
         “Why?” I asked matching his expression.

         
         “Because we aren't ever having kids.”

         
         My frown deepened. Honestly, I hadn’t thought much about having kids. The thought
               was really born out of our strange family dynamic. And I wasn’t quite ready for kids,
               and I didn’t think Flynn was either. But to never have kids?

         
         “Why’s that?”

         
         He tilted his head and stared at me in disbelief. “I’m not going to raise our kid
               alone.”

         
         I dropped my head. Duh. “I didn’t think, which is stupid. I was just crying about
               my mom. I guess, because I’m different, I didn’t think it could happen to me.”

         
         “And what if it does? I’m not willing to take that chance.”

         
         I placed my hand on his chest, and I could feel his heart racing. “What if you get
               tired of me one day? You might want to get rid of me.”

         
         A laugh escaped me. However, there was nothing funny about it. Unlike humans, there
               was no divorce from being mated. He needed me to survive. So there was no getting
               away from one another unless someone died.

         
         “Get rid of you.  You can cook.” Then his eyes took a lingering journey down and up
               my body sending my heart galloping. “You can cook.”

         
         I laughed and shook my head. 

         
         “What more can a guy ask for?” 

         
         My smile took a nose dive. Many thoughts came to mind, like a girl not encumbered
               in a semi-other relationship with another boy she loves.  

         
         “We have school and only one bathroom. I’m going to take a shower.” 

         
         His grin cocked up on one side before he tossed me on the bed. “Me first.” 

         
         He raced out of the room laughing, and I couldn’t stop giggling myself. I heard the
               shower turn on down the hall, so I decided to find something to wear. 

         
         When I opened the bag Flynn packed for me, I wanted to ring his neck. The shirts he
               chose for me weren’t ones I’d normally wear to school. They were more form fitting
               and something I would wear, say to a party. They weren’t flashy, just fleshy. At least
               they showed more skin than I was normally comfortable with. 

         
         In the hall closet, I got a towel. I decided a little payback was in order. I undressed
               to my underwear in my room but put on a bra. I hid the straps by leaving them off
               and wrapped myself in a towel. For all intents and purposes, I looked like I was naked
               underneath. I padded to the bathroom and opened the door, which he'd left unlocked.
               I guessed he didn’t care if someone saw him bare-assed.  

         
         The sound of the water hid my entrance and steam rolled from over the top of the shower
               bar. I wanted to move the curtain and get a good look at what I would call mine for
               the rest of my life. 

         
         Instead, I leaned on the counter feeling hot, because he must like his showers boiling.
               I was pretty sure this was what it felt like to be in a sauna. The water stopped,
               and so did my breath. Would he open the curtain without grabbing a towel? I actually
               closed my eyes thinking that maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. If he came into my
               bathroom without me knowing, I’d kill him. 

         
         “Dang, Mercy. You scared the shit out of me.” 

         
         I peeled open my eyes, and he stood with a towel slung around his hips. His mischievous
               grin gave me the confidence I needed to turn on the charm. 

         
         “I thought maybe I’d join you, but it appears, I’m too late.” 

         
         I gave him a saucy smile I hoped didn’t look weird. Then I pretended like I planned
               to remove the towel. He stepped forward and grabbed the two halves where they met.
               His fingers curled next to my flushed skin. His knuckles brushed the tops of my breast,
               and I knew I’d taken this way too far. 

         
         He licked his lips. “I don’t think this is a good idea.” 

         
         Trying to salvage my game, I said, “Why not?” And I lifted my chin for effect. My
               hands held the towel on the other sides of his hand. If he yanked down to call my
               bluff, my bra and panties would be revealed. 

         
         He swallowed. “I’m really trying to be good here, Sunshine.” 

         
         “Sunshine? I thought I was Petal.” 

         
         He shook his head. “You’re not wilted anymore. You are a burst of light I want to
               consume. And you’re making me bad.” 

         
         I almost chuffed at his words. “Me make you bad?” 

         
         “If you could read my thoughts, you would know all the bad things I want to do to
               you.” 

         
         Oh. I hadn’t said the word, but my mouth moved as if it had.  

         
         “And we can’t. Not yet.” 

         
         “Why?” My question was more out of curiosity than a challenge. As far as I knew, Flynn
               hadn’t been with anyone for a long while. And that was out of character and demonology.
               He wasn’t made to be idle when it came to such things. 

         
         “We need to make things right first. I won’t start our relationship with a question
               between us. He needs to know.” 

         
         He didn’t need to say his name for me to know who he was talking about. Anybody who
               knew me would know who the he was.  

         
         “He knows about us.” 

         
         There was a question in his eye. I hadn’t planned on telling Flynn about Luke coming
               around. It didn’t seem fair to either one of them that I flaunt the other’s time with
               me. 

         
         “We talked last night.” 

         
         I glanced to the side unable to meet his eye. 

         
         “You told him about us.” 

         
         I shook my head because saying no was admitting I’d been a coward. 

         
         “That’s not the same then. He’s always known things. He knew how I felt about you
               before I admitted it myself. And he says nothing. He internalizes it all and makes
               everyone else feel okay.” 

         
         Luke had been super chill about everything until closer to the end when whatever he’d
               been holding in started to boil over.  

         
         “What am I supposed to say to him? I love him. I love you. He knows that. You know
               that. I can’t turn off my feelings because of what’s happening with us.” 

         
         He uncurled his fingers from the towel and dropped his hand. His face slowly shook
               side to side as he spoke. 

         
         “I know how you feel about both of us. But I can’t share you, Mercy. I can’t.” 

         
         I wanted to reach out and touch him as water still dripped from his naked chest. Instead,
               I clung tighter to the towel and forced the words from my lips. 

         
         “And what if I can’t let him go.” 

         
         He had no idea the depth of emotions I got from Luke last night. He sounded like a
               thirsty, dying man, and I was his one drink of water. He couldn’t tell me all that
               was going on for fear he’d be banished from ever seeing me again. And at the same
               time, I felt like he was alone, and I was all he had left. How could I possibly leave
               him? 

         
         “Then I’ll move on Mercy. I’ll spend my nights sharing energy with you to survive
               while I see other people.” 

         
         My jaw dropped for the second time. “You’d do that even though it wouldn’t give you
               anything to be with someone else?” 

         
         He nodded. “Why not? It’s what humans do in relationships.”  

         
         No, I thought. That’s your skewed view on relationships because of what you had to
               do as a Cambion.  

         
         “And what about me?” 

         
         “You’d have him. Although I think we both know what you would have. In fact, if you’re
               honest, you would know that the decision has mostly been made for you. But I can’t
               be with you while you’re having an emotional relationship with him.” 

         
         “Flynn—” 

         
         “Shh,” he said and pressed his lips to mine. He held there for a second. “It’s okay,
               Mercy. I’m not mad. I’ll still be here when you’re ready. It’s doubtful I’d fall in
               love with someone else before you’ve figured out it’s me you want.” 

         
         He brushed his knuckles across my cheek, and that’s when I felt the tiny moisture
               there.  

         
         “I still love you. I’ll love you ‘til the end of time.” 

         
         Then he was gone, leaving me alone, all thoughts of my practical joke gone. Instead,
               I had to come to grips with the truth of his words.  

         
         



      
   

Chapter Thirty-One

         
          

         
         The ride to school was quiet. Not really because Flynn played metal music at deaf-con levels the whole way. We just didn’t speak. The trio still left at our house, were
               busy sleeping as we headed off to school like losers. Okay, I liked school. I actually
               liked it a lot, but with everything going on, it didn’t rank high on the importance
               list. 

         
         He parked, and I saw more than a few girls with tongues hanging like puppies at the
               sight of his car. He hopped out to face his adoring fans, and I took my time. I didn’t
               want to watch as he gave out hugs like the Easter Bunny gave out candy. 

         
         I had the door handle when it was yanked out from me. He stood there with an offering
               hand for me to take. I did because it made it easier to get down. He didn’t let go
               when he closed the car.  

         
         “What are you doing?” I asked angling my head down a little so my hair would curtain
               anyone from watching me.  

         
         “Claiming what’s mine,” he said, wearing a shirt that said Heads I Get Tail, Tails
               I Get Head with a picture of a coin between the two phrases.

         
         Only he could get away with wearing that sporting the special flirty smirk that made
               girls fan themselves after seeing it. I felt a little warm myself and hoped my deodorant
               was on the job. The whispers as we walked by had me looking up.  

         
         Every girl I passed practically bared her teeth at me as Flynn basically dragged me
               along. I stepped in his shadow unaccustomed to the spotlight. Luke was popular, but
               Flynn had superstar status. Wherever he went, eyes were on him.  

         
         A couple of guys Flynn played sports with walked over, not shy like the other girls
               who stayed in our periphery the whole time. 

         
         “Dude,” one said while giving him the one-hand hug deal. “Where ya been?” 

         
         I tried to walk away with the excuse that he was talking to some else. I’d hoped he’d
               let me go. No such luck.  

         
         “Taking care of shit,” Flynn said. 

         
         “Yeah, we heard about Luke. That sucks man.” 

         
         Flynn nodded. They traded fist bumps, and we were on our way again. 

         
         “Don’t you think this is odd? They know I was Luke’s girlfriend, and now I’m holding
               hands with his best friend.” 

         
         He didn’t respond at first, and I thought he hadn’t heard me. I’d tried to whisper. 

         
         “None of these people matter, Mercy. It’s just you and me. I don’t live for anyone
               in this school outside of you.” 

         
         My heart skipped like a rock over water. I thought our morning conversation had set
               our relationship back. Clearly, Flynn wasn’t giving up just yet. I wasn’t sure we
               were going forward. But, he was being patient giving me the time I needed to set things
               in order without putting pressure on me. It was times like these, I wondered why he
               wasn’t an angel. I couldn’t believe how I misjudged him all those years. 

         
         We stepped into the school just as the first bell rang. Something was different. The
               school had a dull cast to it. Everything looked worn around the edges. And then Amanda
               came around the corner and stopped short. 

         
         She looked stunned and outraged. Being that she wasn’t shy, she pushed her way through
               the milling crowd towards us. 

         
         “Oh my god. Flynn. This could be an all-time low. Even for you.” 

         
         “Don’t start Mand.” He hadn’t completely said her name, and I wondered what other
               nicknames he had for her. Was she Petal or Sunshine? 

         
         It was dumb to be jealous, so I shook those thoughts off.  

         
         “That’s Luke’s girlfriend. We just had his funeral. You think you could wait a month
               before you start dating her.” 

         
         Her words had been what I feared people would think. 

         
         “You don’t know anything Amanda. Don’t assume. It just makes an ass out of you.” 

         
         And me, I thought as I continued the saying in my head. 

         
         She narrowed her eyes. “So are you lending her support or something?” 

         
         Flynn didn’t let her words affect him or that people had started to pay attention.
               “Something. It’s really none of your business.” 

         
         Her mouth closed with a snap.  

         
         “Amanda, you aren’t wrong. Mercy is nothing but a slut. Her boyfriend’s body isn’t
               even cold before she goes after his best friend.” 

         
         Nina popped into view with her hands on her hips. All she needed to do was move her
               neck and the way she said the words would match her body language. I, on the other
               hand, was thrown. Nina had been in hell. Why was she back? 

         
         “Got your claws out Nina?” 

         
         That voice. I shifted to look over my shoulders, hands landed there. Sebastian stood
               sentry behind me. Nina paled some. 

         
         “What’s wrong? Cat got your tongue?” 

         
         His eyes flicked with fire, and Nina backed down. She fled the scene like some of
               the fire had gotten on her. 

         
         Flynn turned towards the other boy and pulled me along. “What’s up Bastian? I thought
               school was little below your standards these days.” 

         
         To everyone else, Flynn looked like he was catching up with an old friend. I saw the
               weariness hidden beneath his words. 

         
         “Pops told me to keep my eye on the prize, which meant coming to school.” 

         
         As he spoke, Sebastian scanned us, letting the predator come out to play. I shivered,
               wondering how close he was to his monster. I also gathered that he’d talked to Belial.
               Somehow he’d convinced him he had me in line. 

         
         “Yeah, my dad says the same thing.” 

         
         It was a challenge as they smiled grimly at each other. Sebastian held his fist up
               startling us both. Flynn knocked fists with him.  

         
         “Later.” 

         
         Sebastian walked off, and Flynn and I traded glances. He walked me to my locker, and
               Maggie was there waiting. He acted as though he would stand guard while I got my books
               and talked to my best friend. 

         
         “Flynn, I’ll be fine.” 

         
         “Mercy, what if—” 

         
         I shook my head. “Don’t baby me. That’s not how this is going to work between us.” 

         
         He chewed on that. “Call me if something happens.” 

         
         I rolled my eyes as he walked away. 

         
         “Eme, what happened after I left? Are you guys out in the open now?” 

         
         “I don’t know what Flynn’s thinking.” 

         
         She sighed while I fiddled with my combination. Finally, I remembered and got the
               darn thing open.  

         
         “My night was interesting.” 

         
         The way she said it had me leaning back to glance at her. “What happened?” 

         
         She blew out a stream of air that lifted tendrils of hair from the sides of her face.
               “What didn’t?”  

         
         Then she angled her head to the side as if to get me to look at something. I slowly
               turned almost afraid of what I was going to see. There on the other side of the hall
               stood Brent. His eyes were solely focused on Maggie. It sounded cute, but it wasn’t.
               He looked as though he were watching prey.  

         
         “Don’t make eye contact!” 

         
         I snapped my head around to frown at her. “Why?” 

         
         She shrugged. “He’s been that way the whole time. He’s hardly said three words, and
               most of them sounded like growls.” 

         
         I reached in my locker for my first-period book. “It’s bad isn’t it?” 

         
         “It’s creepy. Last night, I found him watching me through my window from the sidewalk.
               When I went down to confront him, he wouldn’t say one word. He just stared at me like
               I was speaking a foreign language. When I started to cry, and yes, I cried. Don’t
               judge. I love him, and he was scaring me. Anyway, he hugs me and holds me tight. Meanwhile,
               my brother shows up. And you know Liam, if he even thought something was up, he would
               try to protect me. So I'd played it off. Only Liam wasn’t alone. He brought his new
               girlfriend.”  

         
         “Girlfriend?” I said cutting off her diatribe of words. 

         
         She nodded. “Yes, girlfriend. I barely got to meet her. Brent’s hold was too tight
               it was almost embarrassing. I had to pretend I enjoyed him holding me so close.” 

         
         “Did you tell Tom?” 

         
         “Of course I did. Sometime after Liam left to go back to his dorm, Brent let me go.
               I called Tom right away. He had to come over and use his Lion King powers to get him
               to go.” She waved her fingers around. 

         
         As if his ears were burning, Tom showed up.  

         
         “He’s doing it again,” Maggie complained. 

         
         “I’m on it,” Tom began. 

         
         “Wait, what’s wrong with him?” I asked. 

         
         Tom's lips thinned. He looked at Maggie, then back at me. “It may have been too late
               for him to change back to human. He could have been stuck in animal form too long,
               or whatever magic they put on him was too powerful.” 

         
         I thought about how I still had lingering queasiness. In fact, I had barely been able
               to swallow half a bagel that morning.  

         
         “So it’s my fault.” 

         
         Tom put an arm on my shoulder. “No, it’s good that you got him to change. Now he has
               a fighting chance to come back. I’m going to hang around and hopefully get him through
               this week, so he can graduate.” 

         
         “What about college? He couldn’t wait to play football, and the practices start mid-July,”
               Maggie said. 

         
         Tom nodded. “I’m going to take him with me to find the girl as soon as we get through
               graduation. I don’t think his parents would be too happy if they don’t see him walk
               across the stage.” 

         
         Maggie looked forlorn.  

         
         “We’ll get through this like everything.” He waited for Maggie’s nod. “I’m going to
               distract him. When I do, you should head to class.” 

         
         Tom walked off, and I closed my locker. We stood for a minute until Tom blocked Brent’s
               view of her before we darted off to class. I muddled through each subject without
               paying attention to most of it. I had far too many worries to be in school. I should
               be at home spending what time Mom had left with her.  

         
         I walked into the lunchroom and stared at Luke and Flynn’s table for a second before
               deciding to go to my old one. Whoever had taken it over wasn’t there, so I claimed
               it. I sat my bag down and joined the lunch line. 

         
         I came out the other side with what was supposed to be pizza. Sadly, it lay dead on
               a plate with coagulated cheese and dried-up pepperoni. I choose it over the salad
               because the lettuce was just a slightly green before brown kicked in. The best thing
               on my tray was the Coke.  

         
         The table was still empty when I sat down. A second later, Maggie showed up with Tom.
               They spotted and joined me without question before going to get food. A few minutes
               later, Flynn strolled in with a gaggle of girls following him like fan wannabes.  

         
         Flynn looked to the right, then to the left and saw me. He strode over and plopped
               in a chair next to me. By that point, I had managed to eat a quarter of the personal
               sized pizza. Just as Tom and Maggie came from the lunch line, Flynn slid my tray towards
               him and started eating the rest of my food, which was fine with me. I wasn’t hungry
               and feared if I ate more, I would puke all over the table. 

         
         “Why are we sitting here?” Maggie asked. 

         
         I turned my head slightly and caught Nina glancing in my direction. “Nina’s here.” 

         
         You would have thought aliens landed the way her expression morphed into disbelief.
               “What the hell? I thought she was in hell?” 

         
         I lowered my voice and explained all that had happened since we last spoke including
               that morning. She sat with her jaw unhinged as I wove the tale. I glanced to Tom,
               who listened thoughtfully, but his eyes were glued elsewhere. When I finished, I turned
               to find Brent at his usual table unnaturally focused on us as if there was nothing
               else in the world to look at. 

         
         “Yeah, he’s being a total creeper,” Maggie said changing the subject.  

         
         Again, I wondered if I should erase Maggie’s memories of us. She deserved a normal
               life. Wasn’t that what I wanted? 

         
         I sighed. Flynn started to rub my back sensing my discomfort. My eyes met his, and
               a smile curled his kissable lips. Never in my wildest dreams, would I have imagined
               him and me in this position. He seemed so untouchable. Yet, there we were, me with
               the bad boy. The guy whom I thought was a total asshole. 

         
         “What are we going to do about any of it?” Maggie asked. 

         
         “Mags, I don’t know. Sometimes I wish I could go back to the days I didn’t know that
               there was truly more than humans on earth.” 

         
         “I don’t know. It’s kind of cool. I feel like we’re young having the best times of
               our lives.” 

         
         “Don’t make it sound romantic. Your boyfriend is staring at you like you’re his favorite
               bone. I’ve got a crazy girl who thinks that I stand in the way of her getting a boy
               who doesn’t want her.” 

         
         “And she’s headed this way,” Flynn said turning back around.  

         
         He didn’t remove his hand from my back. 

         
         “Let her come.” I waited for it, but she only glared at me before exiting the lunchroom. 

         
         “Sebastian’s here,” Maggie announced. 

         
         Tom straightened in his chair. 

         
         “I don’t think he’s here for me. I told you about last night.” 

         
         I watched him lean against a wall somewhere in the middle of where we sat and where
               we used to sit. 

         
         “Brent is freaking me out. I think I’m going to eat in the media center.” 

         
         “They don’t allow food in there,” I automatically said. 

         
         Maggie shrugged. She packed up her salad and dumped the container in her bag. I watched
               as she made a hasty exit. 

         
         “Shit,” Tom mumbled. He was on his feet. Flynn started to get up, but Sebastian pushed
               off the wall and went to intercept Brent.  

         
         “What have I done?” 

         
         “Mercy, not everything’s your fault. You couldn’t have known what would have happened
               to Brent. You gave him a fighting chance.” 

         
         “I think I’m going to. I just—” 

         
         I got to my feet. Flynn stood and took my tray. He’d polished off my pizza. Boys,
               I thought, they could eat anything. Sebastian and Tom were still quietly talking to
               Brent, who stared out the lunch room doors as if he could still see Maggie. 

         
         Flynn guided me out with his hand at the small of my back. When the doors closed behind
               us, he reached for my hand and twined our fingers together.  

         
         “You two are too much.” 

         
         Flynn and I spun around.  

         
         “Have you no shame.” Nina strode forward. 

         
         “You know what—” 

         
         “No, Flynn, I have this.” 

         
         I let go of his hand and met Nina halfway. She gave me a bored look. “I could squash
               you.” 

         
         “Give it your best shot.” 

         
         She laughed. “We all know that until you give up your V-card you won’t come into your
               true strength. You’re just a baby without a diaper, shitting everywhere you go. Creating
               messes everyone else has to clean up.” 

         
         Her last words hit a cord. I brushed it aside and concentrated on what she first said.
               It made so much sense. Why hadn’t anybody told me? Then again, would I have done things
               differently? I think I preferred making the decision about my V-status on my own terms.
               Yet, she didn’t know. Sebastian didn’t know. What did that mean for me?  

         
         She reached up and fingered my hair. I knocked her hand away, only she kept hold of
               a strand pulling it at the roots. I caught her wrist and glared at her. A flame flickered
               in her eyes.  

         
         “I think you’re playing on the wrong team now,” I guessed. 

         
         I felt a hand on my arm, and I glanced over to see no one. It had to be Luke. Unfortunately,
               his distraction cost me. In a move I didn’t count on, she twisted and pushed me, sending
               me careening into the lockers. I knew not to stay in the place I landed. I rolled
               to the side as her fist hit the spot where I’d been. 

         
         Flynn moved, and I said, “Don’t. I’ve got this.” 

         
         I raised my hands as if in surrender. When she came closer, I jackhammered my fist
               into her nose. Dark blood squirted just as the bell rang. The halls flooded with students,
               and Nina played her next role well. 

         
         “She hit me,” she called out, sounding like a victim.  

         
         People stopped and stared. I lowered my bloody fist knowing I was in trouble. Teachers
               came barreling over, and I was led to the principal’s office while a gleeful Nina
               was taken to the nurse. 

         
         Flynn grinned at me and then winked as I passed. I said nothing in defense because
               I had nothing. I sat outside the office in the chairs where the guilty waited for
               punishment. I’d only been in that position once before when Tom and I had been wrongly
               accused of making out in the parking lot. It seemed fitting to round out my high school
               experience to have me actually be guilty this time. 

         
         I read an incoming text from Maggie when I was called in. 

         
         “Mercy Moore, I thought better of you. We had that chat about kissing boys in the
               parking lot, and I thought I wouldn’t have to see you. Now you are fighting. It’s
               unlike you. I know you’ve been out, and I know that one of our students, Luke Bishop,
               passed away tragically. I understand that this boy was your boyfriend.” 

         
         Even though Luke was alive, well sort of, hearing about his death caused a throat
               full of emotions to choke me. I had to swallow the lump that formed. 

         
         “Yes.” My voice felt small and hollow. 

         
         She sat back. “You were out for a while. I guess it took you hard.” 

         
         I nodded. 

         
         “Normally, we have a no warning policy when it comes to fighting. However, your pristine
               record here at the school along with your grades show that you aren’t one of my trouble
               makers. Plus if that bruise on your arm is any indication, you weren’t alone in the
               fight.” 

         
         I bit my lip. 

         
         “I’m going to give you and Nina warning this time. It happens again, and it’s an automatic
               suspension.” 

         
         I nodded. “Thanks.” 

         
         “Okay, get back to class.” 

         
         Outside her office, Sebastian stood. I wasn’t sure why he was there, so I continued
               the front-desk receptionist and a few other teachers making copies. Once in the hallway
               I waited for him to speak. 

         
         “You need to end her.” 

         
         “What?” I gasped. 

         
         He kept walking, and I followed like a puppy needing more explanations. 

         
         “She’s being used, torched. Her soul is in chaos. She’s following orders so the hold
               they have on her will somehow ease the pain.” 

         
         “What orders and who?” 

         
         “Who doesn’t matter. She’s being used. She struck a bargain, and although it didn’t
               pay off in her favor, she’s still responsible for the debt. You have the power to
               take her soul and free her burden. If you don’t, she’ll keep coming until she kills
               you.” 

         
         “Why are you helping me?” 

         
         I still didn’t get it. I’d stabbed him and sent him to hell. I didn’t feel like I
               deserved his help. 

         
         He stopped us in the middle of the hall and turned to face me. “Like the other two,
               I feel bound to you, protective of you. You’re a succubus, created to be every guy’s
               fantasy.” His eyes fell to my chest before meeting mine again. “I say they were successful.
               You’re also intriguing. You go against your nature, your true instincts. You control
               the urges that exist inside you. You’re like me in a lot of ways.” 

         
         His hand went in my hair and for a second, I thought he might try to kiss me. He stared
               at me with his vacant blue eyes. 

         
         “You don’t love me.” 

         
         “No,” he said. “I’m incapable of that.” 

         
         “Really, what about Rune?” 

         
         I saw it. His jaw tightened.  

         
         “He’s a friend with misplaced feelings.” 

         
         “Okay, so maybe you’re not into him that way. But you care about his well-being.” 

         
         His hand dropped away. “He’s human.” 

         
         “Which makes him more vulnerable than ever.” 

         
         “He’s not my problem.” 

         
         “So that’s it?” I glared at him. “He’s your friend. He’s lost in this world and probably
               has enemies or something. He knows about our world, yet he’s not a part of it anymore.” 

         
         “You’re the only one I’m allowed to care about.” 

         
         His words were final as he disappeared around a corner.   

         
         

      
   

Chapter Thirty-Two

         
          

         
         The rest of the day went by too slowly. I chewed on Sebastian’s words as I got the
               books I needed for homework out of my locker. Schoolwork just felt so foreign. 

         
         “Hey, Butterfly.” 

         
         Flynn rested his arm on the locker beside me and leaned in as if to kiss me.  

         
         “Not here.” 

         
         He sighed but quickly sprouted a smirk. “Later, in your room?” I rolled my eyes, which
               only made him chuckle. “Speed it up, I have to get you home.” 

         
         “McAllister, you coming to practice?” 

         
         I glanced over to see two guys from the baseball team. Flynn shook his head. 

         
         “Yes, he’ll be there,” I said, answering for him. 

         
         Flynn glared at me. But the two guys who had asked gave us a thumbs up. 

         
         “Why’d you say that? I’m driving you home and to your room.” His brows lifted suggestively. 

         
         “No, you are going to practice and enjoy being you. I can catch a ride with Maggie
               or take the bus.” 

         
         Flynn stepped in closer as if to tell me a secret. His hand landed on my hip and gripped
               me in a way that sent tingles up my spine. “No girlfriend of mine is riding the bus
               when I can take her home.” 

         
         “Girlfriend?” 

         
         He shrugged. “Girlfriend, Wife, Lifelong Mate, call it what you want. We’re stuck
               with each other.” 

         
         His head dipped, and I leaned back. “I thought we said no kissing at school.” He straightened
               and eyed the ceiling as if it could grant him patience. I shooed him away. “Now go
               to practice, I can take care of myself.” Maggie came bouncing over. “Can you give
               me a ride home so Mr. Overbearing can go to practice?” 

         
         She nodded.  

         
         “Fine,” then he patted my bottom. “Later then.” 

         
         “Wow,” Maggie said with an arched eyebrow. “PDAs between the two of you.” 

         
         I glanced around. Had Luke been watching? 

         
         “What are you looking for?” 

         
         I shook my head not wanting to bring up Luke. I didn’t want to lose him forever. He
               couldn’t be a part of our world, not like he used to. 

         
         As I finished getting what I needed from my locker, I said absently, “One thing I
               didn’t miss was homework.” 

         
          

         
         “You and me both.”  

         
         “Ready?” I asked when my backpack was loaded. 

         
         She paused. “Actually, no. I forgot my math book. Meet me at my car.” 

         
         I watched her over my shoulder race back towards her locker before she rounded a corner.
               When I faced forward, my path was blocked. I glanced up and found Paul standing there.
               We hadn’t exactly talked in ages.  

         
         “Hey,” I said softly, taking in his features. He looked older, and he was certainly
               growing cuter. He would be a hit next year on a college campus somewhere. That bothered
               me. I didn’t know for sure where he would be attending school. 

         
         As we studied each other, his lips pinched making my smile falter. I guessed he hadn’t
               exactly intended on running into me. A split second later, a half smile bloomed on
               his lips. 

         
         “Hey, Mercy. How’s everything?” 

         
         His comment might have seemed random, especially from a guy that had sworn me off.
               But, he knew of my world.  

         
         So, I put a lot more emphasis on the word, “Fine,” as it left my lips.  

         
         He knew me far better. “I’m really sorry about Luke.” His hug surrounded me before
               I could react. “I came by a few times, but you weren’t home.” 

         
         There was a time I might have shared everything with him. Things, however, had changed.
               He’d gotten invested in my crazy life and almost died, twice. I wouldn’t allow that
               to happen again. Especially since, he’d made it out like I hoped Maggie eventually
               would. 

         
         “Needed to get away from everything you know?” I glanced up hoping he wouldn’t question
               the validity of my statement. 

         
         “Acatalepsy?” 

         
         I thought about the word and what it meant or didn’t mean if taken literal. I had
               a hard time with the impossibility of comprehending Luke’s death. “Exactly.” 

         
         “Only you would know an ancient philosopher’s word we discussed in my AP English class.” 

         
         I shrugged. Just because he was a year ahead of me didn’t mean I wasn’t well read.
               I didn’t say it though, and he noticed our usual banter hadn’t resulted from his comment. 

         
         He nodded. “I know things are weird between us. But, I still consider you my friend.
               If you ever need anything, just let me know.” 

         
         Gray eyes so familiar held onto mine as if to say more. 

         
         “Thanks.”  

         
         Then it did get strange. We stood in uncomfortable silence for a minute before I finally
               said, “I should get going.” 

         
         He only nodded as I walked around him. For the first time, I realized I didn’t need
               him like I used to. While I still liked him as a person, his absence from my life
               didn’t cause me the distress it would have months ago. He was a chapter that had closed,
               and it was okay.  

         
         Maggie caught up with me. “I thought you’d be outside by now.” 

         
         “I talked to Paul.” 

         
         She stopped before pushing the doors open. “What? Really?” 

         
         “No, it’s fine. He told me he was sorry about Luke.” 

         
         “Oh. He doesn’t know?” 

         
         I shook my head before met her eye. “And he won’t.” I held her gaze until she non-verbally
               agreed. “But it’s cool. We’re never going to be best friends again or anything, but
               we’re not enemies. And it’s fine.” 

         
         Thrusting the door open, I stepped out into the sun, only to raise my arm to block
               the rays. 

         
         We began to walk, and Maggie asked, “So, a fight with Nina, huh?” 

         
         Just like that, all thoughts of Paul were gone. 

         
         “She was asking for it.” I lifted my hand to show her my bruised knuckles. 

         
         Maggie stopped, and Amanda stood there blocking our path. Great. 

         
         “Let me give you some advice,” Amanda offered.  

         
         I said nothing because she was going to have her say no matter what. 

         
         “Flynn’s not like Paul and Luke. I know you have a history of taking guys that don’t
               belong to you. But Flynn will be your payback. He’ll dump you just like he’s done
               with the rest of us. You’re better off cutting your losses before you let him break
               your heart.” 

         
         Amanda having announced her words like she had a megaphone to her mouth marched off
               with some of the other cheerleaders with her. It was Amber who followed in step with
               her that disturbed me most. All the lives I’d ruined. 

         
         “Ignore her. Anyway, do you need to be home right away?” 

         
         I wanted to overlook what she’d said, but her words hit too close to home. “No why?” 

         
         I had to all but stop myself from running to Maggie’s car so no one else would offer
               me advice. 

         
         “I want to stop by home first. Liam said he was coming by again today. I didn’t get
               to talk to him with Brent’s stalking the other night. And Tom said he planned to get
               Brent to practice after school.”  

         
         “It’s fine. I’m not in a hurry to get home to Mia.” 

         
         I hadn’t meant to sound petulant. However, Amanda had ruined my mood. 

         
         “How long is she staying with you guys?” 

         
         I let my head fall forward. “I have no idea. Who knows? David might enroll her in
               school.” 

         
         My best friend obviously ignored my distress. 

         
         “She seemed nice.” 

         
         “Yes, there’s that. But, the last thing I need is another girl who’s pissed because
               I’ve got the guy she thinks she’s entitled to." 

         
         She unlocked her car, and I got in tossing my bag on the back seat next to hers.  

         
         “Another Nina?” she asked, as she drove out of the lot and headed to her house. 

         
         “Exactly, but I don’t think Mia’s in the kill me stage yet.” 

         
         She laughed. 

         
         “I think you should just avoid girls with an A at the end of their name. Like Amanda.” 

         
         I felt more and more depressed, barely listening to her drone in about the latest
               gossip. My thoughts circled back to Paul and Amber, even Nina as I considered Amanda’s
               words to me. I hadn’t intentionally ruined anyone's life, yet since Luke, I’ve been
               reminded how much of a role I’d played in the destruction of hearts, minds, and spirits. 

         
         Maggie pulled to a stop in front of her house. I glanced up at it. It’d been forever
               since I’d last seen it. We walked up, and Maggie let us in. 

         
         “Liam, are you here?” Maggie called. We’d seen his car parked out front. The house,
               however, was silent. “Maybe he’s out back.” 

         
         I found myself lagging behind as I couldn’t put my finger on why I had a peculiar
               feeling in my gut. Maggie pushed through the back door and stepped outside. 

         
         A sudden chill crept over me, and I shivered. I glanced up at the stairs but saw nothing.
               I moved to follow Maggie when the temperature in the room dramatically changed. A
               crackling noise caught my attention, and I glanced down. I slipped even though I hadn’t
               moved. Ice crept forward and rushed up the door. 

         
         My feet felt frozen, and it took a few seconds for me to free myself and step off
               the icy path, and into the sunken living room where the carpet remained free of the
               frozen stuff. I glanced up and watched as Morgana descended the stairs. 

         
         A banging at the door had me glancing at it. 

         
         “Mercy, I think I got locked out.” Maggie’s voice was muffled coming through the door. 

         
         I took steps in that direction. 

         
         “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” 

         
         “Mercy, let—” Maggie’s voice cut off mid-sentence, and I knew it wasn’t by her choice. 

         
         “What did you do?” I asked continuing my path. 

         
         “I put her on ice so that we can talk. She’s fine for now. If you touch that frozen
               door, you will be in the same condition. And what incentive will I have to free you
               both, especially if I can’t get the answers I want.” 

         
         My steps faltered because I couldn’t let Maggie be harmed because of me. 

         
         “What do you want Morgana?” 

         
         The ice princess shook her head. I had a moment to study her. She looked different
               in regular clothes not covered in lavished ball gowns. Jeans and a tank gave her a
               human look. Her hair was also different. It was cut to just below her shoulders. The
               unnatural white looked hip and purposefully done in a cool sort of way. 

         
         “It’s Morgan.” 

         
         I wanted to roll my eyes, but stopped myself. She was holding Maggie prisoner and
               possibly Liam and whoever else might have been home. 

         
         “I want you to give me the scepter.” 

         
         My features remained smoothed as I didn’t answer her. 

         
         “Don’t play games, Mercy. Mother sent me here to gain leverage on you. Imagine my
               surprise when I couldn’t get through the portal home to give a report. Then I find
               you here back here. I think how could she be here, and the portal’s closed? Mother
               would never have let you leave willingly. Which means, somehow got your hands on the
               only means of shutting Fairy closed from the earthly realm.” 

         
         “I don’t have it. Besides, how are you even here?” 

         
         She stepped closer, but never once left the trail of ice that she’d created. 

         
         “You’re a clever girl, Mercy. I mean how else do you put a spell on all these boys.
               I went to your high school, and being that you are a succubus…” She eyed me after
               saying the words. “I wasn’t surprised to find talk of you in the boys’ locker room,
               as you humans call it.” 

         
         Hearing that I was the talk of boys at school wasn’t something I wished to know about. 

         
         “And then when I followed the information trail to this house, I found Liam. And I
               have to tell you, getting registered in high school isn’t easy without paperwork.
               However, going to class on a college campus is easy as pie. Poor Liam had rather interesting
               thoughts about you. He wants you, but you’re too young. He’s biding his time until
               he met me. Don’t you think he’ll make a wonderful consort? Tristrom’s dad is getting
               far too old for the job.” 

         
         Rage was like a cannon ball that shot out of my mouth when I said, “Don’t you touch
               him.” 

         
         “That depends on you. Bring me the scepter.” 

         
         I responded quickly because I would do whatever it took to keep Maggie and her family
               safe. “When? Where?” 

         
         “I’m sure you found my gift. Let’s meet there. Same time tomorrow. You have twenty-four
               human hours. And say nothing to Liam and his sister or I’ll be forced to dispose of
               them.” 

         
         She spun on her heels and headed back upstairs. The ice receded with her. The door
               opened and banged against the wall. 

         
         “What happened?”  

         
         Maggie stared at me wide-eyed.  

         
         I shrugged. “I think the door was stuck. You got it open before I could reach it.” 

         
         Liam padded downstairs with Morgan in tow.  

         
         Maggie stepped over to stand next to me. “Hi, I’m Maggie and this is my friend Mercy.” 

         
         Morgana waved shyly, and it took Herculean strength not to roll my eyes.  

         
         

      
   

Chapter Thirty-Three

         
          

         
         Maggie dropped me off at home and didn’t hang out because her mother complained she
               hadn’t seen her daughter enough in the last several weeks. I couldn’t disagree because
               she had gone with us to Ireland.  

         
         David and Mom weren’t home when I walk in. I heard talking downstairs, but I didn’t
               go speak to them, which was rude. However, I really needed some alone time. I had
               to trust Morgana wouldn’t do anything to hurt Maggie’s family until at least tomorrow.
                

         
         I set my bag down in the living room and headed for the kitchen. It was familiar even
               though we hadn’t lived there for a while. I was chopping vegetables when Mia came
               upstairs. 

         
         “Hey.” 

         
         I glanced up and used my forearm to push back hair that had come free of the clip
               I’d used to hold it away from my face. 

         
         “Hey.” I tried to sound pleasant. Mia wasn’t a bad person, and she hadn’t been the
               one that had instigated her being with us. I couldn’t fault her.  

         
         “Wow. You really cook from scratch.” 

         
         “I do,” I said concentrating on not cutting my fingers as I chopped carrots. 

         
         “What are you making?” 

         
         There was a roast in the refrigerator, which was a clue what Mom or David wanted for
               dinner.  

         
         “Pot roast with sautéed vegetables and potatoes.” 

         
         “That’s pretty impressive. I can’t cook anything. Did your mom teach you?” 

         
         I laughed. “Not exactly. But, she was the reason why I learned. Mom isn’t so good
               in the kitchen, and I learned at a young age if I planned to eat meals better than
               the school lunches, I would have to teach myself.” 

         
         “Self-taught.” 

         
         I shrugged. “Mostly cooking shows, then YouTube videos. Now I wing it.” 

         
         “When did you start?” 

         
         “I think I was about eight.” 

         
         “Eight-years-old?” 

         
         “Yep. Do you want to help?” 

         
         When she said nothing, I glanced up. She had a tight smile showing teeth and knew
               she was begging off that idea. 

         
         “It’s okay. Has David talked to your father?” 

         
         Her expression changed, and I wanted to ask what her life had been like, but it was
               none of my business. 

         
         “He has. Dad told him that I was his to do with.”  

         
         My mouth dropped, and I kept my eyes downcast, so she wouldn’t see.  

         
         “I think David is going to send me to a boarding school.” 

         
         “Oh,” That was surprising. “I bet I know which one. Sebastian took me to one the other
               day when we came back with those two guys.” 

         
         Her eyes lit up. “Keller and Hudson?” 

         
         I nodded. “It’s a school with supernaturals that are part human too. The campus seemed
               nice. I wasn’t there long enough to see everything, but it was impressive.” 

         
         “Good to know.” She was quiet for a second. “This may sound wrong, but I mean it in
               the best possible way.” 

         
         “Okay,” I said a little weary by her ominous statement. 

         
         “Flynn is the greatest guy I know. He could have been a big douche during the annual
               meetings. All the girls chasing him, but he’s very nice. He acts cocky, but he’s a
               softy where it counts. You seem like you have your pick of guys. Don’t break his heart.” 

         
         I stopped mostly because I was done and needed to wash the potatoes before I cut them
               up. “I appreciate you looking out for Flynn. But, you have nothing to worry about.
               I love him, and I would never do anything to hurt him.” 

         
         Our situation was complicated. However, well-meaning or not, it wasn’t any of her
               business. Flynn and I were tied together for life, whether we wanted it. There was
               nothing she could offer him or do for him to get him out of it. 

         
         “I should go back downstairs. I was supposed to be making a soda run. I guess they’re
               too into their game to notice I’m gone.” 

         
         “We have some in the fridge or the pantry. And you can tell them dinner will be ready
               in an hour or so.” 

         
         She nodded and left. I’d finished up my prep work and had slid the roast in the oven
               when Sebastian appeared. 

         
         “What’s cooking?” 

         
         I felt like a cat because I wanted to spring and cling to the ceiling. He’d scared
               the daylights out of me. 

         
         “Geez,” I said. “Don’t do that.” 

         
         “I heard there was a meeting.” 

         
         The front door opened, and I didn’t have to stretch far to see Flynn walking through
               the door. The sight took me by surprise. Flynn had a key to my house. In a bazillion
               years, I would have never pictured my life this way. 

         
         My thoughts were cut off when Luke appeared. “Meeting?” 

         
         Sebastian nodded. I set a timer on the oven and then followed them towards the living
               room. 

         
         Flynn came down the stairs, and I watched wondering why he’d been up there. Mia and
               I were the only two technically staying there. He came into the room and sat on the
               very chair he’d almost kissed me in. 

         
         Luke came and stood by the wall. Sebastian sat in the middle of the sofa and spread
               his arms wide. I just watched wondering how this was really my life. 

         
         “Who called the meeting?” 

         
         “I did, Princess.” 

         
         I glared at Flynn. “So now I’m Princess?” 

         
         Flynn winked at me. “I called everyone because I think we need to get all our heads
               together about what’s going on.” 

         
         “I guess it’s a good thing. Something happened to me today that you all should know
               about.” 

         
         I proceeded to tell them about what happened at Maggie's. Morgana hadn’t told me I
               couldn’t tell them. Plus, they needed to know what was going on. 

         
         “How did she get out?” Flynn asked. 

         
         I shrugged. “She must have left before we closed the way. But, that would mean there
               were two of them all along.” 

         
         Luke pushed off the wall. “Or there’s something we’re missing.” 

         
         “Can we trust what she says?” I interjected. 

         
         “The Fey can’t lie.” I glanced over at Sebastian, who’d been quiet up until then. 

         
         “They also have a way of dancing around the truth,” I said. 

         
         “I think we should talk about whether or not we are going to hand over the scepter.” 

         
         I spun to glare at Flynn. “I’ll give her whatever they want to leave Maggie and her
               family alone.” 

         
         Luke touched my arm, and my head snapped in his direction. “There is no way we would
               let anything happen to Maggie’s family. We need to be smart about this. If we give
               it over, we risk the entire planet.” 

         
         Sebastian sat forward. “We have another problem. Belial. He’s not going to wait forever
               for me to claim Mercy.” 

         
         Flynn stood up as if that somehow helped make his point. “He can’t have her.” 

         
         Luke stepped back to center himself in the line of fire between the two demons. 

         
         “You think that finding out you’re the son of Lilith somehow gives you an edge over
               me. Think again incubus.” 

         
         “I may not have an edge, but I’m a Prince just like you.” 

         
         “Okay, stop it.” I watch Sebastian’s eyes glow red and Flynn's glow blue. “I have
               an idea. What if we take care of two birds with one stone?” 

         
         I described what I had in mind. As they listened, cooler heads prevailed, and they
               added their ideas. When I walked away to serve dinner, they were still talking. 

         
         The table was set, and I rang the dinner bell with my dinner call before heading to
               my room. I could cook, but I still couldn’t muster eating much without feeling sick
               to my stomach.  

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Thirty-Four

         
          

         
         Flynn stayed behind to explain everything to our parents as I drifted out of the living
               room. Luke caught up with me. “Everything’s going to be fine.” 

         
         “Easy for you to say.” 

         
         My stairwell wasn’t as wide, so Luke had to walk behind me as I made my way up the
               steps. We entered my small bedroom, and he closed the door behind us. 

         
         “I wouldn’t call dying easy.” 

         
         I met his unwavering stare. It was a topic we’d avoided since he came back.  

         
         “Luke, I never wanted you to die, especially not for me.” 

         
         “It was worth it.” The room wasn’t that large, so it was easy enough to step into
               his arms. “I would do it over again if I had to. Plus, I knew the day would come.
               It was something that I’d been told would happen all my life.” 

         
         “Dying for me?” 

         
         “No,” he said, cradling my head on his chest as I looked up at him. 

         
         “Dying period. I should have told you about my fate. I guess I was so happy not to
               be confused about my future. You showed me what life was worth living for.” 

         
         I couldn’t let that stand. He wasn’t alone. His admiration was mutual. “You showed
               me what love is.” 

         
         “We did that together. I was lost before you. I hated that my life wasn’t quite my
               own. I did things to piss off the higher authority to get them to back off. I wanted
               them to think I wasn’t worthy of the fate they bestowed on me. I did things I shouldn’t
               have done. Led girls on and tried to be like Flynn. Although, he was wiser and better
               about it than I. He never gave any girl the wrong impression.” 

         
         “You didn’t either.” 

         
         His blonde curls moved when he shook his head. “Nina. I shouldn’t have messed around
               with her. I knew her feelings for me. At the time, I thought I wanted what she offered.
               I thought I could give her what she tried to give me back. I let it go on too long.
               And now she’s lost her way.” 

         
         He was wrong about one thing. “You didn’t force her to make the decisions she made.
               She chose her path.” 

         
         “It doesn’t matter. I’ll deal with her.” 

         
         “No, I’ll handle her. I can take care of myself.” 

         
         He smiled, but it didn’t warm his eyes. “I know you can.” 

         
         He squeezed me tighter.  

         
         “How am I going to do this?” I asked out loud changing topics. 

         
         Luke showed how smart he was by catching my meaning. 

         
         “Some decisions have already been made. You can handle the rest.” 

         
         “I feel like everything is hitting me at once. I can’t seem to catch my breath.” 

         
         He was thoughtful, and we stood wrapped up in one another. “They say that you’re never
               given any more than you can handle. Which proves you’re stronger than you think you
               are. Plus, there is always a rainbow after a storm.” 

         
         “So I should look for a pot of gold,” I teased. His laugh rumbled in his chest. “Seriously
               though, why are you always the sensible one? You always seem to know the right things
               to say.” 

         
         His hand smoothed down my back, and I remembered all the times when he’d kissed me,
               and I swore I saw the universe.  

         
         “I’ve learned a lot since being with you. You taught me not to fight fate and make
               the best of the time I had. Your willingness to go into any battle and not let everyone
               fight for you, gave me courage to do the same. We were both born into this world with
               a specific set of instructions we were to complete whether we wanted to or not. And
               we’ll both make it through, together, all of us.” 

         
         “You make it sound so easy.” 

         
         He gripped me tighter. “You have no idea how hard it was.” 

         
         The door opened, and my hands automatically dropped from around Luke’s waist. Flynn
               stood in the doorway and stared at us for a second before saying, “Sorry. I should
               have knocked.” 

         
         He stepped back and closed the door again. 

         
         Luke held on and I didn’t fight to go. The push and pull between the two of them in
               my heart would probably be the death of me. 

         
         He let out an audible breath and dipped his head so our foreheads met. Then in a whisper,
               he said, “Go to him and don’t forget to get what I left you in my room.” 

         
         I wanted to protest and ask more. But his arms fell away, and he disappeared. I closed
               my eyes for a second before I glanced at my nails. Then I stepped to the door ready
               to explain myself to Flynn.  

         
         I didn’t have to search for him. He stood with his head leaning on his forearm braced
               high against the door. 

         
         “Oh, you’re here,” I breathed. 

         
         “I was going, but I had to hear you say the words.” 

         
         “What words?” 

         
         “That you were choosing him.” 

         
         “What?” 

         
         He stepped around me. “Luke, you might as well show yourself. I know you’re here.” 

         
         Nothing. Luke didn’t materialize.  

         
         “If you don’t show yourself I’m going to kiss your girl.” 

         
         Nothing. 

         
         Flynn reached for my arm and spun me towards him. When I landed against his chest,
               he didn’t waste time. His lips were on mine, and something burst within me. I was
               really beginning to understand the benefits of having a mate. His kiss lit up my nerve
               endings with awareness. I felt instantly stronger and more alive. 

         
         He pulled back. “Did you feel that?” 

         
         Unable to communicate, I nodded. He did it again, and we moved towards the bed. He
               fell back and pulled me along with him. We bounced, but his arms secured me from falling
               off.  

         
         I started to pull away, wary about where this was going. 

         
         “No. You know this is right.” 

         
         His hands swept up my back and under my shirt. Next thing I knew my bra was undone.
                

         
         “Flynn,” I warned. 

         
         “It’s poking me in the chest.” 

         
         Dumbly, I asked, “What’s poking you.” 

         
         “That damn underwire thing in your bra.” 

         
         I tried to rise so that I could get away. “No, it’s not. And how do you know about
               underwire?” 

         
         “I know a lot of things about girls and girl stuff.” He pulled me back down. “Where
               do you think you’re going?” 

         
         “Away,” I began. “I need to put my bra back on.” 

         
         He pouted and damn if it wasn’t cute. “Don’t do that.” His hand slid into the arm
               opening on my shirt.” 

         
         “What are you doing?” 

         
         “Helping you out of your bra.”  

         
         He did know things about girl stuff. He easily slipped my bra out of one arm of my
               shirt and then the other. That left it and pinned between us under my shirt. However,
               if I stood, it would fall to the ground. 

         
         “I can’t believe you did that.” 

         
         “You didn’t stop me.” 

         
         He had a point. “We can’t do this.” 

         
         “Why not? I think  my…” 

         
         “Don’t say it,” I admonished. 

         
         “It’s broken. It has to be. Do you know when the last time I had sex?”  

         
         I didn’t as I hadn’t made it a point to know all of those details about Flynn. Still,
               I gave him a duh look, and he said, “Outside of dream sex even though that was hot.” 

         
         “I can’t believe you.” 

         
         “It’s been a while, Princess. I’m not even sure it will work.” 

         
         “They say it’s like riding a bike.” 

         
         He was quick to add, “A rusty bike.” 

         
         I shook my head. 

         
         “I’m probably a virgin again. I won’t even know what to do.” 

         
         “Flynn, I seriously doubt you’ll have any trouble.” 

         
         Practice makes perfect. Then, faster than I could squeal, Flynn reversed our positions
               and held my bra in his hand. My jaw dropped. 

         
         He shrugged. “I guess I’m not that rusty.” 

         
         His lips were on mine, and the rush from our shared power had me lost. He hooked an
               arm under my leg and lifted it making room for himself, when my door opened. 

         
         “Mom,” I squeaked. 

         
         Flynn slowly let my leg down. I was grateful I was still in jeans and a tee shirt.
               Mom’s eyes shifted, and I saw what she saw. Flynn still had my bra in his hand. At
               least, he had the good sense to look sheepish. 

         
         “Flynn, can you give us a minute.” 

         
         He got up and saluted Mom as she glowered. David appeared and asked Flynn what he
               had in his hand. Flynn had managed in that short time to fold the two halves together
               with the straps hidden between.  

         
         “A hat.” 

         
         Mom closed the door, which was a good thing. If he put my bra on his head, I would
               kill him. 

         
         I sat up and swung my leg over the side just as Mom pulled my desk chair over and
               sat. I was nearly eighteen, but I felt every bit of five as Mom gave me her best,
               I’m disappointed in you glare. 

         
         “I know what you are Mercy, so you don’t have to say it. Still. You’re my seventeen-year-old
               daughter, and the idea of you having sex here of all places disturbs me.” 

         
         “We weren’t having sex, Mom.” 

         
         Her mouth closed, lips pinched and cocked on one side. “He’s your chosen one.” 

         
         “Chosen one?” It appeared today was the day for me to repeat people’s words. 

         
         “Mate, whatever. And for that to have happened, it means that the two of you…” 

         
         I groaned as I covered my eyes. “Are we really going there again?” 

         
         “Mercy—” 

         
         “Look, I thought it was a dream with Luke and it turned out to be real with Flynn.
               I can’t say that I even remember it as it had that smudge around the edges dream quality
               to it.” 

         
         Mom decided she didn’t want to hear. She winced, and I sighed. 

         
         “You’re still torn up about Luke.” 

         
         “Of course, I love him.” 

         
         Her mouth closed, and she sat back. 

         
         “I love Flynn too,” I added. 

         
         “You can’t love them both.” 

         
         “I can and I do. You loved Dad, and now you love David. And there is some part of
               you that still loves Dad.” 

         
         She paused for a second. “Mercy, that’s different. I love David and would choose him
               every time over your father.” That gave me pause. “Mercy, you have to understand.
               What your Dad and I shared wasn’t real.” 

         
         “That’s not what he told me.” Her mouth gaped. “Yeah, he loved you. He didn’t have
               a choice in what he had to do. It doesn’t make him a good person. But he loved you.” 

         
         Good person was putting it mildly as in life, he’d been a serial killer, but that
               was beside the point. Hell had a way of putting one’s life choices in perspective. 

         
         “Which of them do you love more?” 

         
         I wasn’t sure I wanted to have this conversation with her. But, it felt good to talk
               about it. 

         
         “I love them both equally, yet differently. They fill different spaces of my heart,
               but yet completely. I could be happy with either one of them.” 

         
         “I can’t say I understand, but it sounds as though you’ve thought this through.” 

         
         Her words made me realize I had. “I have. I know that my heart will be broken without
               one of them. Yet, at the same time, I know I will be whole with the other. If that
               makes sense?” 

         
         “How will you choose?” 

         
         “Somehow, I knew I’d already made the decision. I just need to tell them.” 

         
         She stood and bent over to kiss the crown of my head. “It will be hard. Just promise
               me one thing.” 

         
         “What’s that?” 

         
         “Don’t have sex while I’m home. I don’t think I can take that.” 

         
         I laughed. “You don’t have to worry. I don’t think I’m ready for that step.” Even
               though I’d gone there before. Things were different and a lot needed to be said before
               I took that next step, no matter with whom.  

         
         

      
   

Chapter Thirty-Five

         
          

         
         There was something I needed to do. I grabbed my keys and headed downstairs. Luckily,
               no one was on the main level that would stop and ask me where I was going. I closed
               the door as quietly as I could. With Morgana on ice until tomorrow and hell at bay,
               my only concern was Nina. She, I could take on my own.  

         
         I drove with a weird feeling in my gut. When I pulled up in the driveway, I wasn’t
               sure I was doing the right thing. I got out of the car and steeled my nerves. I’d
               fought hellhounds, demons, fairies and other foes. Luke’s mother should be a piece
               of cake. 

         
         The doorbell sounded hollow as it reverberated through the house. There wasn’t a car
               out front, but then there could be cars in the garage. If I was ever going to follow
               through on Luke’s request, I had to come here to get something from his room. The
               time couldn’t be better. I had no idea what tomorrow would bring. 

         
         The door swung open, and Luke’s mom looked nothing like the woman I remembered, except
               for the scowl. That was the same. 

         
         “You,” she said, holding the door in such a way to bar my entrance. 

         
         From my peek inside, I would see boxes everywhere. The rumors were true. She was moving. 

         
         “I left something in Luke’s room, and I was hoping I could get it.” 

         
         “Luke’s room. Luke doesn’t have a room. He’s dead, and I have you to thank for that.” 

         
         The word slap left me gaping.  

         
         “Besides, you couldn’t have been my son’s girlfriend. You couldn’t bother yourself
               to come to his funeral.” 

         
         As she attempted to slam the door in my face, I raised a palm to stop her. Her eyes
               widened in surprise. 

         
         “So it is true.” 

         
         I had no idea what she was talking about, but I used her moment of silence to say
               what I needed to say. 

         
         “No one is more sorry about Luke’s death than me. I would have traded my life with
               his. And I didn’t go to the funeral because I was trying to find a way to bring him
               back.” 

         
         Her eyes narrowed. “Someone told you, didn’t they? Or maybe you were angling for it
               all along.” 

         
         “I’m not sure I follow you,” I confessed. 

         
         “You might as well come in. And wait right here. I don’t trust you.” 

         
         She let me in and closed the door. She eyed me suspiciously before she exited the
               hallway we stood in. I glanced around remembering my time there with Luke. I wished
               for him.  

         
         When Ms. Bishop returned, she had her hand extended with an envelope. “My son took
               it upon himself to do this.” 

         
         I took the proffered envelope but didn’t immediately open it. 

         
         “Aren’t you curious? Then again, my son told our family lawyer that the two of you
               were married.” 

         
         My eyebrows shot past my hairline. 

         
         “Not legally, but spiritually, he said. He had him draw up a will giving you his trust
               fund in the event of his death. Conveniently, he died not too much longer than that.” 

         
         “I—I— didn’t know.” 

         
         “So my lawyers think. My private investigators can’t pin my son’s death on you. So
               you walk free.” 

         
         Stunned, I stepped back. 

         
         Her lip curled, and I swore she snarled at me. “Why don’t you just get whatever you
               want from my son’s room? It’s yours anyway.” 

         
         She started to walk away. 

         
         “Luke told me to come here.” 

         
         She pivoted on her heels to face me. 

         
         “You can’t believe your son is gone. He wasn’t fully human.” 

         
         She sneered her next words. “If he were still around, why he couldn’t he talk to me
               himself.” 

         
         “He’s not allowed,” I blurted. 

         
         Something flashed in her eyes. 

         
         “If you think I would believe a demon whore, then you have another thing coming. Because
               that’s what you are, right, succubus? You suck the life out of everything you touch
               using your feminine wiles. My son deserved a nice girl like Nina. She was his kind.
               You polluted his soul. He probably didn’t ascend to his rightful place. Which is the
               real reason he hasn’t come to see me.” 

         
         She walked away leaving standing there feeling like a reject. I couldn’t believe she’d
               had a private investigator look into me. What had they seen? She had to know that
               she risked revealing the supernatural world to humans. 

         
         I pushed the envelope into my pocket. It boggled my mind that Luke left me his trust
               fund and hadn’t said anything. Finally, I moved. I headed up the stairs to his room.
               Once inside, I closed the door and rested my head there for a second. 

         
         “I’m sorry about that.” 

         
         He was close, too close. I could feel his words on my neck. I turned slowly. His hand
               caged me in.  

         
         “She didn’t mean those things.” 

         
         “How could you know that? And what’s this about you leaving me money?” 

         
         He stepped back, and I moved to sit on his bed. I glanced up at his trophies and pictures
               he had in his room of me, him and Flynn, his parents.  

         
         “She was right. You had it all until you messed with me.” 

         
         The bed dipped as he sat next to me. “She’s not. Don’t take this on. My life was marked
               the day I was born.” 

         
         I knew this, but guilt wouldn’t leave me.  

         
         “I can’t take your money.” 

         
         He picked up my hand. “You can.” He twirled the ring around my finger. 

         
         “Let your mom have it.” 

         
         He shook his head. “Mom has more than enough money. Everything Dad had is hers. She
               has this house, money, the jet. She doesn’t need my trust fund. And if you read that
               letter, the house in the Hampton’s is yours too.” 

         
         My eyes bugged out. “No way.” 

         
         He nodded. “That house is full of secrets. The library alone can’t be in the hands
               of a human, which is why Dad left it to me, and now it belongs to you.” 

         
         “Luke—” 

         
         “I would have given you the world if I could have.” 

         
         We sat in silence while he still held my hand. 

         
         “Who are you talking to in there?” His mom ranted on the other side of the door. 

         
         I glanced at it and then back at Luke, who had disappeared.  

         
         It busted open, but what I saw wasn’t Luke’s mother. She stood there, but the pack
               of demons who surrounded her was something entirely different. I had only a second
               before her mouth opened horror movie style and darkness spewed forth. Winged creatures
               filled the room, and Luke appeared with his sword drawn. There were too many for me
               to fight. Several of the bat-like creatures converged together in front of me to create
               a single entity. Surrounded by other bat creatures, I waved my hand as I got to my
               feet to ward off the attack. 

         
         The small flying things were impossible to fight weaponless. However, the monster
               that stood in front of me swung at me, and I ducked. I attacked and hit air as the
               beast created a hole where my hand should have connected with something. 

         
         A claw formed from things that shouldn’t have existed and clamped around my neck squeezing.
               I went down clawing at something that wasn’t solid yet was. I opened my mouth and
               tried to breathe unable to get air.  

         
         Luke was surrounded by things and was fighting to protect us both. But, there were
               too many. I didn’t think that was how I would die. What worried me more was Luke appeared
               to be losing. I couldn’t let him die a second time and maybe for good. As darkness
               that wasn’t the evil I was fighting, filled my eyes, I found something deep inside.
               I let it erupt out of me.  

         
         The surge of silent death ripped a wave of destruction from my core. The clawed hand
               fell away, and I gasped in air. 

         
         Moments later, Luke came over. “Mercy.” 

         
         Wiped, I nodded I was okay. “Get in the bathroom, hide in the tub. Hurry. He stood
               and picked up a pair of Beat headphones. Put these on.” He tossed them to me and helped
               me to my feet.  

         
         I stumbled into his attached bath, closing the door behind. I lay in the sunken tub
               just like he asked. Then I put on the headphones as he started to speak in his native
               angel tongue. 

         
         What I’d seen before leaving the room were the dark creatures, stunned or dead on
               the ground. Luke must have decided to use his angel light for cleanup because a bright
               light spilled through the cracks around the door as it rattled on its hinges.  

         
         A few minutes later, he came in and scooped me out of the tub, carrying me back to
               his room. Gently, he set me down on the bed. His mom sat in a chair dazed and disoriented,
               and immediately jumped to her feet when she saw her son. 

         
         She cradled his face. “My baby boy, God you’re alive.” 

         
         “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you.” 

         
         I rose on my elbows because I was instantly worried. “Are you going to be in any trouble
               for this?” 

         
         His eyes met mine. “I had no choice. You were in mortal danger. I had to reveal myself.
               I should be fine.” 

         
         Ms. Bishop glanced between us. Luke looked up towards the ceiling. After seeing him
               do this a number of times, I knew the score. He would be leaving ASAP. 

         
         “Mom, I need you to trust Mercy and follow my wishes regarding my stuff.” She nodded.
               “I love her.” 

         
         She readily agreed. “Good.” He walked over to his bookshelf and pulled a tan leather-bound
               book out. He handed to me. “This is what I wanted you to have.” I took it from his
               hands. “I have to go.” 

         
         Panic overtook me. I reached for him. “Will you be back?” 

         
         “Everything should be fine.” I nodded. He glanced up again and paused. “And even if
               it isn’t, you’ll be fine. I know you can handle anything thrown at you.” 

         
         He let go of my hand. “Wait,” I called out. He glanced at me. “Come back.” 

         
         He nodded and left. 

         
         Alone with Luke’s mom, she walked over to me. She wasn’t very tall and didn’t loom
               over me as she stood next to the bed. 

         
         “Mercy, I owe you an apology.” 

         
         I looked up and into her earnest eyes. “No, it’s okay. It wasn’t you.” 

         
         “Maybe not all of it. I felt what was inside me, and it fueled all my anger. I judged
               you unfairly. I think that when you’re a mother to only one child, no one is good
               enough for them.” She sat next to me on the bed and folded her hands in her lap. “I
               see clearly now, and I can tell how much you love him, and how much he loves you.” 

         
         “How?” I probably should have kept my mouth shut.  

         
         “I’ve seen the two of you together. And I saw what you did when you thought he would
               be overcome.” 

         
         “I could have died too.” 

         
         Her eyes held mine. “Yes, but I saw you more worried about his safety than your own.” 

         
         I had no idea where she was during the battle, but she’d obviously had seen me watching
               Luke. 

         
         “You have to know I would give my life for him.” 

         
         “I do. And I’m grateful he has you and Flynn in his life to watch over him.” She pointed
               at the book I held. “I think I know what that is.” 

         
         I opened the book and read a few lines on the first page. 

         
         I found heaven today. Her name is Mercy. She didn’t see me because I was too tongue-tied
               to speak to her. 

         
         It was hard not to smile. I flipped several pages and found another passage. 

         
         Today it happened. She showed up at a party. Lucky Flynn got to kiss her, but the
               dope couldn’t keep his trap shut. I felt like kicking his ass when he made her leave
               the room upset. I won in the end. I got up the nerve to follow her out and for the
               first time, she saw me, not him.  

         
         I thumbed toward the back of the book and found something else. 

         
         Flynn continues to press me to tell Mercy my fate. How can I burden her with my destiny
               when she has her own to conquer? 

         
         “I’m planning to spend time with my sister. I’d hoped to empty the house and put it
               on the market. However, I want you to have time to do with his stuff as you see fit.” 

         
         “No, it should go to you, especially the pictures and trophies.” 

         
         Her eyes warmed in my direction. That was a first. “When my son was much younger,
               he asked me once if we had plywood. It was an unusual question considering he had
               to be around eight or nine at the time. He did that at times, though. Anyway, about
               two days later, he and Flynn were playing baseball outside and ended up breaking the
               front window. That wasn’t his first or last time he’d had a sort of premonition if
               you can call it that. Luke has reasons for all he does. If he wants you to have everything
               in this room, he knows you’ll need it.” 

         
         She placed her hands on mine. “Let me get you a key to the house and his car.” 

         
         “His car?” 

         
         She laughed. “Yes, I have too many cars between my own and my ex-husbands. I don’t
               need Luke’s.” 

         
         “I don’t either.” 

         
         “Well, looks like we have a lot in common.”  

         
         Her smile lit up the room before she left me alone. I stayed there for a while wondering
               what else Luke wanted me to find. When I made it back to my house, everyone was in
               the living room. 

         
         “Mercy, we were worried.” 

         
         I hugged Mom and saw Flynn’s unhappy face. I shared with them where I’d gone and what
               happened with the exception of the journal and my inheritance. I hadn’t figured out
               Luke’s motivation, but didn’t think it was everyone’s business, especially not Mia’s. 

         
         “I’ll have the witches ward his house tomorrow when they do ours,” David declared. 

         
         Effectively, that ended the impromptu meeting. Everyone began to disburse, so I added,
               “I think I’m going to turn in.” 

         
         I trudged upstairs feeling very old. Nobody else my age had to deal with the crap
               I was dealing with. Once in my room I tried to close the door, but Flynn was there
               to stop me. 

         
         “What’s going on Butterfly?” 

         
         I studied his shirt. I’d been so tired this afternoon. I hadn’t paid attention to
               the shirt he’d changed into after practice.  

         
         “You didn’t wear that shirt today did you?” 

         
         Flynn had the nerve to look innocent. His shirt said, I HAVE A PSYCHOTIC GIRLFRIEND. 

         
         “I’m not psychotic!” 

         
         He grinned. “But you agree you’re my hot girlfriend?” 

         
         There was no time to answer. He was in my room and on me in seconds. He took advantage
               of my momentary surprise and cupped the back of my head and kissed me. 

         
         Every time his lips touched mine, the world went out of focus, and I felt like I was
               floating. 

         
         He pulled back looking just as affected. “If I’d known kissing could be like that,
               I would have mated you a long time ago.” 

         
         “I thought you were going to wait.” 

         
         He glanced away and sat in at my desk chair. He spun the chair around and said, “You’re
               right. It’s that every time I’m around you. I feel a strong need to be close to you.” 

         
         Tired, I turned and undid my pants. I bent to pull my jeans off before kicking them
               away in a corner. Mom would kill me, but my laundry basket was in my other room. Before
               I even thought about what I was doing, I peeled off my shirt. I turned and found Flynn
               gaping at me. 

         
         “What’s your problem?” 

         
         I don’t know. “You’re standing there almost naked.” 

         
         I shrugged. “How many times have you told me you’ve seen countless boobs before?” 

         
         My bag was in the corner. I rummaged in the stuff he packed for me and pulled a tank
               top out. With my back to Flynn, I reached around and unhooked my bra. I got it off
               and pulled on my tank top. I found a pair of shorts that were barely shorts, but there
               was nothing else. 

         
         “That’s the last time I let you pack for me,” I said getting to my feet. I turned,
               and Flynn was there. 

         
         “Mercy.” There was a plea in his voice. “I need you to tell me now if it’s Luke who
               you choose. I promise not to be mad. Hell, I’ve survived this long without sex. I’m
               sure if Angel Boy agrees, kissing between us will probably work. Actors do that shit.
               Married actors make out with other people on screen all the time. It’s just I feel
               this urge to toss you on the bed and show you all my wonders.” 

         
         “Wonders?” I half-giggled. 

         
         “Don’t laugh, Mercy. I’ll do things to you that will make your toes curl and having
               you call out my name. And damn if I don’t want that more than anything in the world.” 

         
         My jaw dropped, and Flynn hooked an arm around my waist. He pulled me close while
               twisting our position, and then I was falling. He kissed my neck, and his hands were
               under my tank top. I had this mad urge for him to take it as far as he wanted, but
               then I remembered that going all the way with Flynn would hurt him and Luke. 

         
         “Stop.” 

         
         He stilled. 

         
         “We can’t.” 

         
         He scrubbed a hand over his face and lifted off me. “Yeah… okay. I should um… go.”
               He ran a hand through his messy hair and got to his feet. “Get some rest.” 

         
         The door closed softly, and I closed my eyes. I’d upset him again, and I hated myself.
               I knew he wasn’t mad about me not wanting to take the next step. He was unhappy because
               he thought I wasn’t choosing him.  

         
         I dropped back to the bed and closed my eyes. My very complicated life was only getting
               more complicated. Flynn deserved answers. They both did. And I’d been too much of
               a coward to be honest with my feelings. I knew who I would choose. I just had force
               myself to tell them both. 

         
          

         
          

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Thirty-Six

         
          

         
         Flynn wasn’t there when I woke up, but I swore he’d been there during the night. David
               had donuts and bagels downstairs when I got there. My stomach soured at the sticky
               sweet smell. I took a half a bagel because I didn’t want anyone to worry that I hadn’t
               eaten much. Whatever energy transfer between Flynn and I had kept me sustained so
               far. 

         
         I left first, opting for the cool fresh air of the outdoors, so I didn’t hurl on the
               hallway floor. I tried to dress comfortable being that after school I would meet up
               with Morgana. The body-hugging tee shirt wasn’t my normal fare, but I didn’t care.
               I wasn’t sure if I’d grown more comfortable in my skin or if life-and-death kind of
               trumped socially awkward problems. Either way, I stood next to the Hummer and didn’t
               have to wait long for Flynn to breeze out of the door. 

         
         He wore a shirt that said Free Pony Rides within a downwardly pointing arrow. I choose
               not to comment.  

         
         “I hope you’re okay with my music selection this morning.” 

         
         He didn’t wait for me to answer before head-banging music spewed from his speakers.
               I wasn’t sure why he’d bothered to ask, seeing that he hadn’t ever given me a choice.
               I’d become used to ear ringing music for a while.  

         
         I leaned my head on the window and popped in my ear buds and let the song ‘Give You
               What You Like’ carry me away.  

         
         My eyes had drifted closed when the music cut off. I sat up. “What are you doing?” 

         
         We were at a stop, and he had my phone hooked to his stereo. Arvil Lavine started
               pumping through his speakers. 

         
         “A little depressing, don't you think?” he asked with raised eyebrows. 

         
         I shrugged. He hooked an arm around my neck and dragged me across to the seat next
               to him. He kissed the side of my head. “We’re good?” 

         
         Angling my head, I met his icy blue eyes. “I thought you were mad at me.” 

         
         “Why would you think that?”  

         
         His head dipped, and he kissed me until the car behind us started honking. The light
               had turned green. He moved his arm but interlocked our fingers. He kissed my knuckles
               as the song continued, and he focused on the road. I forgot I had it on repeat. When
               the song played again, he didn’t stop it. 

         
         By the time we parked, he was smirking.  

         
         “What?” 

         
         “You’ve got a goofy grin on your face.” I hadn’t realized it. I bit my lip, and he
               took his other hand and freed it before stealing another kiss. 

         
         Then he took a ski cap and put it on his head. 

         
         “Why are you wearing that?” 

         
         “I need hair a cut.” 

         
         I took the cap off and ran my hands through his hair. “I kind of like it messy.” 

         
         His eyes started to glow, and he pulled my hands-free. “Today isn’t a good day. Don’t
               let this freak you out or anything, but I think I need to um, you know, soon. I thought
               I was good, but being around you is spurring it on.” 

         
         He opened his door, and I sat for a second. In fact, I sat so long, he opened my door
               and held my hand as I got out.  

         
         “I thought you said you were fine.” His glowing eyes were a telltale sign that his
               need would soon be out of his control. I remembered the beach and those warm nights. 

         
         He closed the door and pressed a button on his key fob to lock the car.  

         
         “I am. But, I have this need to possess you, to mark you. I know, creepy shit, right?
               Anyway, I’m trying to handle it.” 

         
         He walked me to my first class, and it passed along with the rest of the day. I didn’t
               eat lunch and hung out with Maggie in the media center. She wanted to avoid Brent,
               and I wanted to avoid food. Flynn, who couldn’t miss a meal to save his life, had
               gone to lunch with Tom. And Nina hadn’t shown. I waited for her to pop out of nowhere,
               but she didn’t. When the day ended, Flynn drove me home. He skipped practice because
               we had a plan to put in action. I’d told Maggie we had a family dinner to attend because
               I didn’t want her anywhere near my house when things went down. 

         
         When we turned onto my street, Flynn stopped in the middle of the road because everything
               was frozen as if we’d been hit by an ice storm. I jumped out of the car and looked
               around. Morgana clearly didn’t care if humans saw or not. 

         
         “Nothing to worry about Mercy.” 

         
         I spun around and faced her. 

         
         “It’s just you and me.” 

         
         Flynn made his way over, and her grin became genuine. She placed a hand on his chest
               and purred. Purred. “I’m glad you’re here.” 

         
         “Morgana,” he said, even though I’d told him what she called herself. 

         
         She lost some of her smile. “Morgan.” 

         
         “How can there be two of you? Seems impossible.” 

         
         Her smile grew, and she rubbed his chest like he was a work of art. Well, she may
               have been right about that. 

         
         “Maybe I’ll tell you after one of your famous pony rides.” 

         
         “Really,” I accidentally said out loud.  

         
         She glared at me. Flynn took a step back and moved next to me. He slung an arm over
               my shoulder. 

         
         “Actually, I wore this for my girlfriend. I hoped she would get the hint.” 

         
         Her eyes flicked over us. “Girlfriend, I thought she was your wife.” 

         
         The wife thing had been our cover in Fairy. It hadn’t worked or saved us for any of
               the vile things Mab had planned for us. 

         
         “Girlfriend, wife, ball and chain, what’s the difference? She’ll kick my ass if I
               even think about someone else.” 

         
         “That’s not what you told my sister.” 

         
         “How would you know what we talked about?” There was something about his question
               that led me to believe he was up to something. 

         
         Morgan didn’t even blink when she answered. “Because we are all part of mother. She
               sent a piece of herself to seduce you and another to earth to find out more about
               her.” She pointed at me. “Seems you had us all fooled with wanting a better life and
               one away from her.” 

         
         I blinked up at Flynn. I’d thought he had wanted that. He’d told me as much when we
               were there. 

         
         She shifted her attention back to me. “Where is it?” 

         
         “I don’t have it.” 

         
         She pressed a sharp nail in the center of Flynn’s chest. “What do you mean?” 

         
         Out of my periphery, I saw Flynn open his mouth. No words came out but there was alarm
               in his eyes. I jerked her arm away and shoved her. She went sliding across her ice.
                

         
         “Flynn,” I said. But, he didn’t speak. 

         
         I did the only thing I could with the second I had before she’d be in my face again.
               I fused my mouth to his and pushed power from me to him. He gasped. I spun because
               I heard her coming. 

         
         “Wait, you don’t understand,” I said holding up a hand. I needed to get her attention.
               “When I told Tristrom I was handing over the scepter to you, he stole it. He said
               he was going to gather an army and destroy Fairy before he’d let that happen.” 

         
         She stopped, and it was almost comical with her leg bent in mid stride. She lowered
               her foot and looked more like a normal person. “Tristrom is here as well?” 

         
         Her expression had turned thoughtful. 

         
         “Yes.” 

         
         “The boy is too stupid to do this on his own.” 

         
         “That’s where you’re wrong. He thinks there are Fey who are sympathizers to his cause.
               He believes he can lead a rebellion into Fairy and take it over.”  

         
         “And you just let him have the scepter,” she said, mouth turning into a snarl. 

         
         “No. I didn’t expect him to take it. And not because he’s stupid, but because I thought
               he would care what would happen to my friend.” 

         
         She glared, eyes narrowed at me a little while longer. “If he’s here, I know who else
               is. And if something will get him back here sooner, it will be her. You contact him
               and make sure he returns with the scepter by tomorrow. Meanwhile, I’ll raise my own
               army, and if I don’t have what I want, I will decimate you, this town and everything
               in my path to get it.” 

         
         She waved a hand, and the ice that covered houses, the sidewalk and most of the street
               returned to her like a good pet and absorbed into her skin. Then she got in a car
               that was parked on the street. Liam was driving. He didn’t even glance at me as he
               passed. He was under some kind of thrall. I had to get him away from her ASAP. 

         
         My street came to life within seconds of her departure. We got back in the car and
               pulled up to the drive. My neighbor had come out to get the mail and waved. I waved
               back, but hurried inside the house.  

         
         Sebastian and Tristrom popped in the living room at the same time.  

         
         “How did it go?” Tristrom asked. 

         
         Pounding footsteps crested the basement stairs and Rune and Mia joined us. 

         
         “Not so good. She bought most of the bait, but Tristrom, I think you should head to
               the hospital. She said she knew who she could use to get back at you.” 

         
         He shook his head. “I didn’t think about Cece.”  

         
         “Neither had I. It might take her time to figure out where she is, but she could google
               her name. There had been a news story about her being found.” 

         
         “Can I borrow your car?” he asked me. 

         
         “Sure, but…” I glanced at Sebastian. He looked a little worse for wear and not in
               appearance per se. He just looked tired. “I’m sorry to ask you,” I said, directing
               my statement to Sebastian. 

         
         He glanced at Rune then back at me and nodded. He placed a hand on Tristrom, and they
               were gone. 

         
         “Are you sure this is going to work?” Mia asked, but not me. Her eyes were for Flynn. 

         
         “Nothing is guaranteed, but it should,” Flynn said, and took my hand, and Mia watched.
               She glanced away, but otherwise didn’t comment. 

         
         A growling noise took everyone’s attention. Rune’s face reddened.  

         
         “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to being human again.” 

         
         I smiled. “Don’t worry. Let me make dinner.” 

         
         “Why don’t I call and order pizza? We’re supposed to go home tonight. Just waiting
               for the all clear from Dad.” 

         
         I squeezed Flynn’s hand appreciating the gesture. “It’s okay. You know I like to cook,
               and there’s food here. It will be less we have to pack up.” 

         
         “Fine, but I’m helping.” 

         
         “Oh, really?” 

         
         “Really, anything to be close to my boo.” 

         
         I laughed. “Boo, is it now? I thought the word was bae?” 

         
         “Bae, what the hell is bae? It’s sounds stupid. I like boo.” 

         
         As I shook my head and walked off, he patted my butt. 

         
         “Too much PDA,” Rune teased.  

         
         “If you had a girl who looked like this, you’d do the same.” 

         
         “True,” Rune agreed, which almost made me stutter my step.  

         
         Sebastian thought Rune’s attraction to him was because of the vampire turning effects.
               Rune said he hadn’t thought about a girl since turning, so it wasn’t just a passing
               thing. Yet, he hadn’t contradicted Flynn. I had too much to worry over. I started
               dinner. I picked something that wouldn’t smell too much. 

         
         Later that evening, Flynn was up close and personal with me in my twin bed. 

         
         “You aren’t eating much these days. What aren’t you telling me?” 

         
         It was something he didn’t need to worry about. I didn’t think it was as important
               as everything else going on. I switched subjects. 

         
         “I thought you couldn’t be this close to me. Didn’t you say your urges were too strong?” 

         
         His nose brushed mine, and I thought he was about to kiss me.  

         
         “I’ve got everything under control, just don’t make any sexy sounds or get undressed
               in front of me. That would be my undoing.” 

         
         “So let’s talk about AP Calculus, Physics or Macroeconomics?” 

         
         “Let’s not. Let’s play a guessing game.” 

         
         I knew I shouldn’t ask, but I did anyway. “What guessing game?” 

         
         “Like if I guess the color of your underwear or bra, you have to take it off.” 

         
         I shoved at his chest hoping to send him over the edge of the bed, but he grabbed
               my bottom and glued us together.  

         
         “What? Is that some game you’ve played in the past?” 

         
         He looked me straight in the eye and said, “I never played games, and I never had
               to, to get a girl out of her clothes.” 

         
         “Okay, TMI. I get I’m the prude girl, so not your type and so not in your league.” 

         
         It was dumb, but insecurity had crept in like a stalker. What if I ever went there
               with Flynn and not in some dream? Would he judge me against the countless other girls
               he’d been with? 

         
         He let go of my bottom and settled to his back barely staying on the bed.  

         
         “No, I’m not in your league. You deserve someone better, someone who won’t paw on
               you all the time.” 

         
         I rolled to my side and placed my head on his chest. “I know you’re wrong. I think…”
                

         
         My words trailed off. Luke hadn’t shown up. Any further talk I had, both should hear.
               Still, his absence shouldn’t have been a big deal. He didn’t have a role in the first
               part of our plan, but I’d expected him to be there, and he wasn’t. That had me worried.
               Had he gotten in trouble from revealing himself to his mother? Was that the last time
               I was ever going to see him? 

         
         “Have you heard from Luke?” I asked. 

         
         “No. Why?” Flynn tucked an arm around me. 

         
         “I’m afraid maybe he got into more trouble than he thought he would.” 

         
         His other hand smoothed down my back to comfort me. “Don’t worry. They need him.” 

         
         My jumbled thoughts landed on another subject I needed to talk about. 

         
         “Speaking of Luke, did you know about his will?” 

         
         His hand stopped. “You found out about that?” 

         
         “Yes. Why didn’t he tell me?” 

         
         “Maybe, because of your reaction. Besides, you can only access his trust fund to pay
               for your college at least for a while.” 

         
         “How do you know so much?” 

         
         He shrugged. “I have a trust fund, and we talked about it once. When he made his will,
               he told me he was transferring it to you and that all the same rules would apply.” 

         
         I lifted up my head because I wanted to stare at him. “I’m not sure what I’m more
               disturbed at. That you have a trust fund too or that neither of you bothered to tell
               me.” 

         
         “It’s all good, Mercy. His family has more money than God. Well, we do too. But still,
               it’s just money, and he wanted someone deserving to have it.” 

         
         Luke hadn’t told him that I’d become the ‘spiritually’ Mrs. Bishop then. And he didn't
               seem to remember our conversation on the plane. I quickly shifted the topic. 

         
         “Do you even know what it’s like to be poor?” 

         
         “Yeah, I got a glimpse of that staying here.” 

         
         I shoved him off the bed that time. He went down laughing. It was the calm before
               the storm because the next day, hell froze over knee-deep in frozen shit.  

         
          

         
          

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Thirty-Seven

         
          

         
         The next day, Flynn wore a Stay Calm, I have a Girlfriend tee shirt to school, which should have been funny. Instead, I worried about the afternoon
               to come.  

         
         Thankfully, Nina didn’t show again. I should have been concerned about what her absence
               meant. Instead, I relished not seeing her face, which only reminded me that Luke still
               hadn’t made an appearance.  

         
         Flynn and I skipped school after lunch, with Mom and David’s permission. They were
               well informed of what we were planning to do. David left things up to us after we
               convinced him our plan would work. None of us wanted Mom in the line of fire in her
               ‘condition’.  

         
         I had to lie to Maggie about my reasons for leaving school early for her protection,
               and it sucked. I told her straight-faced Mom was having an ultrasound, and then we
               were all going to dinner after as a family. She made me promise I texted her details.
               I told her I would, but it might be late. I felt bad for the lie, but I couldn’t have
               her family more involved than they already were.  

         
         One of Sebastian’s jobs was to look out for Liam and get him out of the line of fire
               when things began. Only Tristrom and Sebastian hadn’t returned last night from the
               hospital. I hoped everything was okay. I couldn’t chance calling about CeCe’s condition
               with her family at the hospital. I would be caught lying about who I was. My powers
               of voice didn’t work over the phone. And CeCe’s disappearance was still a matter of
               a police investigation. I couldn’t risk them tracing the call back to me and questioning
               me about why I would want to know about a girl I shouldn’t know. She didn’t live in
               my school district. 

         
      

      
   

         
         We hadn’t left Mom’s house last night. David thought it was better to minimize what
               the Fey knew about us. They assumed we lived in that house. So we stayed. Flynn stopped
               by his house on the way to school so that we could change. It was a quick stop, but
               weird being in my room. I’d started to become attached to the home I’d known most of my life. Being back at David’s would be an adjustment again. 

         
         We found Tom, Brent, and Doug, were already there when we made it home. They were
               in the kitchen eating. David had gotten it catered. The smells of meat permeated the
               house. I nearly gagged. I dropped my bag and exited the house. Flynn’s stomach led
               him to the kitchen. So I slipped out without being seen, or so I’d thought. 

         
         “Still not feeling well.” 

         
         I glanced over at Mia, who stepped outside, closing the door lightly behind her. 

         
         “I think it’s just too many smells.” 

         
         “Uh huh,” she said, not believing me at all. “Sups don’t get sick in general. If we
               do, it’s one of two reasons.” 

         
         An SUV pulled into the drive.  

         
         “One is that we’ve been hexed by a witch. The other…” 

         
         Chris and his pack of wolves spilled out of the SUV. I hadn’t seen the pack in ages.
               Chris had always been pretty nice. It was Mike, the guy who followed him who creeped
               me out. 

         
         He stared at me in a way that gave me the chills and not in a good way. 

         
         “Hey, are we late for the party?” 

         
         Chris eyed Mia as she did him. “Smells like dinner.” 

         
         I thumbed a finger at the door. “Go for it. Plenty for all.” If I knew David, there
               would be. 

         
         “Mia, why don’t you show him the way?” 

         
         After she nodded, I wondered if that had been a good idea. Doug seemed to like Mia
               and Mia him. And wolves weren’t ones for sharing. Our relationship with Chris’s pack
               hadn’t been a good one after Mike had picked a fight. I groaned, but I couldn’t go
               inside. I sat on the porch. It wouldn’t be long.  

         
         I didn’t think much about what Mia said. I knew what the second was. If we were poisoned by something, hexed by a witch. Witches were the common theme.
               It was a matter if the spell was cast directly by a witch or if someone had bought
               a spell from a witch. Either way, I knew I needed to get a witch to remove the hex
               from me.  

         
         The witches, who came to ward David’s house, had little time. To add warding Luke’s
               house meant they would have to come back another day to figure out what had happened
               to me. Besides, David and Mom didn’t know I was still sick. They thought I was better,
               so I didn’t press. 

         
         It didn’t matter. I was an heiress, which sounded weird. I could pay on my own to
               get a witch to remove the spell. I wouldn’t have to burden David and Mom with my problem.
               I only felt bad when I was near food. 

         
         I sucked in the fresh air and stared at the sky. It was perfect without a cloud in
               sight. “Luke, where are you?” 

         
         Nothing. 

         
         A crash sounded from inside. I jumped to my feet. When I reached for the door, it
               swung open, and Sebastian came out. He shook his head and made me take a step back. 

         
         “What happened?” 

         
         “Short story, it was a mess at the hospital. The girl’s family didn’t want Tristrom
               to go near her. I had to use the power of persuasion to convince them to go home and
               give him some time with her. Then I left him. Some time later, he fell asleep next
               to her. When he woke, her eyes were frozen open. The monitor alarms had been silenced,
               and she slipped away. Her family showed up and thought he had something to do with
               it.” 

         
         “Frozen? They know he’s Fey?”

         
         “Not exactly, they just thought somehow he caused her death. According to the doctor's,
               she’d had a less than ten percent chance of survival.” 

         
         “Oh my gosh,” I said trying to push my way passed him. 

         
         “Mercy, give him time. You know how you felt.” 

         
         His clipped words reminded me, and my shoulders sagged. Luke dying had nearly killed
               me. I could imagine what Tristrom was going through, and no amount of words would
               help. He didn’t need words. He needed time.  

         
         “We’re going to have to do this without him.” 

         
         “And Luke?” he asked. 

         
         I glanced up at Sebastian. “So you noticed?” 

         
         “That the golden boy isn’t near?” I nodded. “My skin doesn’t itch, so yeah I noticed.” 

         
         I gave him my best mean glare. 

         
         “Don’t bother trying to look tough. You look like a puppy.” 

         
         “Thanks,” I said turning away.  

         
         “It’s okay to be soft. There are good uses for soft girls.” 

         
         A waved a hand. “Don’t even go there. It doesn’t work for you.” 

         
         “What? You don’t think I want the same things Flynn wants? I’ve had plenty of females.
               Maybe I’m not as crude about it as he is. Mercy, we could make it work.” 

         
         I stepped back. His eyes flashed red. His words had to be influenced by Belial. Sebastian
               didn’t talk that way. 

         
         “This is weird. You’re like my brother. Don’t get me wrong, you’re a hot guy. Still,
               it’s weird to hear you talk that way. You’re like a really good friend.” 

         
         “Friends with benefits.” 

         
         I laughed. “Now you’re totally being like Flynn. Besides, you have other people to
               worry about. What’s going to happen to Rune?” 

         
         His eyes found a spot opposite me to land on. “Look who’s talking. Don’t you have
               other things to worry about?” 

         
         “I do.” As much as I didn’t have words for Tristrom, I could still be there. “I’m
               going to handle that now. And you need to stop avoiding Rune. He deserves better than
               that. He’s your best friend.” 

         
         With that, I went inside and wrapped my arms around Tristrom without saying a word.
               His grief, anger, and heartbreak felt like my own. And no one else in the house except
               maybe David or even Mom could sympathize the same. I didn’t begrudge him tears as
               I held him. 

         
         “Well, what do we have here? Human emotions at their worst.” 

         
         We all jumped at the sound of Belial’s voice. He stood in a dark purple suit that
               fit him like he’d drawn it on himself, which he may have. I never understood his fascination
               with the color, but he always seemed to have it on. 

         
         A growl grew in Tristrom’s voice. I whispered, “Be cool,” before letting him go and
               getting to my feet. 

         
         “My son tells me that you’ve decided to make good on your promise. Although I can’t
               believe you would do that after you destroyed my home.” 

         
         He didn’t have to mention Hell because we all knew he didn’t have a mansion on the
               earthly side of things. 

         
         “He promised to get my grandfather released,” I blurted. 

         
         It turned out the wrong thing to say. Belial gave Sebastian a scathing look. “Rat,
               is that true?” 

         
         I hadn’t heard Sebastian’s nickname in a while, and that had been a good thing. 

         
         “I didn’t father.” 

         
         I cut in because I’d opened my mouth without thinking first. “He didn’t exactly promise,
               but I did bring it up.” 

         
         Belial came closer, and Flynn moved to be by my side. The Demon Lord raised a hand,
               and Flynn stopped in his tracks. He flicked a finger, and everyone froze even me. 

         
         “Now child, your grandfather, once a loyalist, turned against me. He’s grown those
               emotions. And we down at Hell central don’t buy into emotions. That’s what the Elysian
               Fields are for. Souls rest there and work through their emotions or at least until
               they are consumed by them.” 

         
         I’d heard of the Elysian Fields before. I think regarding Greek Mythology. Somehow,
               I was sure his version was different. In fact, my first trip to hell may have been
               there. Souls had looked like fiery statues. Their grief was painful; as I’d felt my
               own grow within me during my short stay. 

         
         “Now be honest. What’s your game here?” 

         
         I’d used up my quota for lies. I’d told Maggie two in the last two days, and I’d been
               hiding a few things from my family and friends. I wasn’t that good at deception. Evasion
               was my better tactic. So I was grateful when a voice that shouldn’t have been heard
               on the inside of our house megaphoned in. 

         
         “Times up. I want the scepter or everyone on this street will die.” 

         
         “That’s why. I’d bargained for his help. The winter queen’s daughter has come for
               her prize.” I shifted my eyes over at Flynn as I couldn’t move the rest of my body.
               And Belial followed. 

         
         “I see,” Belial said. “Jonah nor his son is here to save you. So you ask mine?” 

         
         I wanted to nod, but I couldn’t. Sebastian, however, wasn’t affected.  

         
         “Father, I think they need to respond to the ice princess.” 

         
         “Mab’s daughter’s here?” 

         
         Sebastian nodded. Belial waved a hand, and we were all free. Flynn stepped back and
               picked up a sheath of two swords and strapped it on his back. 

         
         “Tristrom, this isn’t your concern. Stay and deal with your grief.” 

         
         He already knew the plan, but Belial didn’t, and I didn’t want his suspicion. I opened
               the door and stepped out.  

         
         

      
   

Chapter Thirty-Eight

         
          

         
         The landscape right outside my door had changed in a seriously short amount of time.
               As expected, it was a winter wonderland in the middle of May. I glanced back at the
               shadows around my front door where some of the shifters held back. I briefly heard
               Sebastian speak, most likely to his father. But, I turned my attention to the piece
               of Queen Mab she’d sent to do recon on me. 

         
         It was only Morgan, who stood in the middle of the street as if she held court there.
               Flynn and I made our way down to greet her. 

         
         Her brow made a perfect arch as she asked, “The scepter?”  

         
         “I don’t have it,” I said honestly. 

         
         Her laugh was brittle and caused the ice to make tinkling sounds as if it cracked
               from the force of it. 

         
         “I think I gave my brother sufficient reason to show up with his little army. I can’t
               imagine who he could have come to fight for his cause. His is only a half-breed. The
               Fey Summer or Winter people located in this realm are bound to me.” 

         
         “Apparently not enough.” My words were as hard as the rage I felt. She’d killed an
               innocent girl for what? 

         
         “How about I show you what enough is?” 

         
         Ice shifted on her command and headed towards a car. One look inside, and I spotted
               Liam, but not only him, Maggie too. 

         
         “Wait!” I cried out. “Please let me work this out.” 

         
         The ice stopped in its path. The car was already frozen, but the occupants inside
               remained alive. They were held in place up to their necks in ice. Maggie jerked around
               in her seat aware of the problem. Liam, however, still resembled a zombie. Why hadn’t
               I sent Maggie away? I thought keeping her from my house would allow her to be safe.
               It was an error I didn’t plan on regretting. 

         
         “Are you prepared to hand over the scepter?” 

         
         I glanced around and behind Morgan. The other shifters were in place. I had one shot.
               I stepped closer. “Promise me you won’t hurt my friends.” 

         
         My voice held a believable quiver as I wanted to bait her into believing I was helpless. 

         
         “I can promise you I won’t hurt them. However, I will require Flynn and Liam to return
               with me to Fairy. It’s only fair after you’ve put me through so much trouble.” 

         
         Another step put me closer. “I cannot give up my friends. But I have something else
               I can bargain with.” 

         
         “What? I sense the iron Flynn has brought. If he comes closer without surrender of
               his blades, I will freeze his heart. This time completely. You come unarmed. What
               could you possibly have to bargain with?" 

         
         I willed forth the life energy Tristrom gave me. His winter Fey magic was considerably
               weaker than her because his father had been human first before taking the mantle of
               consort. Still, it was enough for what I needed. 

         
         The ice dagger behind my back resembled an icicle that typically hangs from the roof
               during frigid temperatures and wet weather. I got close enough to whisper in her ear.
                

         
         “This is for CeCe.” I pushed the dagger in her gut. It wasn’t sharp enough, so I had
               to use significant force to sink it in against flesh. Still, my actions were fast
               enough to catch her off guard. Her eyes widened before she glanced down.  

         
         “You bitch,” she spat. Her words formed snowflake spittle as she said them. She stumbled
               and went down on one knee. “This isn’t over.” 

         
         It may not have been. But, I’d slowed her down. She’d proven the depths of her power,
               and she was a force to be reckoned with. If we had any chance of survival, I had to
               take out the greatest threat first. 

         
         “Kill them, kill them all,” she raged. 

         
         A tried and true statement used throughout the ages. It never got old. However, I
               had no plan to die that afternoon. So as the horde of fairies came out of seemingly
               nowhere, Flynn tossed me a sword. I caught it and swung at Morgan. She countered me
               and rolled out of the way of my blade.  

         
         We were badly outnumbered, and the ice would be a problem for the shifters in animal
               form. Snow would have been fine, but ice tripped up all. 

         
         The sound of metal against metal had me glancing where I heard the sound. Tristrom
               stood like a pillar of the community with the scepter in his hand. The ice receded
               and a glance over at the car showed it empty. Sebastian had come through. Only my
               momentary distraction cost me. 

         
         A blow to the head sent me flying back and skidding on the ground. No longer ice,
               I felt my flesh split open where my skin made contact with the ground.  

         
         “That belongs to me.” Morgan’s voice had morphed. She no longer sounded like an average
               teenage girl. She sounded like her mother. 

         
         I forced myself to my feet. A quick look around and I saw my friends and allies engaged
               in battles of two and three against one. Flynn was a beast in his own right cutting
               down everyone and everything in front of him. I ran as Morgan made her way to Tristrom.
               Her hand shot up, and ice covered up to the door Tristrom stood in front of. I dived,
               tackling her to the ground like a defensive MVP (Most Valuable Player) on an NFL football
               team.  

         
         We rolled, and she yanked my hair at the roots. Suddenly, it turned into a girl cat
               fight, with claws and snapping teeth. We tumbled across the yard fighting for dominance
               over one another. I managed to cup the sides of her head and tried my best to push
               her eyes into her skull. Her nails raked across my skin, tearing at flesh as she did
               her best to dislodge my hands. When that didn’t work, she slapped my face with open
               palms and connected one good blow that freed her head a second from one grip. I grabbed
               at her shoulder, but it was too late. 

         
         She wedged a foot in between us and pushed us apart sending me rolling away. Then
               she was up on her feet and heading towards Tristrom again. Flynn was close but not
               close enough. My wounds ached, and I felt slightly sick. I couldn’t let it defeat
               me. I got up and ran as fast as I could.  

         
         Tristrom lifted a hand and stepped through a portal of his making before Morgan could
               reach him. She yelled with balled fists in frustration. I smiled because he was back.
               He hadn’t lost his Fairy magic. Either that or the scepter helped him in some way.
               It didn’t matter at the moment. 

         
         “He shouldn’t be able to do that.” 

         
         Her eyes locked on Flynn. Then she grinned at me. I screamed. “Flynn.” 

         
         He moved, but the ice hit him in the side. There was enough on him, and it began to
               grow.  

         
         Morgan made a move towards the car when she noticed it was empty. She roared, “Kill
               her.” 

         
         Time was up for me as most of the Fey disengaged from their current battles to swarm
               me. My survival instinct kicked in. I felt the power within me gather. I closed my
               eyes and let it go. The subsonic boom disbursed like a ring of death growing outward.
               I fell to my knees from the release that left me drained.  

         
         The problem was heaven and hell had no sway over the Fey. They weren’t creatures with
               souls, but they weren’t exactly soulless or evil under the rules of our realm. The
               effect of my power wave left them momentarily stunned and bowled over. But, they weren’t
               in no way dispatched. 

         
         Sebastian appeared and blinked Flynn to Tristrom, who used the scepter to stop the
               growing ice. Meanwhile, the Fey regrouped and headed directly for me. I had nothing
               left. In fact, I felt even sicker than I had before. Sebastian came to me in time
               as I lost the battle with gravity. Then I was at Tristrom’s side.  

         
         Flynn planted his hands on either side of my face and kissed me. I would have balked
               about timing if I didn’t know what he was doing. He was giving me some energy to work
               with. I pulled away not wanting to leave him vulnerable. He’d given me enough so I
               forced myself to stand on my own as Tristrom used the scepter to open a portal. “We
               will end this by killing Mab,” he bellowed.  

         
         That last bit wasn’t scripted, but it worked as we stepped through. Tristrom had every
               reason to want Morgan and Queen Mab dead. I hoped he would stick to the plan and not
               get himself killed.  

         
         The Fey that had been tasked with killing me followed after us. The portal opened
               into Fairy. Specifically the Winter side of things in the center of the maze where
               ice sculptors sat in ruins. The temperatures weren’t quite as cold as I remembered.
               Still, Sebastian having come through as well hid us as the Fey spilled out of the
               portal and into the maze. They glanced around and split off to run at each corner
               in search of us. 

         
         “Morgana.” 

         
         “It’s Morgan,” she answered. 

         
         She and Belial stood at the portal's entrance. “You can’t kill the girl. She is mine.” 

         
         For a second, I thought they wouldn’t come through in time. Tristrom couldn’t keep
               the portal open forever. 

         
         “You have to take that up with mother. And if I find her first, it will be too late.” 

         
         Morgan stepped through the opening and slowly did a one-eighty with narrowed eyes.
               She scented the air, which I thought might give us away. Her suspicion meant she wasn’t
               as stupid as the others. But, we had to wait and hope she wouldn’t figure it out in
               time. For a second, I thought Belial wouldn’t come. But he glided though, straightening
               his suit as if he awaited a royal entrance with banners and streamers. 

         
         They both glanced around. No time to waste. We stepped back through emerging on our
               side. Even though we weren’t seen, we had been heard. As the portal began to close,
               Belial moved.  

         
         I watched in horror thinking he would make it. A finger did just that, and it fell
               to the ground severed in the closing connection. We all stared for a second. 

         
         Sebastian squashed it beneath his foot like it was a bug. “You must destroy the scepter.” 

         
         Tristrom, who’d held it together and hadn’t gone off half-cocked, raised it like a
               club over his back. With rage induced force, he nailed the head of the scepter to
               the ground, and the earth shook. Only the darn thing took a beating and didn’t even
               have a much as a dent.  

         
         Sebastian held his hand out. “We don’t have a lot of time. We must permanently close
               the way or father will figure a way back.” 

         
         If I hadn’t seen Tristrom pound that thing against the earth a second before, I would
               have thought the scepter a cheaply made thing when Sebastian tore open the spindles
               releasing the glowing orb inside.  

         
         Flynn took the orb from Sebastian’s hand and pitched it to the ground like he threw
               a fastball. It wasn’t shatter proof as it obliterated in a billion pieces and rose
               in the air like tiny lightning bugs. They glowed for moments longer as they floated
               on the breeze until one by one they blinked out. 

         
         Finally, I gave into the coming darkness and collapsed.  

         
         Flynn was there by in my side in a second. “What’s wrong baby?” 

         
         I shook my head. I was woozy, more so than I had been when I’d used that power. Maybe
               the wave thing inside me wasn’t infinite. Maybe I could use it only so much without
               a recharge. I had no idea. I lost focus. It could have been a second or long minutes.
               I didn’t know.  

         
         Mia spoke, drawing me back. “You guys should get her checked out.” 

         
         My thoughts clouded, but I willed myself to remain awake. “I’m okay.”  

         
         I sat up and realized Flynn cradled me in his lap. He cupped my face and kissed me.
               It was sweet and tender, but there was more meaning behind it. A spark of power grew
               between us creating energy he directed at me. And I felt better, but not one hundred
               percent. His hand moved across patches of bare skin, and healing light gave everyone
               around us a little show. 

         
         “When did that happen? I thought she was with the other one,” I heard Tamara say. 

         
         The other one? Immediately, I was on red alert. “Luke didn’t show?” 

         
         Flynn gave me a somber shake of his head. Luke wouldn’t have left me like this. Something
               was most definitely wrong. Flynn scooped me in his arms. 

         
         “I can walk.” 

         
         “And I can carry you. Besides, every time I do this, I’m reminded how much you think
               I’m sexy.” 

         
         I groaned face once again with my drunken confession so long ago. 

         
         We ended up inside the house. Everyone had got cleaned up, taking turns in the bathrooms.
               We had some bad wounds that Mom, who’d been hidden away, took care of. But we were all alive. 

         
         “So that’s it. Belial is trapped in Fairy?” I asked Sebastian trying my best not to
               gag as people ate around me. 

         
         “For now. It will be years probably before he finds a way out. Many, many, years if
               we’re lucky.” 

         
         “He can’t just blink himself here?” 

         
         He shook his head. “The way between has to be thinned enough. But, we depended on
               Mab to get us through.” 

         
         “What will you do now?” 

         
         “I have to maintain his power base. Luckily for me, he was a recluse at times. This
               will be one of those times. For now, you’re free and so am I.” He touched my shoulder
               and there was a hint of emotion in his eyes. “I have to go, but I’ll be back soon.” 

         
         He left, and Flynn wrapped his arms around me. “You’re safe now Mercy. It’s over.” 

         
         “Is it?” 

         
         He nodded.  

         
         “Luke?” 

         
         He was quiet for a second. Then his words echoed my thoughts. “He would have come.”
               His mouth formed a pensive line, and I hugged him close.  

         
         I closed my eyes against the coming tears I managed to keep at bay. 

         
         Eventually, Chris, Tamara, Mike and the other three wolves left with our thanks. Chris
               was still not friendly with Doug, but oddly he and Brent clasped arms in a way that
               communicated friendship. 

         
         We left my childhood home, and all returned to David’s. I slept in Flynn’s room, which
               I would every night going forward. My room held too many memories as Luke remained
               absent. I did, however, start reading his journal. I hoped maybe there were answers
               in there about my destiny. Mom and David and even Flynn thought we were past everything.
               As for me, I had an unsettling feeling, as though I still had unfinished business
               to take care of.  

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Thirty-Nine

         
          

         
         Saturday morning, we stood in the foyer with bags packed waiting for Sebastian to
               show up. All had been quiet the rest of the week with Nina and Luke as no shows. And
               Mom decided to make good on her promise to us of spending more time together. 

         
         The doorbell rang, and we all jumped. I glanced at Flynn, who wore a T-shirt with
               Once You Put My Meat In Your Mouth You’re Going To Want More and a picture of a barbecue grill next to the words. He thought he was pretty hilarious.
               I did not.  

         
         I moved first and made it to the door before anyone else.  

         
         “Tom?” The question in my word wasn’t because I didn’t recognize him. I hadn’t expected
               him to show up. 

         
         “Mercy.” He glanced around and noticed our bags stationed nearby. “Sorry to interrupt.” 

         
         “No.” I opened the door and let him come in. “You’re welcome anytime. I just wasn’t
               expecting you. I thought you’d be at graduation.” 

         
         The graduation Luke should have attended and then gone off to college like he planned. 

         
         “Actually, I’m headed over there now. I wanted to catch up with you before you left
               town.” That sounded ominous. “I won’t be in school on Monday. I’m taking Brent with
               me to find that girl up north.” 

         
         “Do you need us to come with?” I asked. 

         
         He shook his head. “No one knows where I’m going. It should be fine.” 

         
         I gave him a hug, and he traded fist bumps with Flynn and Tristrom. He waved to the
               rest before he left. It seemed weird that I wouldn’t see him this summer. So much
               was changing. And I found I wasn’t as good with it as I should be. 

         
         The air was thick with anxious anticipation. I moved forward away from the door as
               everyone else stood like statues wearing grim expressions.  

         
         “Is anyone thirsty?” I asked, to break up the weirdness. 

         
         Sebastian materialized, and there was a noticeable sigh of relief from everyone. 

         
         “Can I talk to you?” He directed his question to me. 

         
         I nodded, stupefied he would even ask. He walked over, touched my shoulder, and I
               was sucked into the vacuum of space and spit out in my room. 

         
         Veins in his arm muscles were visible as he took a step back from me. I wondered what
               had him coiled with tension. I met his eyes and found the vacant stare was back void
               of emotion. 

         
         “We couldn’t do this downstairs?” 

         
         His jaw tensed. “No, this is in regards to your safety.” 

         
         I formed an O with my mouth. He hadn’t wanted certain people to overhear. “Mia?” 

         
         “Rune too. He’s human and vulnerable to anyone looking for answers.” 

         
         I nodded because I didn’t want to go down the road of Rune’s friendship with Sebastian.
               He wouldn’t appreciate hearing my thoughts yet again on the subject. 

         
         “So what’s the next threat?” 

         
         It didn’t surprise me. My life over the past year had been riddled with threats. 

         
         “That’s the thing. You’re reasonably safe right now. With Belial and Queen Mab, if
               she’s still alive, stuck in Fairy. There is no real threat to you.” 

         
         I didn’t bother to mention Nina. I didn’t consider her a risk, and he didn’t bring
               her up either. 

         
         “You think it’s over. I can live a normal life now?” 

         
         He pursed his lips for a second. “Nothing for you is normal. But you don’t need me
               watching your back every day.” 

         
         An upsurge of uncomfortable emotion ran through me. “Are you telling me goodbye?” 

         
         “Not goodbye. I have to oversee and keep control of Belial’s reign as second in command.
               That, along with my normal duties at the demon school and keeping tabs on the demi-demon
               school, will keep me well and busy.” 

         
         “Yeah, makes sense.” 

         
         He leaned over to capture my gaze as it had strayed towards the floor. “It’s not like
               we will ever love each other Mercy. You have Flynn… Luke. And I will never love anyone.
               It’s a foreign word I wasn’t created to understand. Yet, I am drawn to you, most likely
               because Belial set all this in motion. He knew you would be attractive to me.” He
               licked his lips as if he would say more. He held a finger. “I have a present for you.
               Wait here.” 

         
         A second later, he was gone. Then a body hit my floor, and my jaw dropped. My grandfather
               lay in a heap of limbs and gore. He was in his Rock Star human form looking more like
               an older brother than my grandfather. Then, Belial was there, and I froze. 

         
         “You will watch over my son’s prize. Do you understand?” Belial said. 

         
         My heart malfunctioned because I couldn’t draw in a breath. 

         
         “Yes.” 

         
         “Don’t fail me again,” Belial threatened. 

         
         “I won’t.” Grandfather glanced over me. “However, I can’t properly take care of her
               in this state.” 

         
         Belial kicked him so that he sprawled on his back. “I know. I will take you to your
               band's concert venue where you can feed on the crowd as you’ve done in the past. Then
               you make sure she is safe.” 

         
         Grandfather nodded, and they were gone. 

         
         A minute later just as I worked my feet into action to flee downstairs with the news,
               Sebastian was there. 

         
         “Belial!—” 

         
         He placed his hands on my shoulders. “That was me. It’s what I’ll have to do from
               time to time. It takes a lot of energy to shift forms.”  

         
         My mouth hung open. He placed his hand on my cheek. It was the most tender action
               he’d ever done. Yet, his eyes were still empty. “You will be fine.” 

         
         I nodded and then we were sucked into darkness a second before reappearing in the
               foyer. Immediately, he moved a step away from me.  

         
         “Are you ready?” he asked Mia and Tristrom. 

         
         They nodded. Mia bounced on her toes with a half-grin. Tristrom, on the other hand,
               looked resigned and lost at the same time. We’d said our goodbyes the night before.
               If the scepter had affected him, it was destroyed and couldn’t do any further damage.
               His demons were in loss.  

         
         He claimed to be okay. He’d believe CeCe dead for so long, he’d only just found out
               after arriving back on earth that she was alive. Her being dead was something he’d
               already dealt with, he’d explained. I didn’t push. But, I knew he’d closed himself
               off from that box of emotions.  

         
         We offered for him to stay, but he declined. He wanted to be somewhere he wouldn’t
               be faced with the memory of losing the girl he loved. David had gotten him a cell
               phone, laptop, and clothes. And he promised to keep in touch.  

         
         “I’m going with you,” Rune announced. Everyone turned in his direction. “I want to
               be turned. I don’t want to be human.” 

         
         Sebastian’s eyes flashed for a second with emotion, and then it was gone. Rune continued to stare at him as if pleading with
               unheard words. Sebastian gave a curt nod, and Rune walked over. 

         
         “Thanks for everything,” he said to us.  

         
         I nodded in understanding. Rune stood behind Sebastian. He placed a hand on Sebastian’s
               shoulder because the Prince of Hell was already flanked by Mia and Tristrom. Then
               in a blink of an eye, they were all gone. 

         
         Mom, David, Flynn, and I stood a second before we finally moved. 

         
         “Let’s get on the road.” David’s words encouraged us into action. 

         
         After piling in the car, we ended at the same private airport where we’d taken the
               flight to Ireland. It wasn’t terribly far from the house. Mom wanted us to spend time
               together before the end. She’d quit her job that week and would be home twenty-four
               seven.  

         
         David had gifted Maggie’s family a weekend getaway to the beach at a five-star resort
               under the guise of winning some sweepstakes. Maggie knew what we’d done but thanked
               us. She was rattled over everything and was grateful to spend time with her parents
               and brothers away from Maryland for three days since we had a day off from school. 

         
         Our luggage was loaded into David’s plane, and we had our passports checked. We sat
               in four seats facing each other with Mom and David on one side as I stared out of
               the window. 

         
         “Is it over?”  

         
         Sebastian thought it was, but I wanted Mom and David’s opinion. 

         
         Mom was the first to answer. “Is what over?” 

         
         I shifted to face her. “My destiny? Have I completed whatever I’m supposed to?” 

         
         Her face softened. David’s hand reached over to touch her beach ball belly. My gaze
               found the outside again.  

         
         “Mercy, that’s something only you would know. But, the worst is over. You’re safe.” 

         
         “It doesn’t feel over,” I murmured. “I feel like there is something I need to do.” 

         
         The McCallister men were touchy-feely. Flynn’s hand snagged mine. I knew he wanted
               to comfort me, but I was restless. 

         
         “I’m thinking of letting Maggie go.” There I’d said it.  

         
         “What?” Mom asked. 

         
         I licked my lips feeling their dryness as I said the words. “Maggie deserves a normal
               life, and she’ll never have that with me as a friend. My life will always have an
               element of danger.” 

         
         “Mercy, don’t you think you should ask her first?” 

         
         I knew my best friend would never go for it. “Maybe the sacrifice of letting her go
               or even…” I trailed off unable to get the last part out. 

         
         Flynn reached over and turned me to face him. “Or letting me go.” 

         
         “Or Luke. Or maybe all of you. I need to find the prophecy. I don’t remember it.” 

         
         I’d been back to Luke’s house along with paging through his journal searching for
               it. Nothing. Nada. My next stop would be the Hamptons. That was where he’d found it
               and told me. However, that trip was on hold. I planned to spend all my free time with
               Mom. We talked and snapped lots of pictures. I tried to smile, but inside my guts
               were twisting. How could I possibly say goodbye to my mother? 

         
         “Why Montreal?” I asked changing the subject. 

         
         We were headed to that French Canadian city.  

         
         David, always ready with an answer said, “It’s almost like Switzerland to the supernatural.
               The city is free of us at least on a permanent basis. It makes it one of the safest
               places in the world for us. It could potentially make for a good place for this year’s
               Cambion meeting.” 

         
         The weight of time with my mother slipping through my fingers like sand probably caused
               my snap.  

         
         “Really, we’re wasting time planning a trip for an annual Cambion meeting when my
               mother’s going to die.” I got to my feet. “That’s great David. That makes perfect
               sense.” 

         
         “Mercy,” he began. 

         
         “And what’s this about you bringing Mia because there was a prophecy Flynn would die
               if he stayed with me.” 

         
         David looked genuinely taken aback. “I never said that. She must have been confused.
               I said that if Flynn didn’t mate with you, you’d die.” 

         
         “Well Flynn’s going to live, and Mom’s going to die because you couldn’t keep it wrapped
               up.” 

         
         I’d been rude. I knew that and should probably apologize. Still, I stormed off to the back of the plane where
               the bedroom was. I heard Mom tell David to just let me have time.  

         
         The bed absorbed my landing as I tossed myself on it. My tears were caught in the
               pillow as I let go of the feelings I’d been holding inside. It wasn’t long before
               I heard the door open. I didn’t have to guess as Flynn wrapped himself around me.
                

         
         “I know this sucks, Mercy. But, it’s not all my dad’s fault.” 

         
         It happened to be the wrong thing to say to me at the moment. I swiveled in his arms
               to level a declaration of war glare at him. “Easy for you to say. Your dad will still
               be alive when this is all over.” 

         
         “Alive. Mercy, you don’t know how broken-up Dad is about this. He’s holding it together
               putting on a brave face for your mom. He’s going to lose his shit when she’s gone.
               I know. I’ve been talking to him.” 

         
         “Yeah, I’m losing everyone I love.” 

         
         “Luke? Your mom?” 

         
         I nodded. His hand slowly released me, and he pulled back.  

         
         “And here I thought you had me and Maggie left.” 

         
         He didn’t wait for me to respond. Quietly, he left, and I knew I’d said the wrong
               thing. Everything I’d said in the last ten minutes had been wrong. I stayed in the
               room for the short flight, mad at myself and world.  

         
         About two hours later we landed with somber faces and little conversation that only
               related to things that absolutely had to be said, like wait here, get in the car,
               are you hungry and so on.  

         
         In the limo, I watched the city bustle with activity. People were friendly enough
               and didn’t seem to have death weighing on them. I envied their ignorance to our world
               being a prize given to the ultimate victor of the battle between heaven and hell. 

         
         Mom and David surprised me when they spoke in French, although I found out most natives
               of the city spoke English as well. 

         
         I learned I understood French. Mom explained that it should be an ability to speak
               it if I wanted. It was a demon ability to know all languages, something I hadn’t tapped
               into before. I wasn’t sure if it was because I’d treated my demon as something separate.
               However, since I’d bonded with my other half, more and more of my abilities came out. 

         
         After we settled in the hotel, Mom decided we should do the touristy thing as a family.
               Everyone smiled, indulging her, but there was definitely a divide. Flynn didn’t smile
               or glare at me, but he also didn’t hold my hand.  

         
         That sucked, because just like everywhere else, girls stopped and flirted with him
               taking selfies like he was a celebrity. 

         
         “Mercy, I know you’re angry,” Mom began.  

         
         I kept my eyes on the different buildings as we drove by. We sat at the top of a double-decker
               sightseeing bus. Flynn was a couple seats behind flirting with other tourists.  

         
         “This is as much my fault as David’s. We didn’t plan on it. But honey, I wouldn’t
               trade this baby for anything in the world. He or she is a blessing just like you.”
               She pushed back my hair as it blew in the wind. “I don’t want to leave you or to miss
               seeing my child grow. But, I couldn’t give the baby growing inside me up any more
               than I could have you. It would be selfish. I’ve lived more than a lifetime. And the
               best years I had, were watching you grow up. I know you will be there for your sister
               or brother. You’ll be able to do the things I can’t.” 

         
         I buried my head on her shoulder as the child inside me mourned my future loss. “Mom,
               I don’t want to lose you.” 

         
         It seemed to be the only words I said these days. 

         
         Eventually, we made it back to the hotel. It was grand and not your typical hotel.
               The rooms branched off different hallways with a center restaurant. An outdoor interior
               atrium and pool with a waterfall could be seen through large glass windows giving
               the inside much light. It was quite lovely.  

         
         Mom and David must have talked about Flynn’s needs versus my virtue because we’d been
               given a room together.  

         
         “I can see the tension between the two of you. I can get you a separate room if you
               want.” 

         
         I declined. “It’s okay. He may not want me, but he needs me. Besides it has two beds
               right?” 

         
         Mom may have agreed for us to share a room, but she hadn’t been on board with one
               bed. Two beds allowed her conscience to sit well with us sharing a room. 

         
         “There are,” she admitted with a wide smile. 

         
         That night, we slept in separate beds. Although, somewhere in the middle of the night,
               I felt warmer than I should. I sank deeper into sleep but woke up alone. Flynn was
               in his bed and I guessed it was a dream. 

         
         David spent the morning with the hotel staff talking about event planning. Mom wanted
               to go shopping. I tagged along to spend time with her and endured the pain of shopping.
               It was late the next evening when we finally boarded the plane. David had to work
               the next day, and Flynn and I had school. That should be interesting because he still
               hadn’t talked to me, and I hadn’t felt the rational urge to apologize to him yet.
               Probably because he’d so easily slipped back into his old ways, the charmer he was.
               He didn’t lack female attention. In my crazy way of thinking that meant, he didn’t
               need me.  

         
           

         
          

         
         

      
   

Chapter Forty

         
          

         
         Wake, school, spend time with Mom, sleep, repeat. That was my life over the last few
               weeks of school.  

         
         “I can’t believe we are seniors,” Maggie said bouncing on the balls of her feet. 

         
         “We’re not seniors yet,” I said sourly. 

         
         “Technically, we are. Today’s the last day of school, and it’s a half day. Now that’s
               it’s the end of the day, we are no longer juniors but seniors. What are you doing
               now?” 

         
         I glanced over because clearly in her excitement; she'd forgotten. “Hanging out with
               Mom.” 

         
         “Oh,” she mouthed. “I’m really sorry about everything.” 

         
         Her words were kind, but what do you say to that. “I’ve been thinking?” 

         
         “Uh oh.” 

         
         “My life is crazy. I’m surprised you’re still my friend after everything.” She’d claimed
               she wasn’t upset about what happened to her and her brother. “I could make you forgot
               me and everything about the supernatural.” 

         
         She stopped in the middle of the hallway creating a dam of fleeing students who broke
               all around us. People spilled out the front doors into freedom of the summer while
               she stood spurring me with her scorn. 

         
         “If you so much as ever mess with my memories Mercy McKayla…” 

         
         Okay, it was bad. She’d used my full name. “Brent is gone, and you deserve a life
               that doesn’t put everyone you love in danger.” 

         
         “You’re like my frigging sister. I love you to pieces, and I would never forgive you
               if you made me forget.” 

         
         How would she remember not to forgive me if she forgot? Still, I understood. 

         
         “Fine.” 

         
         She didn’t move and pointed daggers at me with her super sharp nails. “You better
               not.” Then, she spun on her heels and marched out into the sunlight. 

         
         I followed her outside and watched the chaos happen. Paper was everywhere as people
               dumped the contents of their backpacks on the lawn. I should have been happy like
               everyone else that school was out. Instead, I lamented on Nina’s whereabouts as she
               and Luke still hadn’t been seen. 

         
         “What’s going on with you and Flynn?” Maggie asked casually drawing me from my thoughts.
                

         
         Personally, I was surprised, she hadn’t asked sooner. 

         
         “Nothing.” And that was the truth. We rode to and from school together, but his music
               eclipsed any potential conversation. 

         
         She patted my back as I left for Flynn’s Hummer that vibrated with muffled music.
               I opened the doors and was assaulted by the metal band that blasted through his speakers.
               I sat down and before I could finish buckling up, he backed out of his space waving
               at people as he went. Yet, he’d scarcely acknowledged my presence. I’d barely strapped
               myself in when he pulled out on the main road. 

         
         I jammed in my earbuds or risked losing my hearing. With my eyes closed, I drifted
               until we made it home. When I opened them again, I noticed smudges under one of his
               eyes from my profile view of him. I made my move quickly.  

         
         “You have something on your face,” I said, surprising him because we hadn’t spoken
               directly to each other since the trip to Montreal.  

         
         I crawled over in his lap and studied his beautiful face feeling guilty. He braced
               his hands on my hips as I leaned in and kissed him. Colors raced all around us as
               our auras twined in the mating dance. It was a powerful experience and one I’d missed
               over the past few weeks. 

         
         With my eyes opened, I watched as the dark circles faded and disappeared. At that
               moment, I could have kissed him forever. His hands wound in my hair. I thought he
               meant to deepen our kiss. He didn’t. In fact, he separated us, our rapid breathing
               the only noise for a few more seconds. 

         
         “We should stop.” 

         
         “Why?” I breathed. 

         
         His hand found my hip again, and he wiggled me on his lap letting me feel all the
               evidence of the why nots of things.  

         
         “Maybe I don’t want to stop,” I said holding his gaze. 

         
         He searched my face. “Mercy, can you tell me that you pick me and only me?” 

         
         My answer was a second too late in coming. He easily lifted me off of him and got
               out of the car. I watched him round the SUV and go into the house. I rested my forehead
               on the window for a second. He’d said he would be patient. He said no one would get
               hurt or be mad. Yet, there we were again, on either side of a line that blurred in
               the chaos of my heart. 

         
         By the time I got in the house, David stood waiting for me. I came up short because
               he blocked my path. 

         
         “Mercy, do you have a minute?” 

         
         I set my backpack down on the floor and followed him into the gaming room. Folded
               arms across my chest, I stood defiantly waiting for his disapproving words. He was
               sure to lecture me of my treatment of his son, and I was ready for it. 

         
         “I think you need a break.” 

         
         My brows knitted together. He held up a hand to hold off my protest. “Your mother’s
               got some time. You’ve been burning the midnight oil. I know you’re worried about the
               prophecy that Luke found for you. Why don’t you take the jet to the Hamptons and see
               what you can find?" 

         
         I shook my head. “I can’t leave Mom.” 

         
         “It’s one night. And she can tell it’s bothering you. You’re adding to her worry.” 

         
         “So this isn’t about me. It’s about her.” 

         
         It’s was petty, but the words had left my mouth before I could stop them. Still, I
               didn’t want to cause her undue stress. 

         
         “No, it’s about the both of you. Flynn’s the one that told me what you were upset
               about.” 

         
         When my jaw dropped, he added, “Yes, you two may not be communicating, but my son
               is worried about you. And I want everyone to be happy, and that includes you, even
               if you don’t believe me.” 

         
         “David—” An apology began forming itself in my mind. 

         
         He shook his head. “I don’t blame you Mercy. If I were you, I would hate me too.” 

         
         His voice cracked making me feel like more of shit than I already did. I closed the
               distance between us. “I’m sorry,” I said meaning it as I hugged him.  

         
         A shudder rocked through him that could have only been a sob, and I decided to take
               him up on his offer. He’d basically given me all Mom’s time, taking a step back. But,
               he needed her too.  

         
         “I’ll go.” He nodded. “But alone.” I dared him to make me take Flynn with me. “And
               I’ll be back in the morning.” 

         
         “It’s all set up.” His words were choked, and I met his red eyes.  

         
         “And David?” Our gazes locked. “Thanks for everything.” 

         
         From the kitchen, I grabbed my car key from where they hung on a hook. I didn’t get
               clothes for fear of running into Flynn or Mom. I needed to do this. There was something
               I was missing. And maybe I did need a break. Our family was one giant ball of anticipation
               and not of anything good but rather the end of things. I couldn’t breathe. An overnight
               trip might clear my head and enable me to say the things I needed to say to Flynn. 

         
         The flight to Long Island was shorter than Montreal. A car was waiting to drive me
               to the house. I glanced down at the key that had been given to me by a lawyer earlier
               that week. He’d come to explain my inheritance. I didn’t understand everything, but
               the gist was Luke had left me very wealthy. Flynn had been right. There were hoops
               to go through. First, I had to finish college or reach a certain age before most of
               it would come available to me. I didn’t want it. I wanted Luke to be able to use it
               like it had been meant to be. 

         
         I turned the key in the mansion’s lock and was immediately assaulted with memories
               of Luke and our last time being here. As I walked, I saw with my mind’s eye the memories
               play out. And I waited in vain for him to appear. 

         
         “Luke, where are you?” I asked an empty house. 

         
         In the library, I saw him as if it were yesterday. His words passed through my head
               as if I heard them right then. I’m sorry Mercy. Sometimes I can’t help it. I love you so much it hurts. 

         
         It hurt me, and I blanked on what came next. He’d started telling me about what’d
               he’d found. 

         
         It talks about someone who should have been born without a soul stopping something
               like the apocalypse. 

         
         What was it? Why couldn’t I remember the words? I followed the lines of the bookshelves.
               Everything was in its place, not like what I remembered the last time we’d been there.
               Whoever cleaned up had set everything to rights, leaving me without a clue where to
               look first. 

         
         The book had been written in Latin, that much I remembered. I probably could understand
               it at this point unlike then. I ran fingers across the spines of several books hoping
               one would stand out in my memory. Unfortunately, the library was huge and stocked
               floor to ceiling, wall-to-wall with books. When that didn’t work, I randomly pulled
               books out that had non-English titles. 

         
         With a hand full, I sat in one of the high-backed chairs in the center of the room,
               thumbing through book after book with no luck. The sun had long since dipped leaving
               the room in shadows. Day had succumbed to night, and I turned on the table lamp to
               keep the darkness at bay. 

         
         Vibrations from the phone in my pocket jolted me awake. The soft glow from the lamp
               was swallowed by the brightness of the room. It was morning, and I’d come up empty.
               I sighed heavily as I stood to pull my phone from the confines of my jeans' pocket. 

         
         “Why are you in Luke’s house?” 

         
         Shocked to hear a voice, my arm jerked, and phone flew out of my pocket. I fumbled
               with it for a second or two trying to catch it before it landed on the floor. It scooted
               inches across the hardwood with each continued vibration as I stared at Nina.  

         
         “He gave it to me.” I said the words, but it didn’t feel like my house. I doubted
               it ever would. 

         
         Her head slanted to the side as if she were sizing up a math equation. Then she charged
               forward.  

         
         I had to move fast because I stood in a grouping of four chairs with tables and lamps
               in the way. I moved back and to the side into an open area. I had no weapon, but when
               she drove into me like a battering ram, we landed with me on my back. I quickly dodged
               to get away from her. As I scrambled to my feet, she kicked and caught me dead center
               in my jaw. That was going to hurt as I slid towards the wall and into a suit of armor.
               It came clattering down in silver pieces all around me.  

         
         Unfortunately, the sword it held went scattering across the floor too far away from
               me. I threw pieces of metal at her trying to get her to give me room to get to my
               feet. She batted everything away as if it were aluminum foil. It acted like it as
               it crumbled with each blow. 

         
         She grinned, and her eyes found the sword. Quickly, she moved towards it with me diving
               in vain when she got there first and snagged it from the floor. 

         
         “Now you will die.” 

         
         Her eyes glowed blood red, and she came at me with the sword raised over her head
               prepared to strike. I lifted one hand in protection as I tried to get to my feet.
               The arching movement came at me in slow motion as I prepared to die in the event I
               couldn’t get myself out of this one. 

         
         I caught the blade in my hands and tried to slow its steady progress towards my heart.
               A light filled the room, and I saw Luke as time continued to inch forward in a surreal
               way. Nina’s mouth opened in surprise as Luke’s sword skewered her.  

         
         “Thank you,” Nina said, garnering my attention. 

         
         “For what? I asked glancing back to find Luke gone. 

         
         “For ending my pain. I know I have no right to ask, but please take my soul. They
               will torment me otherwise.” Blood leaked from her mouth, and I glanced around waiting
               for Luke to reappear.  

         
         As she fell forward as if speared by me, I glanced down to see I still held the sword
               in bloody hands. Only the sword was directed at her chest with her arm still gripped
               around the handle.  

         
         Apparently, I had been the one to change the direction of the sword. Shocked, I let
               go and moved as she fell forward. She landed on her side facing me with her mouth
               open as vapor escaped. My jaw unhinged in surprise and tugged at the threads leaving
               her. As soon as I had my first taste, my sighed as it filled me unlike nothing before. 

         
         Long seconds later, she starred at me with unseeing eyes. I scooted away freaked out
               by what just happened. I rebounded to my feet with renewed energy. I lifted my hands
               and watched as deep cuts from holding the sword blade knitted themselves back together.
               I’d never felt so alive in my life. Everything was sharper and in clear focus. But,
               I wasn’t sure what happened. 

         
         Frantic, my eyes bounced at every corner of the room expecting Luke to be somewhere.
               He wasn’t. Had I imagined him? I thought I saw him use his sword to plunge it into
               her back. But, as I turned to look a Nina a second time, she lay with the sword she’d
               picked up pointed at her stomach as if she’d committed suicide. And that wasn’t in
               her nature. Somehow, it had been me. I must have conjured a vision of him through
               the pain of handling the blade with naked hands.  

         
         In the silence, I heard my phone begin to vibrate against the hardwood. I swiftly
               moved in the direction I’d last seen it. My heart raced because I’d never killed anyone.
               Not a person. And maybe Nina didn’t qualify, but I knew her. And that was enough to
               make killing her weigh on my conscience. 

         
         My finger swiped a bloody print across the screen as I answered.  

         
         “Hello.” 

         
         “Mercy.” 

         
         “Flynn,” I sobbed. 

         
         “Mercy, you need to get here now.” 

         
         “What?” I asked confused, too wrapped up in my grief over what I’d just done. 

         
         “It’s your mom.” 

         
         That stopped me. “Mom?” 

         
         “Yes, there is a car waiting. I’ve been calling you. You need to come straight to
               the hospital.” 

         
         “But… But David said we had time. I wouldn’t have come.” 

         
         “Mercy. Just get here fast. The plane is waiting.” 

         
         I barely glanced at Nina as I ran for the front door. I hid my hands as best I could
               in my jeans' pocket. When I got on the plane, I ran for the bathroom and vomited.
                

         
         The flight attendant found me kneeling by the toilet. I waved her away and stayed
               there the entire flight. It wasn’t until she announced our descent, did I wash my
               shaky hands free of blood.  

         
         I was in the car on the way to the hospital when I got the call.  

         
         “Mercy?” 

         
         “Paul, did you find anything?” 

         
         I hadn’t meant to rope him into my world again. But, he was only on a fact-finding
               mission. He seemed pleased to help. 

         
         “I found this.”

         
         And his words rang true in my head. He might have been saying them. But, it was Luke’s
               voice I heard. 

         
         “Thanks.” 

         
         “No problem. I hope that helps.” 

         
         “It does. I really appreciate it. And thanks for everything. For being my friend.” 

         
         “You’re going to be okay, right?” he asked sounding skeptical. 

         
         “Everything will be fine.”  

         
         When Paul told me the words of the prophecy, everything clicked into place. I knew
               what I had to do.    

         
         

      
   

Chapter Forty-One

         
          

         
         I ended the call with my hands balled into fist. My knee bounced urging the driver
               to drive on the sidewalks if he had to. Grateful, I kept my ideas to myself. When
               we arrived, I burst out of the car like a bullet being fired out of a gun. I ran like
               my name was speedy, heading for Mom’s room feeling for her through the ether. I hadn’t
               known I could do that. But, something Flynn said about always knowing where I was,
               pieced together in my head.  

         
         It was Flynn’s aura I found. So, it might have been a mated thing. He paced outside
               a door on the third floor. I made for the elevators and let his light guide me straight
               to him.  

         
         When I found him, his face was a mask of worry. “Mercy, I thought you wouldn’t make
               it.” 

         
         “Me too.” 

         
         A quick glance through the window in the door and I saw Mom was still alive. 

         
         There was no time to waste. I kissed him hard. Our energies combined with an explosion
               of light, I was sure would blind anyone who saw. Instantly, I felt relief in being
               with him or maybe that was his. I hated what I had to do next and pulled away. 

         
         His eyes were filled with need. Need for me and I felt honored by his complete love. 

         
         “Yeah, I guess kissing can wait,” he said. 

         
         But, he had it wrong.  

         
         “I’m so sorry.” 

         
         His brows knitted in the center from confusion. “Sorry for what?” 

         
         “Sorry for everything.” As he stood with no comprehension, I moved on to more important
               things. “I know the prophecy. Paul found it.” 

         
         “And” 

         
         The words tumbled from my mouth as a memory deep inside me awakened. 

         
         “The damned shall begot the damned. And so it will come to pass with a soul not its
               own and will be protected by heaven and hell alike. Hell’s vehicle shall prove itself
               worthy of the gift of a soul through an act so selfless as it will call unto the heavens.
               And so it will be born to save all from rivers of demons flowing like water through
               the streets of the earth spreading corruption and death to all stopping prophesied
               darkness upon the earth.” 

         
         “Okay,” he said sounding confused. “You’re the one it’s talking about. The one born
               without a soul.” 

         
         He didn’t yet see. I glanced in the room and watched the monitor beat with Mom’s ticking
               of Mom’s heart. There was still time, and I had things I needed to say to him first. 

         
         I swallowed. “I love you.” My eyes lifted to the ceiling as tears rushed to my eyes.
               “I wish I would have realized it sooner.” 

         
         “Realized what? What’s going on?”  

         
         His hands cupped my cheeks as panic grew on his face. 

         
         “You are amazing. You’re everything a girl could want and more. You are my beginning,
               my end. I would have never made it through everything without you.” 

         
         “Fuck Mercy. What the hell is going on?” 

         
         Anger took over my level-headed Flynn. Somewhere deep inside him, he must have guessed
               what I was about to do. His eyes penetrated my soul in a way that should be impossible,
               and I found my mate within him. 

         
         “You have to know I would have picked you.” 

         
         “What?” 

         
         “Not because I couldn’t have Luke.” And I couldn’t without him falling from grace
               like his father did for his Mom. I could never do that to him. “I’ve always felt right
               with you. Doesn’t mean I love him any less or you any more. But, there was always
               guilt when I was with him. I never had that with you.” 

         
         He yanked me to him and kissed me hard with desperation as if it were his dying wish.
               If he only knew. 

         
         “I never want to let you go,” he whispered. “I don’t think I could survive without
               you.” 

         
         “You have to be a big brother.” He cradled my head and drew me in. 

         
         I took his hands and gently pulled them away. 

         
         “Please forgive me.” 

         
         I moved back a little with his hands in mine. I couldn’t stop myself from giving him
               another lingering kiss. He didn’t fight me. In fact, he pushed power into me, and
               I knew he’d guessed right. 

         
         When we pulled apart, his lips were in a firm line. He let go, and neither of us said
               anything. I couldn’t say the words. Instead, I said, “I will always love you.” 

         
         “Always.” 

         
         I had to force myself to move away. Then I rushed into the room, partly because I
               feared I wouldn’t do what I needed to if I stayed near Flynn any longer. I found Mom
               lying on the bed. Her eyes were closed, and her breathing labored.  

         
         “Mom,” I said and shook her arm.  

         
         Her eyes opened. “Mercy,” she said with a smile that broke my heart. “Don’t cry baby.
               I love you.” 

         
         “I love you too, Mom,” I sobbed. 

         
         “I left you a journal on your bed.” Another journal making me think of Luke’s. “I’ve
               written down everything I know about what we are and where we come from. I figured
               it was better that way so you can share with your brother or sister.” I nodded because
               she whispered as if she didn’t have the strength to talk. “And Mercy, promise me one
               other thing.” 

         
         “Anything.” I’d already promised to take care of David, Flynn and the new addition
               to our family. 

         
         “Don’t come looking for me in hell.” I paused as I hadn’t thought about that. The
               wheels began to spin in my head that maybe this wasn’t the end. “Don’t Mercy. I won’t
               be me. Everything human will be stripped away, and I don’t want to hurt you ever.
               So promise me.” When I said nothing, her voice grew in intensity. “Swear to me, Mercy
               McKayla.” 

         
         “I swear,” I promised even though the words broke something inside. 

         
         Her face relaxed as she let go of me.  

         
         “Mom,” I said frantically. 

         
         Only she didn’t respond. I didn’t waste time because the heart monitor attached to
               her finger sent a slowing beep to the monitor next to the bed. I leaned over her and
               blew. I pushed all the power I’d stored up and gathered from random people on my run
               to her room. I’d managed to steal bits of life force from the people I passed only
               taking a little from each. Another ability I didn’t know I possessed. I’d gone by
               enough that my reserves were full. Add to that my kiss with Flynn outside and how
               our joining had the power to grow exponentially what we shared between us. 

         
         For anyone who stepped into the room, they would have thought I was blowing air in
               her face. It would look strange, but nothing alarming. Her eyes began to move behind
               her lids, but not enough to get them to open. So I continued to push feeling myself
               grow weak from the effort. Yet, I continued. I knew what it would cost me. 

         
         I can’t say that dying was easy. But, my sacrifice was worth it. My sister or brother
               needed both their parents. 

         
         Although, life had left me before my body fell, and my head smacked against the floor.
               It was odd, the weightlessness I felt as I drifted forward and through Flynn, who
               came rushing in the room. His mouth was open, and I imagined the words he said as
               he rushed over to where my body lay. 

         
         Time slipped through my hands as I floated forward in an odd tunnel of blurred landscapes.
               When the images coalesced, I floated above a congregation in a church. Everyone was
               somber as someone spoke near a casket. I saw Paul with the college girl I assumed
               he’d been dating since Mom and David’s wedding. I saw Maggie and her family, including
               her brother Liam. Then I saw Flynn with red-rimmed eyes sitting next to Mom and David,
               who were holding a baby. That drew my interested. I wanted to know if I had a sister
               or brother, so I stared down from my bird’s eye view hoping to move in their direction.
               I couldn’t. Instead, I felt myself being yanked back. 

         
         No, I thought. I needed to know. How could I give up my life and not know if I had
               a sister or brother? It must have been like that for all Cambion mothers. 

         
         The room blurred into a tunnel as I was pulled backward. Then I stood in the hospital
               room again. A doctor was at the foot of the bed urging Mom to push. Flynn raged kneeling
               beside my lifeless body as others doctors or nurses surrounded me with paddles trying
               to bring me back. David held Mom’s hand as his attention was divided between his wife
               and son. 

         
         “Mercy.” 

         
         I glanced up. Luke stood there with a heavenly glow around him. It was ethereal how
               he looked. I couldn’t stop myself from reaching out wanting to touch his light. 

         
         “What happened to you? Why didn’t you come back?”

         
         He took my wrists in both of his hands. “I wasn’t allowed. They had…” He made a coughing
               noise. “Kept me chained so to speak so that I wouldn’t go to you. You were close to
               figuring things out. They didn’t want me to influence your decisions. Rules and all
               that.” I nodded. “But, I knew you would figure it out.” “You knew what I had to do?” 

         
         He shook his head. “Not in specific terms.” 

         
         “So I’m dead?” 

         
         His head wavered side to side in a non-committal motion. “Not exactly.” 

         
         Luke glanced over my shoulder. I followed his line of sight. Sebastian stood near
               my body, but my family didn’t notice him. 

         
         “Why is he here?” I asked in a panic. 

         
         “Making sure you made the right choice.” 

         
         Sebastian nodded in our direction. I caught movement and saw Luke had nodded back.
               Then Sebastian disappeared. 

         
         “So what now?” 

         
         I hated the agonized looks on my family’s faces. But, I knew I’d made the decision
               I needed to make. I wasn’t the chosen one. That honor belonged to my sister or brother.
               My role was to ensure they survived birth. It was the selfless act I had to do in
               order to help save the world. 

         
         “It isn’t your time.” 

         
         His words shocked me. “What?” 

         
         He changed tactics and linked our fingers. “It’s okay to love us both. Your heart
               is big enough,” he said reading my thoughts.  

         
         “You sound okay with it when it was a problem before.” 

         
         “You’ll understand once you cross over one day. There’s no place for jealousy when
               you see the greater good. And he’s good for you.” 

         
         “I do love him, and I love you, and it’s been eating at me for a while.” 

         
         “I know.” His words came quick. 

         
         “I feel like you’re giving up and telling me to do the same.” 

         
         He laughed, but there wasn’t humor. There also wasn’t any animosity.  

         
         “There is nothing more in this world I’d rather do than walk with you to the sun and
               moon and dance with you across the stars. But, there will be time for that. You and
               I have eternity to look forward to.” 

         
         I could stop myself from stealing a glance at Flynn. “What about…” 

         
         “There are two parts of you, Mercy. And only one can join me in eternity. Right now,
               your time is with him. You have the ability to enjoy with him all the things you dreamed
               of in Fairy. He’s yours now. I’m will be your forever.” 

         
         Everything he said made my heart flutter, yet I still had questions. “Two parts?” 

         
         “If you accept all of you as you have begun to do, then when the time comes the two
               parts of you will be on the same wavelength. It will be as if you were always one.” 

         
         He let go of my hand and spun me around to face my family and their grief. 

         
         “Right now you need to go back before your body truly dies and won’t accept your soul.” 

         
         His hand slid around my waist to cover my stomach as he leaned over my shoulder and
               pressed a kiss to my cheek. “They need you right now. And you can have your happily
               ever after if you go back.” 

         
         I turned in the circle of his arms. I lifted up on my toes and floated up to meet
               his lips. That time he let me kiss him.  

         
         “Why?” I asked when I pulled back. 

         
         “Your soul is not flesh, and it belongs to me. There is no law against me kissing
               this part of you. Now scoot. We will meet again.” 

         
         “Wait,” I said, as I felt myself drifting closer to my body. “I won’t see you again.” 

         
         “Your life is with him for now. Make the most of it because you will eventually come
               back to me. We will have our forever just like I promised. Now go.” 

         
         He spun me to face my body, which was suddenly right there. He held my hand as I stepped
               into myself. I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do. I started to lie down and felt
               myself being sucked into my body. Before I’d fused back with myself, Luke let go and
               said something I didn’t understand at first. 

         
         “I will always watch over the both of you.”  

         
         



      
   

EPILOGUE

         
          

         
         The room had everything, including an attached bathroom. There was one thing it didn’t
               have. 

         
         “Are you nervous?” 

         
         I glanced over at Maggie, who wore a silver dress worthy of a black-tie event. “Why
               would I be nervous?” 

         
         “You’re getting married to the most gorgeous guy on the planet, that’s why.” 

         
         I laughed because leave it to Maggie to bring up his looks. “We’ve been together for
               over five years now. We made it through college, and he wants to make it official.” 

         
         “He wanted to?” she asked, glaring at me. 

         
         “It was his idea, but, of course, I wanted it, too.” 

         
         She rolled her eyes. “I guess you take for granted how amazing your life is. You have
               everything.” 

         
         “And you don’t?” 

         
         She shrugged and opted not to comment. 

         
         “It isn’t like we don’t fight because we do.” 

         
         Her brow rose. “Don’t I know it? I’ve witnessed it. But, it never lasts long. Soon
               after one of you is apologizing.” 

         
         “That’s because we fight over stupid stuff.” 

         
         “Like the girls who chased him all over campus. That had to be annoying.” 

         
         I was used to that. “Not exactly, more like how nice he’d be to them giving them false
               hope.” 

         
         “Or maybe because guys would chase you, and he’d have a meltdown.” 

         
         It was my time to glare. “Or maybe you’re exaggerating. Our fights weren’t about other
               people most of the time.” 

         
         She was about to say something when a knock came at the door.  

         
         “Just a minute,” Maggie said before tossing a throw blanket over me. “Okay, come in.” 

         
         Mom opened the door and her eyes went all soft and glassy. Maggie pulled the blanket
               off me as Mom stood with her hands on the shoulders of two blonde five year olds.
                

         
         “Mercy, you look beautiful.” 

         
         “Come in and close the door. You can’t let him see her,” Maggie urged. 

         
         Mom complied as blue eyes met mine and made a dash for me. “Mommy, you’re so pretty.” 

         
         I kissed his cheeks. The vest and cravat Flynn had picked out for him made him look
               like a mini-Flynn. “You look handsome yourself.” 

         
         Shortly after surviving my near-death experience, I found out I was pregnant. It came
               as a shock to everyone, including me. Although, it explained the sickness I’d been
               feeling. While Riona had, in fact, tried to poison me, it had been the pregnancy that
               kept me sick the rest of the time. Mia had tried to tell everyone I should be checked
               out, but no one believed until the witches confirmed no poison was left in my system.
               Flynn had a hard time dealing with it, devastated that I might not survive the pregnancy.
                

         
         “It’s almost time,” Mom said and kissed my cheek. 

         
         When she pulled back, my little sister joined Finn in my lap and kissed my other cheek.
               “Mercy, you look like a princess.” 

         
         “Come on guys, I think there maybe be cupcakes somewhere,” Mom bargained. 

         
         I should have been offended how quickly the two kids scrambled out of my lap and grabbed
               Mom’s hand.  

         
         “Only a few more minutes,” Mom warned. 

         
         When the door closed, Maggie was too quiet.  

         
         “Mags, spit it out.” 

         
         She looked reluctant, and I had a feeling I knew what she was going to say. She hadn’t
               ever brought it up before, but it had been on her mind. 

         
         “It’s just that you and Flynn have brown hair. And Finn has…” 

         
         “Don’t say it. Mom has blonde hair, and you know how genes work. It’s recessive genes.” 

         
         I could tell she wanted to say more, but another knock came.  

         
         “Back so soon,” Maggie called out but the door was already opening.  

         
         She must have seen him first because the blanket covered me within seconds. “Honestly
               Flynn, it’s bad luck for you to see the bride before the wedding.” 

         
         Flynn must have run into Mom on his way because Finn was in his arms. “My son tells
               me his mother is beautiful. I had to see for myself.” 

         
         His eyes swept down the length of me. And even though I sat on a love seat shrouded
               by the throw blanket Maggie tossed over me, it was as if I were naked. 

         
         “Finn, you’re right. Mommy is as beautiful as you said.” 

         
         Even after all this time, I found myself blushing. And speaking of beautiful, Flynn
               looked amazing in his tux. I’d thought he’d wear a T-shirt underneath with the screen
               print of the tuxedo on it, but he hadn’t. He’d gone formal all the way. 

         
         “Oh you two are disgusting,” Maggie chuffed before getting to her feet. 

         
         “Disgusting,” Finn copied.  

         
         “No, I meant they are super cute,” Maggie corrected herself.  

         
         She walked over and kissed her godson on the cheek. “I’m going to find my date,” she
               announced before leaving the room. 

         
         The door closed, and Flynn came and sat next to me. Finn crawled from his lap and
               stood between us. He stared at something behind us. I thought it was his reflection
               in the mirror on the dressing table where I’d sat and had been styled a half an hour
               earlier. That was until he clapped. Flynn and I turned around to see what had his
               attention. 

         
         Luke stood there looking glorious. Flynn jumped to his feet and did the man hug thing. 

         
         “You made it.” 

         
         Luke smiled at him. “I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.” 

         
         He’d come around over the years but only spoke to me, or so I’d thought. I hadn’t
               known he kept close in contact with Flynn that often. The way they fist bumped you
               would have thought they hung out every day. Had they? 

         
         “I couldn’t have done this without you being my best man.” 

         
         “Best man?” I turned sideways to face them both and kept a protective hand on my son’s
               back, so he wouldn’t fall. “Everyone thinks you’re dead. You can’t just show up to
               our wedding.” 

         
         Flynn walked over and scooped up Finn. “Don’t get your panties in a wad. He’s not
               going to be corporal. Tom’s agreed to stand a little further to the side to give room
               for Luke. He’ll be there in spirit form.” 

         
         He laughed thinking his little joke was funny.  

         
         “Hey, can you hold my boy here. I have to take care of business.” 

         
         Flynn handed Finn off to Luke and went into the bathroom. 

         
         The sight of the two of them together shouldn’t have stopped my heart, but it did.
               I had to look away because I felt the burn of tears rush forward. 

         
         A shrill noise made me gasp and turned. Luke just got his hands on Finn as he came
               sailing down.  

         
         “Finn, you can’t scream, honey. It’s not nice,” I admonished, realizing a second later
               how much I sounded like my mother. 

         
         Luke took a second to stare at Finn as if he was silently communicating with him.
               “Your mom is right. It’s your dad and mom’s wedding day. And I can’t toss you in the
               air if you’re going to be too loud.” 

         
         So, he’d tossed Finn up. And of course, Finn would have gotten a thrill out of that.
               I glanced back up, and Luke was quietly talking to Finn. I would have asked about
               what, but Flynn stepped through the door. 

         
         “What was that racket about?” 

         
         “Finn shrieked when Luke tossed him in the air.” 

         
         Flynn nodded. 

         
         Luke stared at us. “So, when were the two of you going to tell me?” 

         
         “Tell you what?” Flynn asked Luke. His brow wrinkled at the temple. 

         
         “I heard the heartbeat clear as a bell.” 

         
         I closed my eyes because that little secret had been my own. The silence was deafening.
               I finally got the nerve and opened my eyes to see Flynn’s reaction. He gaped, and
               Luke traded glances between us. 

         
         “Oh, he didn’t know?” 

         
         I shook my head. Flynn hadn’t handled my last pregnancy well at all. He was a nervous
               wreck the entire time. And I had to go to school glamoured to hide my impending joy.
               Talk about a long conversation with Mom and David about the not so merits of pregnancy
               before marriage. 

         
         “I’m sorry, Mercy. I— Why don’t I take Finn to find his grandmother?”  

         
         I nodded, thankful for time to talk to Flynn alone about my little revelation.  

         
         Luke decided to lighten the mood as he walked to the door with Finn. “Maybe this time
               you’ll name the kid after me.” 

         
         Flynn, who apparently wasn’t as stupefied as his expression suggested, said, “I’m
               not naming my son, Luke.”  

         
         His words came out teasing, and Luke turned when he reached the door. 

         
         “Maybe you’ll call him Lucas.”  

         
         Luke winked, and immediately, I thought back to Fairy and the dream I had of my future. 

         
         Flynn called out “Wait,” just as Luke started to open the door. Flynn came around
               and stood in front of the couch near Luke. He eyed his best friend and Finn. The two
               of them together was uncanny. Then he turned to me. “The pregnancy. You made it through
               fine last time. It will be different this time, won’t it?” 

         
         His meaning was crystal clear. I had no words. 

         
         “She’ll be fine. I think a dream she had, was a glimpse into her future. Finn, Lucas,
               and little Maddie.” 

         
         Then holding Finn, he disappeared literally and physically. The door closed and anyone
               passing would freak out thinking there were ghosts, and maybe there were. But that
               specter was my son and his… 

         
         “What dream? Who is he talking about?” Flynn asked and sat next to me.  

         
         He took my hand and held on as if he thought he’d lose me. And I explained the vision
               or life I’d lived in the dream room back in Fairy with more details than I had before. 

         
         “So, you had three kids with him, but I’m living the reality with you.” 

         
         I shrugged because I wouldn’t lie to Flynn. We were honest with each other in all
               things even when it was hard to admit. His smile spread across his face. 

         
         “Flynn, I—” 

         
         “It’s okay Mercy. I’m not that jealous guy anymore. I know you love him. And I know
               he loves you. And you love me of course.” 

         
         “Of course,” I said giving into his cocky nature. 

         
         “It sucks for him.” When I frowned, he added, “He can’t have this. He can’t ever get
               married, have kids, have a family, all of it. But, he can have your love.” 

         
         “And you’re not worried.” 

         
         He waved my comment off and teasingly said, “He’s an angel. He can’t kiss you without
               being damned. That’s a fate worse than death.” 

         
         I laughed because the way he said it made it funny. But, I sobered enough to say my
               next words. “Just because I love him doesn’t mean I have regrets.” 

         
         He captured my chin, and with his thumb pulled my bottom lip free of my teeth. “I
               know Mercy. I know you love me. I have no doubts about that. I trust you. I trust
               him. It’s okay.” 

         
         “Are you sure?” 

         
         “Hell yes.” He paused. “That’s why he’s Finn’s godfather. I know he’ll protect him
               with his life. He’ll also be Lucas and Maddie’s godfather.” 

         
         “You’re buying into the theory that I saw my future.” 

         
         He winked. “You may have seen him in the vision, but I was the one in bed with you.” 

         
         I laughed because he always made me laugh. “I think our lives will be forever twined
               together.” 

         
         “Most likely.” He was quiet for a minute before his hand reached under the blanket
               and found my belly. “Now tell me again how this happened.” 

         
         Playfully, I slapped his hand away. “You know how.” 

         
         He chuckled. “Don’t blame me. Any man who had a wife who looks like you wouldn’t be
               able to keep his hands off of her.” 

         
         His hands started to roam under the blanket. 

         
         “Wife, I’m not your wife yet. And if you don’t stop it, I’ll never get to be. Plus,
               Mom will be here soon wondering where we are, and she’ll find you.” 

         
         He didn’t stop. He tickled me instead. “Oh, I think she’s caught us enough to know
               what’s going on. You think I should give her the talk.” 

         
         I had to roll away because I was laughing so hard. I ended up wrapped like a hot burrito
               in the blanket. With my hands trapped, Flynn stalked over to my side of the love seat. 

         
         His hand captured my cheek, and his eyes lingered on my lips before he eyed me with
               such reverence. “I love you, Mercy. I always have.” 

         
         As his thumb rubbed across my cheek, I swallowed hard. “I love you too, always have.” 

         
         He leaned in. “Now can I kiss my bride, Mrs. McCallister.” 

         
         “Absolutely.”  

         
          

         
         <<<<>>>>

         
          

         
          

         
         

      
   




         
         Want to talk about the series with other fans? Have a burning question you want to
               ask me? Join the Cambion Series Secret Discussion group where you can talk about the
               series freely including spoilers. So don’t join until you’ve read the final book.
               

         
         https://www.facebook.com/groups/1207632642585869/members/

         
          

         
         Loved the book? 

         
         Write a review on Amazon and B&N if you like. 

         
         A review can be a sentence or two. It doesn’t have to be long. ;)

         
         Send me the link to the review for Sacrifice of Mercy through the contact me page
               on my website www.shannondermott.com

         
         And tell me which boy you want me to write a bonus novella of, either Flynn, Luke
               or Sebastian.

         
          

         
          

         
         Want to know the next project I’m working on? 

         
         Sign up for my newsletter. I promise not to send you a bunch of emails. Only when
               I have something to share.

         
         http://eepurl.com/buGPDb

         
          

         

      
   



         
         Shannon Dermott can be found around the web at

         
          

         
         www.shannondermott.com - Website

         
         www.shannondermott.net - Blog

         
         twitter - @shannondermott

         
         goodreads: shannondermott

         
          

         
         She also can be found on Facebook and Goodreads.  You can find links on her website. 
               Bonus chapter and other extra information can be found on her blog.

         
          

         
         Other Books by Shannon Dermott

         
         YA Paranormal Romance

         
         Beg for Mercy

         
         Waiting for Mercy

         
         No Mercy

         
         Angel of Mercy 

         
         Have No Mercy

         
         Sacrifice of Mercy

         
          

         
         Remember

         
         Book Two (release 2016)

         
          

         
         YA Contemporary Romance

         
         Through The Lens

         
         Broken Lens 

         
          

         
         Adult Contemporary Romance

         
         Mini Series

         
         Assets

         
         Liabilities

         
         Equity
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