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Anwyll (an-wheel): Witches. Initially human students of the Sídhe who were genetically altered by the use of ancient Fae spells and magical symbols into their skin.

Athair (at-her): A renegade group of Fae Touched who want to destroy the peace between humans and the magical community.

Blood-bound: Vampires who have partaken in the Calling and are magically bonded by a blood vow to a region’s Dádhe House.

Ca’anam (kah-ah-nom): A female shifter, witch, or human magically bound, or truemated, to a Ferwyn male’s life source by the completion of the third Mating Mark.

Calling: The solemn ritual whereby every vampire is magically tied to a higher ranking member of the region’s ruling Dádhe House.

Caraidh (kah-rah-aye): A vampire chosen to protect the blood-bound in their region’s Dádhe House.

Dádhe (daw-die): Vampires. First created from humans who were transformed by an infusion of Sídhe blood and magic.

Facility: A covert human-run agency whose purpose is to locate and control Na’fhul with active magic, utilizing their unique abilities for the benefit of the American government.

Fae: Magical beings from the land of Faery who once walked among humans, and created the Fae Touched before leaving Earth’s realm.

Fae Touched: The species of nonhumans who possess a form of Fae magic, whether born with the ability or created by magical means.

Ferwyn (fair-when): Wolf shifters. Enhanced by the magic of the Faery realm and the Sídhe lords, the Ferwyn learned to convert from their natural wolf form into humanlike bodies.

Glaofin (glay-fen): When a male Ferwyn chooses to live out the remainder of his life as a wolf due to the death of his Ca’anam or advanced age.

Infusion: The process Dádhe uses to turn a human into an immortal vampire by a transfusion of blood and magic.

Jumper: A Na’fhuil, or Fae halfblood, whose magic allows them to rebound off the edges of the Rip, traveling short distances in the blink of an eye with or without a passenger.

Knights of Humanity (KoH): The human-run organization whose agenda is to repeal the Fae Touched sovereignty laws to forced segregation of the magical community from the larger, nonmagical populace.

Mating Marks: Three Marks, or bites, that a Ferwyn male places on a female of any race except the Dádhe to become magically bonded mates.

Mud Island/Blood Island: A small peninsula in Memphis, Tennessee which is the sovereign seat of the East South Central Region and the home base of its reigning Fae Touched queen.

Na’fhuil (nah-fuel): Fae Halfbloods. Direct descendants of a Sídhe lord’s or lady’s human offspring.

Nine: Made up of individual monarchs who rule the nine Fae Touched regions.

Príoh (pree-oh): An Alpha male who is the head of the region’s Ferwyn Clan, which includes every wolf shifter pack in the territory.

Rip: A pathway between the realms of Earth and Faery that was created by the Sídhe. The bridge between the worlds was closed after the departure of the Fae a millennium ago.

Sídhe (shee): Fae. The magical races who inhabit the land of Faery.

Thlán (thlawn): A vampire charged with the protection of the leader of their region’s Dádhe House.

Untouched: Humans. The majority of Earth’s populace who cannot use magic.

Walker: A Na’fhuil, or Fae halfblood, who travels inside the Rip instead of pushing off its boundaries.

For the full, in-depth glossary please visit:

lisaraeroman.com/glossary
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Chapter 1


“Always go out looking your best. You just might meet the love of your life.”

Bridget MacCarthy

The vampire queen had power, wealth, eternal beauty—and abysmal taste in clothes.

Abigail MacCarthy wedged herself between the boutique’s towering shelves of designer jeans, retreating until her shoulders hit the wall. Her gaze darted to the store’s guarded front door, then shot to the equally blocked emergency exit and back to her boss, Cindy, who was assisting their sole remaining customer with her latest unfortunate choice in outfits.

The Dádhe, vampires informally, were allergic to UV rays. And being naturally nocturnal, they were the easiest of the nonhuman races to avoid during daylight hours. A fact Abby chose to ignore when she agreed to cover the nightshift for a sick co-worker. It’d been a mistake; a monumental lapse in judgment that could cost her everything.

After two years on the run, she really should have known better.

In Abby’s defense, no one could have anticipated the ruler of the East South Central’s Fae Touched population—which included every witch, shifter, and vampire in the four-state region—would choose to visit La Bella. The Dádhe queen had previously never stepped foot inside the store. And it was just rotten luck all three members of the Guard accompanying her that night were Ferwyn males.

Abby should have fled along with the rest of La Bella’s clientele, but the arrival of the monarch and her trio of wolf shifter bodyguards had frozen her in place. Then it’d been too late to run without drawing unwanted attention.

Fingers shaking, Abby reached inside the pocket of her navy pencil skirt for the small bottle of perfume she applied whenever the less nose-sensitive female shifters came into the shop. She withdrew the uncapped rollerball for the third time since sundown and glided the jasmine fragrance over the pulse points at her wrists and throat. The heavy floral scent might not be enough to mask her unique smell from the more primal males of the Ferwyn race, but she had to try something.

Abby’s boss continued to flit around their prestigious client on the other side of the store. Each item the vampire had chosen was lovely on its own but in that particular combination? Not so much.

“Lady Standish,” Cindy said tentatively. “Your majesty—”

“Lady Rose,” the queen corrected, preening in front of the dressing room mirrors in white leather pants and chunky platform sandals. Her dark, wavy hair brushed over her bare shoulders as she twisted gracefully to get a better view of her shapely backside. “We do not use formal titles quite the same way humans do.”

“Of course, forgive me.” Cindy quit fussing with the silk laces on the vampire’s strapless corset and desperately scanned the room.

“Milady is fine, if you prefer.” Lady Rose’s bright green eyes remained fixated on her reflection.

“Yes, um…milady.” Cindy opened her mouth and then quickly shut it, clearly at a loss how to tell the beautiful Dádhe she looked like a high-class stripper—an extremely successful one.

Although Cindy owned one of the few upscale lady’s boutiques in Memphis, she had a surprisingly poor sense of style and relied heavily on her handpicked sales staff to uphold La Bella’s classy reputation. Abby had been hired because she had a knack for putting together flattering outfits for any woman’s body type. But she’d made herself scarce since the arrival of the queen, and Cindy was floundering badly on her own.

Abby’s dream of a career in fashion ended as a teenager after the death of her parents, and the unwelcome discovery of her gift that steered her education in a far different direction. Still, with no other talents at her disposal, at least not ones she was willing to disclose, Abby was grateful for the seemingly frivolous skill. It had helped her find employment across the country in stores like La Bella; places that insulated her from the more dangerous magical races. But safety was an illusion. A temporary one.

Cindy had finally spotted her.

Abby closed her eyes, deliberately shutting out her boss’ unspoken plea. Like a toddler playing peekaboo, she pretended for one wishful moment that the outside world couldn’t see her if she couldn’t see them. Unfortunately, she wasn’t a child any longer, or invisible.

Why couldn’t it have been a team of witches escorting the queen?

Ferwyn males were too risky to be near with their heightened sense of smell and blatant disregard for personal space, but the Anwyll, or witches, were a race Abby dealt with daily at the boutique. Fooling an ordinary Anwyll was easy as long they had no reason to doubt her humanity.

Abby marshaled her courage and opened her eyes.

She left the inadequate hiding spot behind, weaving between the boutique’s long, narrow aisle of clothing racks. After pausing to nab a tailored white jacket from a circular stand, she reluctantly headed for the store’s array of shoes and the massive shifter blocking them.

Clan Walker’s beta was at least six-foot-five and stood with thick legs spread wide, hands clasped behind him. The outwardly casual stance placed his bulging biceps on display along with the unsheathed sword and small, round shield that hung from his belt. The military pose also made it impossible to miss the large gun in the leather holster under his left arm. It was against the law for the Fae Touched to carry firearms on American soil—unless part of a monarch’s security force.

Her tentative approach faltered as the Ferwyn perused her body as though searching for threats. Straightening her shoulders, Abby forced herself to keep walking.

She could do this! What other choice was there?

“Would you excuse me, please?” she asked, stopping a few yards from the unnerving beta, fighting to keep her voice calm and even.

He didn’t budge.

Flicking her fingers in a shooing motion, she held onto what hopefully passed as a friendly smile.

His lips twitched, but he didn’t move. Not a blessed inch.

“Now what,” she muttered.

The tow-headed shifter barring La Bella’s front entrance softly chuckled, diverting Abby’s attention. The Guard member she hadn’t immediately recognized from the local news appeared to be in his mid-twenties, but could be decades older as Ferwyns aged slower and lived longer than humans.

The shifter winked and then flashed her a cocky grin while scraping his chin-length hair away from a boyishly attractive face.

Abby tried her best to return his smile but hurriedly looked away when her lower lip trembled. Getting through the night without her true abilities being discovered was all that mattered. The last thing she could afford was any of the Ferwyn males becoming suspicious.

Quietly exhaling, she threw up a silent prayer that the multiple perfume applications would be enough to cloud her scent and stepped forward. She lifted onto her tiptoes, leaving as much space between them as possible.

She was short and barely caught the toes of the red-soled pumps on the top shelf with her fingertips. Lowering to her heels, she turned to make a quick escape and almost screamed. The large shifter’s nose was less than a foot from her face. He gripped her shoulder, holding her in place before she thought to react.

“What are you?” His accent was thick and Southern. He breathed in deeply, and the dark stubble on his jaw grazed her cheek as he sniffed her hair. “Not a witch.”

A menacing snarl sounded from the direction of the third and most dangerous Ferwyn escorting the queen. The beta didn’t seem to notice his commander’s warning.

What had she been thinking? It had been insanity to believe she could fool a group of male wolf shifters for long. Abby knew better than even to try.

She’d been taught better.

“Let her go, Tucker,” Alpha Samuel Walker ordered, his deep growl rumbling directly above Abby. “Now.”

As head of the region’s Guard, Samuel Walker was one of the highest-ranking Fae Touched in the ESC. As the príoh of its Ferwyn Clan, he was in charge of every wolf shifter in the territory and the Alpha of its strongest pack. Though he was several inches shorter than Tucker, he was no less formidable. Built like a boxer with a broad chest, defined arms, and a thick but flat waistline, Clan Walker’s leader radiated authority. There was no doubt in Abby’s mind which male currently sandwiching her was the more dominant shifter.

In contrast to his intimidating demeanor, his sandy-blond hair was disheveled. The jagged layers sticking up in every direction around a ruggedly masculine face, the windswept style softening the sharp angles of his high cheekbones and square jawline.

Abby’s fingers itched to straighten the beautiful chaos, despite her escalating fear. Rather than give in to the ludicrous temptation, she death-gripped the articles in her hands.

What was wrong with her?

“I said back off, lieutenant.” Samuel glared at his subordinate, amber eyes narrowing.

Tucker raised his brows but released her so abruptly that Abby lost her balance. She backpedaled into a solid wall of warm flesh and then hopped forward with a squeak, teetering on her thin-heeled pumps.

Samuel grasped her from behind, cupping the side of her neck with one hand while the other held onto her arm. When she was steady, he leaned down until his nose bumped her temple and drew in a lungful of air.

Abby’s heartbeat skyrocketed. Everything she’d done to stay off the Fae Touched community’s radar could be wiped out with a single whiff.

“Be calm.” He inhaled again, his thumb making small circles at the base of her skull, the rough pads of his fingertips resting on the rapid pulse in her throat.

Was he kidding?

“I need to go.” Abby wanted desperately to break the deceptively gentle hold and run. Instead, she held perfectly still, her silk blouse sticking to her damp skin as she resisted the instinctive urge that all prey possessed to flee from an apex predator. Running would make things worse—if that were even possible.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” Samuel said. He wrapped the long fall of her ponytail around his knuckles and brought the captured blond ends to his nose. “But I need to know what species you are.”

“I…I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The fingers tangled in her hair were inappropriately intimate, even for a Ferwyn male. Abby sensed the commander wasn’t purposely trying to scare her, but he was doing a bang-up job of it anyway. “I’m human. Untouched by Fae magic,” she told him, working to control the quiver in her voice and failing.

She had always been a miserable liar.

“Commander, what are you doing?” Lady Rose interrupted the tense exchange, fists on her slender hips. “Release the girl so we can finish up here.”

Abby waited, hardly daring to breathe while Samuel slowly unraveled her ponytail and stepped away.

“Thank you,” she said without thinking, the polite response written into her DNA at birth and honed at her Southern mother’s knee. No matter how inane the reply sounded, she was grateful for anything that placed distance between them. Anything that kept the powerful Alpha from figuring out who Abby was. What she was.

Her legs felt like they wouldn’t hold her weight, but she managed a slow, steady pace toward her boss and the impatiently waiting vampire queen.

“Close your mouth, Noah.”

At Samuel’s clipped words, Abby stopped and glanced behind her.

It was another mistake.

The commander’s irises glinted more yellow than brown under the harsh lights of the boutique, his attention squarely on Abby instead of the young shifter by the door. His penetrating gaze bore into hers as he brought his knuckles to his nose and sniffed.

Abby turned and bolted.
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Fifteen minutes later and the three Ferwyn warriors were still scrutinizing her every move. The commander hadn’t stopped watching her since their earlier confrontation, and Abby’s nerves were stretched thin.

On the upside, Lady Rose donned the lightweight blazer without complaint, the slim-cut jacket covering the skimpy bustier. The queen also agreed to exchange the clunky sandals for the sleeker pumps. Abby hoped she liked the new look enough to purchase the outfit and leave the store, taking Samuel and the rest of the Guard with her.

After being relieved of vampire duty, Abby waited nearby while her boss promoted the expensive clothing.

“What do you think, milady?” Cindy finally asked.

The queen didn’t answer, addressing Abby instead. “I’m more interested in what you think, Miss…”

“Abigail…Barnes, milady.” The false surname was the third in the past twenty-two months. Did it sound as fake to them as it did to her?

“So, Miss Barnes. May I call you Abigail?” She didn’t wait for an answer, taking her assent as a given. “How do I look?”

“Stunning. So much better than–” Abby snapped her mouth shut, shocked at what she’d been about to say. Cindy’s eyes bugged out of her thin face. Noah choked on muffled laughter in the background.

“So much better than what?”

“I meant I like the changes made to the outfit.” Abby crossed her arms over her waist, feeling a bit sick to her stomach.

“And what exactly was wrong with it previously?” the queen asked, lobbing the loaded question with a lifted brow.

“It might have been a bit…” She hesitated, searching for the least offensive adjective. “Flashy?”

Abby inwardly cringed as Cindy sputtered a denial.

The vampire shushed her boss with a wave. “Flashy? Are you implying my attire is that of a Covent Garden nun?”

“Well…” She blew out a breath, thrown even more off-kilter by the thirty-something-looking Dádhe’s terminology, which presumably stemmed back centuries to the Infusion that transitioned her from human to immortal.

“Or perhaps a blower?”

“No, I wouldn’t say that…exactly.” Because what did that even mean?

Abby’s last quietly spoken word boomed off the shop’s white walls like a crack of thunder, the ensuing silence deafening. The queen’s full mouth compressed into a straight line as though mulling over the idea that her style choices might be questionable.

Astonished by what she had just insinuated, Abby rubbed her forehead with cold fingers. If Bridget MacCarthy were alive, she’d be appalled by her daughter’s uncharacteristic rudeness. It was a testament to how badly she’d been rattled by Samuel and the others that her ingrained manners had slipped so spectacularly.

The work shift needed to end, and Abby needed to leave—not only the boutique but the state. Without a doubt, it was time to move on again. Past time.

She’d lingered in Memphis too long, lulled into a false sense of security and tempted by the prospect of making real friends instead of passing acquaintances. The warm southern climate and dulcet twang of the city’s people had reminded her of home, the familiarity easing the constant aching loneliness that came with pretending to be someone she was not.

Emotionally exhausted, Abby heaved a sigh. “Lady Rose, please forgive m—”

The glass storefront imploded, and five men jumped through the broken window’s jagged opening, firing automatic weapons. They were dressed in black, their faces hidden by nylon balaclavas.

Dropping into a crouch, Abby reached around the small of her back to grab her compact SIG Sauer. It wasn’t there. She hadn’t worn the holster that day, carrying her gun to work in her purse instead. The purse she’d stashed underneath the register.

On the other side of the room.

Lady Rose narrowly avoided the barrage of bullets that shattered the trio of full-length mirrors behind her.

Abby covered her head, protecting her face from the shower of broken glass buffeting her bare arms and legs. Cindy screamed, dived into the nearest dressing room, and scrambled into the corner. She pulled out a .22 LR pistol, aiming it unsteadily at the gap in the privacy curtains.

Although it felt like an eternity, the gunfire didn’t last long. The assailants abandoning their firearms and drawing sleek katanas as they opted for the more traditional form of Fae Touched combat. The two-handed blades—opposed to the Ferwyns’ curved tulwars and shields—identified them as vampires as surely as if they’d hung signs around their necks.

Four of the masked Dádhe charged Samuel and Tucker. The fifth engaged Noah who had been separated from his clanmates during the initial salvo. The young shifter’s neck was bleeding.

Abby’s heart lodged in her throat as the commander narrowly evaded a vertical strike from one vampire, deflecting the oncoming blade from a second with his dish-sized shield. Before either opponent could counter, Samuel delivered a powerful kick to the nearest one’s ribs, sending him flying across the store. He crashed loudly into La Bella’s clothing racks, his arms and legs tangling in stainless-steel and silk shirts.

Samuel didn’t spare him a glance, his sword slicing toward the remaining assailant’s neck.

The Dádhe parried the death blow but strained against a Ferwyn’s greater strength as the commander stepped in close and locked their blades at the hilts. Samuel swiped at the vampire’s abdomen with his shield, converted nails extending beyond its rim ripped savagely through skin and muscle. His opponent collapsed to his knees, dropping his sword on a silent scream.

His comrade returned and attacked before Samuel could finish him off.

Abby watched in disbelief as the eviscerated Dádhe placed a bloody fist on the floor and retrieved his weapon. He regained his feet and staggered forward, yelling commands above the din of combat. His cohorts responded with a gale of sword strikes too fast to follow.

Afraid the coordinated effort would allow the injured vampire to slip past the queen’s protectors, Abby shouted for Cindy to get ready to shoot.

Modern-day ammo was made of steel and injected with iron, which was the single material guaranteed to harm a Fae Touched. Though a bullet wouldn’t necessarily kill a shifter or vampire, if it penetrated the heart or brain it would be debilitating. Their bodies would need to expend considerable effort and more importantly, time, to reject the toxin and repair the damage.

Cindy’s pocket pistol used small caliber ammunition but was rapid fire and carried ten rounds. If she succeeded in hitting the hostile vampire in one of those two susceptible organs, it would incapacitate him long enough to give the monarch a fighting chance.

Her boss jerked her head to the side. No.

Abby frantically sought the outnumbered shifters who were fighting furiously to obstruct the path to their queen. Noah leaped over the defeated vampire lying at his feet, swiftly joining his clanmates and evening the odds. Samuel went on the offensive, sweeping his blade in a horizontal strike. It sliced through the vampire’s forearm, and he reeled away shrieking in pain.

Her stomach lurched at the gruesome sight of the limb hanging by a grisly thread. Then it dropped like a stone as the previously gutted Dádhe skirted the ongoing battle and headed their way.

His arm was wrapped around his stomach, but the wound that would have killed a human hardly slowed him. The determined vampire picked up speed and was halfway across the long showroom when the commander spun, blood dripping from his curved sword.

Samuel’s rage-filled eyes met Abby’s horrified ones.

Dragging her gaze from the angry shifter, she pleaded with her terrified boss. “Cindy, please try.”

“I can’t,” she replied, the gun quaking in her grip.

Abby stood on trembling legs to face the queen, turning her back on Samuel and the rapidly approaching vampire.

Lady Rose was balanced on the balls of her bare feet among the chips of glass, readied to meet her attacker armed with nothing more than a sliver of broken mirror and an impressive set of fangs.

The masked Dádhe charged, sword slashing toward the queen’s neck. She ducked, and the blade whistled over the top of her head.

Abby gasped at the close call. It was time to choose.

She wasn’t who she claimed. Samuel suspected something was wrong, that her scent wasn’t right. But he couldn’t know why she smelled different. Not yet.

Abby understood better than most that acting didn’t guarantee success, and failure would expose her kind needlessly.

There was still a chance of walking away with her secret intact—if she stood by and did nothing to help. Allowed the queen to die.

Her parents would have been ashamed Abby hesitated at all.

While she struggled with her conscience, Lady Rose hadn’t stopped moving, jabbing her crude knife into the attacker’s abdomen. The vampire ignored the glass embedded in his gut, rotated the single-edged katana and went for the killing upstroke.

With no other option, Abby steeled her nerves, inhaled—and reached for her magic.

It had been almost a decade since her first, accidental entry into the Rip. Two years, six months, and twelve days since the promise to never willingly enter it again.

It never got any easier.

The magic was vicious, the agony so intense it blinded her for a stuttering heartbeat. Gritting her teeth, Abby allowed the Rip to yank her into the blistering coldness of the void between realms. The dense atmosphere inside molded to her flesh like a coat of wet cement, compressing her slight form in its viselike grip until she feared her ribs would crack.

The thick lilac-scented air clung to her skin. It invaded her nose until she couldn’t breathe. Clogged her ears so she couldn’t hear. The constant pain made it hard to focus. It took every speck of Abby’s willpower to block the anguish long enough to concentrate on the frozen scene in front of her.

Lady Rose was unnaturally still, her skin ashen, her sable hair dulled to a matte silver hue. It was as though she’d been captured onto a single frame of an old black and white film, the shadowy image stuck on pause. Abby knew everyone within her sight lines would appear as motionless as the queen if she could spare the effort it would take to look.

The heels of Lady Rose’s hands were thrust forward, targeting the attacker’s wrists in what appeared to be a last-ditch attempt to disrupt his swing. But she’d been a fraction too slow, and the deadly sword hung in stasis above her outstretched arms—mere inches from her throat.

Abby’s moment of selfish reluctance had almost cost another life.

Ordering her abused body to move, she pushed through the gelatinous environment. It was like swimming through freezing tar. Each millimeter of ground gained only added to her misery and tried to break her resolve.

She didn’t want to be there. Wanted nothing more than to leave the unimaginable agony behind and never experience it again. But she couldn’t, at least not yet.

Physics didn’t change within the Rip. The larger the mass, the more force it took to move it. Once positioned in the middle of the dueling vampires, Abby reached for the attacker’s blade, driving through the icy sludge until her palms wrapped around the hilt of the katana. Seconds ticked by with excruciating slowness, wrestling the point of the weapon to the floor with the last of her strength.

Buoyed by the condensed atmosphere, Abby floated above the arms of the unknown Dádhe at an impossible angle. The thickened air lashed at her skin. The negative pressure crushed her lungs. Her body felt bruised and bloodied. Her eardrums were close to bursting.

If she didn’t leave the Rip soon, she would essentially drown.

Seeing no further way to aid the queen—Abby let the magic go.


Chapter 2


The attack was unexpected, and Samuel’s gut told him it was hastily planned. The current climate between the nine Fae Touched territories and their US hosts necessitated days of preparation for Rose to safely leave ESC property. But the decision to come into the city had been an impromptu one. The excursion set in motion by a restless, obstinate monarch and contingent upon Samuel heading a handpicked security team.

No outsider could have known that Rose would be at La Bella. And it was apparent whoever sent them hadn’t counted on engaging the príoh of Clan Walker and his beta, or they would have sent more warriors. And maybe a battle witch.

The opening spray of bullets had grazed Noah’s neck, but the wound hadn’t kept his nephew from steadfastly meeting the vampire with his sword and shield, or swiftly taking him down. If the rogue Dádhes estimated even the youngest of the Guard escorting the queen would be an easy mark, they’d thought wrong.

Trusting his clanmates to watch his back, Samuel turned away from the battle. His gaze collided with Abby’s. The terror and despair he saw in her large, blue eyes had his priorities flipping. The loyalties of a lifetime called into question as every instinct screamed to protect her above all others. Above his monarch. Floored by his wolf’s visceral response, Samuel hesitated for a fraction of a second before regaining control and sprinting to the queen.

Rose’s lithe form moved with preternatural speed, narrowly dodging her attacker’s blade.

Samuel retracted his claws, grasped his leather-covered shield like a discus, and hurled it at the vampire’s head. Equal measures of disbelief and relief washed over him when the makeshift projectile completely missed its target—and the small blonde laying inexplicably in his arms. The vampire tossed Abby roughly aside and raised his sword.

Samuel vaulted the last yards and guillotined the Dádhe before he could strike at the unarmed queen again.

The severed head dropped with a sickening plop. A shrill scream rang out.

“Oh, do be quiet, Cindy,” Rose said, snatching the dead vamp’s katana off the floor, prepared to face another attack. But she was no longer in danger.

“Report,” Samuel barked over his shoulder, crouching next to the unconscious female on the floor and placing his fingertips on the pulse at Abby’s throat. He could easily hear her erratic heartbeat, but strangely couldn’t settle until he felt the additional proof of life beating against his skin.

He had been captivated by the petite beauty from the moment he walked into the store, his wolf enticed by her scent despite the stink of artificial jasmine drenching her skin. Samuel brushed-off the intense physical attraction and possessiveness wreaking havoc with his usually ironclad restraint, reasoning his dominant nature was innately drawn to the female’s shy sweetness. Abby’s vulnerability and underlying smell of fear would have triggered any Ferwyn male’s protective traits. That’s what he told himself anyway.

It was harder to explain why he’d held her soft hair in his fist earlier. Had been tempted to run his fingers through its length, depositing the pheromones from his skin onto the silky strands as if she belonged to him. Harder still to justify the uncharacteristic reaction to Tucker touching her—he’d wanted to break his fingers.

“Gone,” Tucker replied.

“You did the right thing.” Samuel reaffirmed his lieutenant’s decision not to chase after the remaining assassins. Reminded himself that the queen’s safety came first. “I want patrols on the island doubled and a cleanup crew here within twenty minutes. Tell Jenkins to get his ass down here ASAP to deal with the fallout we’ll get from the attack.”

“On it,” Noah said, walking away while punching numbers into his phone.

Samuel gently probed Abby’s skull. He discovered a small lump on the back of her head, but was more concerned with the blood staining both ears and leaving thin trails beneath her nose. Next, he ran his hands lightly over her limbs, finding no apparent breaks. After wiping away the blood above her lip with his thumb, he grabbed a discarded blouse from the floor, folded it into a loose ball, and eased it under her head.

“What do you smell, lieutenant?”

His beta’s nostrils flared as he breathed in the amplified odor of magic lingering in the air. “Wildflowers and rain.”

Every type of magic carried a distinctive smell. Witches emitted an undertone of pure vanilla, spicy and delicate like the pod. Different from the synthetic perfumes used in the commercial soaps and shampoos humans loved. Spellcasting would change the natural scent into the stronger aromas of anise or licorice. Nothing at all like Abby’s intoxicating scent.

“She must be a Na’fhuil,” the queen said with a trace of awed disbelief. She lowered her voice so only the Ferwyn could hear. “My nose is not as good as your kind, but I sensed there was something different about the girl. Her blood did not tempt me.”

“Abby isn’t one of your Feeders.” Samuel’s throat vibrated, a low growl emanating from deep inside his chest. “She isn’t prey.”

“No, I believe she is a descendant of a Sídhe Lord’s half-human offspring.”

“Or Lady’s,” Tucker said as quietly, gaze locked on Abby’s helpless form.

“It’s been a thousand years since the Fae left Earth’s realm and returned to Faery.” Noah’s expression bore his skepticism as he rejoined the group. “Halfbloods are supposed to be extinct.”

“It appears they are not. Although Na’fhuils are so rare that I have never encountered one in the four centuries since my Infusion, I can see no other explanation.” Rose glanced at the store manager huddled in the corner of the changing room. The woman was pale and shaking but had obeyed the order to remain silent.

“There was a rumor that the Swiss Guard had one of her kind protecting the pope about fifty years ago,” Samuel said without looking up, his interest caught on a strand of white hair mixed in with the rich honey color of Abby’s bangs.

“The head of Italy’s Dádhe House and the country’s Anwyll king both denied it. They have sworn repeatedly to me and the other eight US Nine that there has not been a Fae’s mixed-blood progeny with active magic in their territory in over two hundred years.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time our regions’ monarchs were lied to by their foreign counterparts.” He rubbed the bleached lock between his thumb and forefinger, certain it hadn’t been there earlier.

“Yes.” Rose frowned. “But if Abigail is a true Na’fhuil, why is she here?”

“Hiding?” Tucker suggested, yanking a set of curtains from a stall and handing him one.

Samuel used the material to cover a shivering Abby to the waist while his lieutenant threw the other haphazardly over the body of the beheaded vamp.

“Why would she hide?” Noah asked, the wound on his neck fully closed.

“Those with halfblood magic were…vigorously sought after for their unusual talents.” Rose halted her explanation, her face pinched with distaste. She wrinkled her nose, looked at the beta, and gestured imperiously to the vampire’s unattached head.

“Hunted,” Tucker said, dutifully adding the rest of the dead Dádhe to its body, rolling it underneath the cover with his boot.

“Yes. If the tales are to be believed, a Na’fhuil can stop time with their magic. If Abigail’s lineage were brought to light, you can be assured she would not have been allowed to walk away. Anyone with access to that kind of power would have an unparalleled advantage over a rival.”

The muscle in Samuel’s jaw jumped. He’d be angered by any Fae Touched being forced to use magic, but picturing Abby hunted and abused for her gift set his teeth grinding.

The queen cocked her head, listening. The Dádhe had extraordinary hearing. More acute than a Ferwyn’s and unequal to any spell an Anwyll could conjure for that purpose. “The police will be here shortly.”

Rose tidied her blood-splattered jacket and placed La Bella’s shoes on her feet, managing to look regal among the carnage. A calculated gleam entered her eyes. “I have decided Abigail is in grave danger. She requires our protection and will return with us to the island for her safety.”

Before Samuel could comment, Abby’s eyes popped open, her spine bowing in soundless agony. Her pupils were dilated, the blackness almost blotting out the crystalline blue of her irises.

Samuel laid his palm on her shoulder to hold her still.

She shrieked at his touch. The sound tormented.

“What the hell?” Noah fell to a knee beside him.

Abby’s scream cut off with a wrenching sob.

“Don’t,” Cindy called out weakly. She crawled to the edge of the dressing room and halted, noting the bloody, glass-strewn floor. “I think she might be having a seizure. Abby said she hadn’t had one in years, but I wasn’t to touch her if she did.”

“What else did she say?” Samuel’s tone was harsh, and the woman paled further. He didn’t give a shit. He’d never seen anyone experience this type of magical backlash.

Magic always evoked some level of pain upon initiation, like a witch’s spell when cast or a vampire’s incisors dropping to feed. But it was fleeting.

The act of shifting hurt like hell, but once the change was completed, the discomfort evaporated within seconds and allowed the smallest pups to cope with converting their forms.

“What else,” he grated out, enraged by her continued suffering.

Rose placed a gentle hand on his back and turned to Cindy. “Did she tell you anything else about her…seizures? Think, Cindy; it is extremely important.”

The older woman lifted her hand to push her hair out of her face and realized she still held her gun. She set the loaded pistol gingerly on the floor. “She carries medication in her purse.” Her voice shook. “It’s under the cash register.”

Tucker was on the move before she finished speaking. He found Abby’s bag and tossed it to Noah who passed it to the queen. Rose rummaged inside, found a clear plastic tube and handed it to Samuel.

“Shouldn’t we wait for the ambulance?” Cindy asked. The wailing sirens were getting closer, as was the potential conflict with human authorities.

“No.” He didn’t want Abby hurting longer than necessary, and any medical personnel would ask questions. Questions he didn’t have any intention of answering. He removed the four-inch auto-injector from its case, thumbed off the safety cap, and sniffed. “Fentanyl.”

“But that is…” Rose trailed off, dumbfounded.

“A hundred times stronger than morphine,” Samuel whispered, as stunned as his queen. How can magic…any magic…cause enough pain to require a dose of a dangerous drug like fentanyl?

Rose closed her eyes briefly before drawing up to her full height and visibly pulling herself together. “The officers are here. I will take care of them. Do what you need to do, commander.”


Chapter 3


“Always wear a matching bra and underwear. You never know who might see them.”

Bridget MacCarthy

Abby awoke to a thumping headache and bright sunlight piercing her closed lids. Memories of the attack at La Bella crashed into her, and she bolted upright, gasping as every muscle protested. Ignoring the pain, she shoved aside a fluffy white comforter, swung her legs over the side of the massive king-size bed, and after waiting for the dizziness to pass, slowly stood.

A black tee smelling like a freshly mown lawn slipped down her unsteady legs, the length ending a few inches above her knees. Planting one hand on the bed for balance, she used the other to yank the neck of the oversized shirt from her chest. She sighed in relief—her pastel pink bra and matching boy-shorts were right where they should be.

Abby despised being defenseless. The vulnerability she experienced in the aftermath of a Rip Walk was one of the many reasons she hated using her halfblood magic. Regaining consciousness in a strange place half-undressed was at the top of that list.

Abby shuffled to a window near the upholstered headboard and pulled aside the sheer panel. She immediately recognized Greenbelt Park and the Mississippi River flowing just beyond the well-groomed tree line.

“Blood Island,” she whispered, letting her forehead thunk against the glass with a groan. “Great. Just great.”

Mud Island, or Blood Island as the locals called it, wasn’t an island at all but an eight-hundred-something-acre peninsula situated between the Mississippi River and Wolf River Harbor on the northern side of Memphis. The island was given to the magical community by the US government in the early 1930s in keeping with the edicts of the recently signed Fae Accord. The treaty allowed the nonhuman races to divide America into nine autonomous territories, the boundaries invisible to the human citizenry but as tangible as stone castle walls to the Fae Touched residing within them.

After Rose Standish accepted the newly created role as monarch to the ESC Region, she took the previously useless muddy sandbar and turned it into a self-sufficient district providing housing for thousands of nonhumans and their families. All Fae Touched inhabiting the states of Tennessee, Alabama, Kentucky, and Mississippi, whether living on sovereign land or not, fell under her reign.

Abby unclenched her stiff fingers and let the drape fall into place.

She walked gingerly to the suite’s modern kitchen, which took up the entire right side of the apartment. The updated space was decorated with whitewashed cabinets, gray quartz countertops, and a butcher-block island. The handles on the stainless-steel appliances were coated with spray rubber in consideration of the more iron-sensitive Fae Touched races. The added protection more psychological than physical as the metal alloy contained little of the toxic element.

The thought of food made her stomach roil, but she opened the refrigerator and found it fully stocked. Mouth dry, Abby grabbed a water from the bottom shelf, uncapped it, and gulped half its contents. Then she set the plastic bottle on the counter and limped to the dove-colored sectional in the main living area. Using the couch as a crutch, she hobbled to the other side of the apartment and opened the first of two closed doors.

The bathroom had a huge glassed-in shower, but no bathtub. The counters were made of the same stone as in the kitchen, the ceramic sink raised and shaped like a birdbath. The vanity held a stack of folded white towels and her overnight bag.

“Wait. What?”

She scurried inside and unzipped the familiar yellow duffel, finding it stuffed with toiletries from her downtown rental. Panic washed over her. Abby rounded a mirrored chest of drawers with as much speed as her abused body allowed, and threw open the closet door.

It seemed like every piece of clothing she owned was inside the large walk-in. Her hand flew to her mouth as she scanned the evenly spaced hangers holding her dresses, blouses, skirts, and slacks. Her shocked gaze dropped to the row of familiar shoes and boots lining the floor. Two oversized roller suitcases with bright pink ribbons tied around the handles were set side by side against the rear wall. Her fingers shook as they left her lips to touch her favorite strapless, black dress.

She rushed to the short dresser and jerked open the top drawer. Her bras and panties were folded inside. The middle drawer revealed her nighties and sleep shorts. The bottom held her jeans. Slamming it shut, Abby raced into the closet and frantically rummaged through the neatly aligned tops, unable to breathe until she spotted the red and blue plaid button-down hanging alongside the rest of her things. Tears sprang to her eyes. She fought them back, lovingly smoothing the worn flannel sleeve into place before walking out.

“This is so not good.” Shutting the door behind her, Abby slumped against it and tried to think. There was one explanation that made any sense—the queen knew she was a halfblood and meant to keep her.

Forcing herself to move, she reopened the drawer with her jeans, grabbed the top pair, and pulled them on underneath the gargantuan tee. She hurried to the front door, ignoring her body’s aches and pains. Her hand froze on the doorknob. What if it was locked? And did it really matter when the island was practically a fortress?

“Only one way to find out.”

The door opened easily. A young woman wearing a coral tank top, khaki shorts, and flip-flops waited in the hallway. She was tall, her auburn hair hanging in a shiny braid over one slender shoulder, the tip reaching the middle of her chest. As soon as she saw Abby, she slipped her phone away and pushed off the wall.

“Miss Barnes? I’m Joan Long, but everyone calls me Johnnie. Everyone except Jacob, that is. He calls me, Jo.” She smiled sweetly. “Either way, Joan is a horrible name. Don’t you agree?”

“Well, I–”

“When’s the last time you met a Joan?” The pretty girl was teeming with energy. “And my brothers got stuck with worse. Poor bastards, you can’t make a cool nickname out of Albert or Oscar. Mom’s a pacifist, which explains our stupid names.”

Ignorance must have shown on Abby’s face.

“Oscar Wilde? Albert Einstein? Joan Baez? I mean, what the French toast? Why couldn’t my mother name me after Bianca Jagger or something? She’s a peace-lover, isn’t she?” Johnnie sucked in air. “Anyway, how are you feeling? Can I get you anything? Are you hungry? I could run to the Riverfront Café downstairs. They make the best chicken wraps and smoothies in Memphis. Strawberry banana is my favorite, but you can get any combination. Oscar ordered a mint chocolate chip and kiwi once, but I wouldn’t recommend it. It was disgusting.”

Abby opened the door a bit wider, but didn’t invite the shifter inside. Female Ferwyn couldn’t fully convert into wolf form; the incapability reportedly made their senses less acute than the males of their race. But their noses were far superior to humans, and without the perfume Abby used at the store to disguise her nonhuman scent, it was safer to maintain some distance.

“Can you tell me whose apartment this is?” she asked, cutting in when Johnnie was forced to take a breath or pass out. “Or anything about what’s happened to me since I was brought to the island?”

“Oh, wow, I’m such an idiot. I didn’t think. Obviously, you’d have no clue where you are since you were unconscious when my Alpha brought you to the apartment.” She shook her head, and with a visible effort, toned down her enthusiasm. “You’re in one of the Harbor Complex’s private suites. A healer from the clinic was called in to make sure you were okay. Her name is Regan. She’s awesome. She just moved here from…” Johnnie pursed her lips and tugged on her braid, no doubt trying to prevent what Abby suspected was an inherent tendency to ramble. “Anyhow, Regan thought you’d be awake by now, so when I heard you were up…” The freckles across her nose softened as she flushed a light shade of pink. Evidently, she-wolf hearing was still quite good. Invasion of privacy was probably a real issue among the Fae Touched.

“Do you know where Commander Walker is? Can I speak with him?” Abby was barely hanging on to her composure. She needed answers, but if the gregarious shifter were completely ignorant of the circumstances that led to Abby winding up on the island, it wouldn’t do any good to raise her curiosity.

“He’s with the queen. Lady Rose wants to see you as soon as you’re feeling up to it. I’m supposed to escort you when you’re ready.”

“If it’s okay, I’d like to shower first.” She shifted uncomfortably on her bare feet, twisting the hem of the overlarge t-shirt in her hands.

“Sure.” Johnnie’s interest dropped to Abby’s fingers. Her nostrils flared and a knowing grin spread across her face. “I’ll pick you up in an hour and a half then?”

“That’d be great, thank you.”

“No, thank you. Rumor has it you saved the queen’s life last night. We’re all indebted to you, Miss Barnes.”

Last night? Abby almost sagged in relief. It had been less than twelve hours since the attack. Depending on how long she stayed in the Rip and the amount of damage done to her body, her state of unconsciousness could last anywhere from twenty minutes to an entire day, though the latter had only happened once.

“I’m glad I was there to help. And please, call me”—Johnnie shot forward without warning and dragged her into a rib-crushing hug—“Abby.”


Chapter 4


“There is nothing more empowering than wearing your favorite pair of heels.”

Bridget MacCarthy

The hot water did wonders for Abby’s sore muscles. The bone-deep ache eased enough for her to walk without limping. Her head throbbed, but the persistent migraine and nausea that followed a trip inside the Rip was lessened by the Anwyll healer’s care.

She dressed carefully for the audience with the queen, choosing a sleeveless yellow blouse, wide-leg navy slacks, and four-inch, round-toed pumps. Drying her hair straight, she parted it to the side in an attempt to hide the newfound white strip in her bangs. She was sure no one would notice the difference, but it didn’t hurt to be cautious.

After applying her makeup, Abby drank another bottle of water, took some aspirin, and started searching the suite. She didn’t have much beyond her clothing—the less to pack if forced to move quickly—but everything she did own had been brought into the complex apartment, everything except her gun and her phone.

Abby needed that phone. Her brother would worry if she didn’t call soon.

Conlan worked outside the country, and Abby hadn’t seen him since their grandmother’s funeral almost two years ago. The day before she ran from a life that had become intolerable.

Conlan would lose his mind when he found out she had gambled with her freedom by using magic again. He was all Abby had left in the world. It killed her that they couldn’t risk contact for fear her brother’s movements were being monitored and could lead to her recapture.

The more Abby thought about what to say to Lady Rose and the others at the meeting, the more anxious she became. She pilfered a few crackers from the pantry to settle her stomach but had only managed to choke one down before Johnnie arrived to take her to the queen.

The leggy shifter chattered amicably as they passed several other apartments and an intersecting corridor on the walk to the elevators. They descended two floors, and the doors slid open to reveal a reception area filled with bright daylight.

“UVA and UVB glass,” Johnnie explained, noting Abby’s surprise. “It’s mandatory for every building on the island. Good thing too because vamps are the biggest babies evah.” She rolled her eyes.

The lobby was large and sparsely furnished. Shaped in a semicircle, it seemed more of a hub than a foyer, the hallways branching from its center like the spokes of a wagon wheel. A crystal chandelier hung from the vaulted ceiling, the clear dangling prisms catching the late morning sun. A circular table with an elaborate floral arrangement sat in the middle of the room, vibrant with the colors of spring.

A male carrying a beat-up duffel bag, dressed in workout shorts, a t-shirt, and dark sunglasses appeared from an adjacent corridor. He waved but didn’t slow. Moving with panther grace, the vampire entered the elevator and pushed the button to shut the doors. Repeatedly.

Johnnie winked and mouthed babies. Apparently, specially treated windows could only do so much.

They veered left and took the first offshoot, Johnnie describing the queen’s residence as though she was a real estate agent angling for a lucrative commission. Beyond the administrative offices and meeting spaces, the complex offered two casual dining options, a fully equipped gym, a twenty-five-meter lap pool, several game rooms, a shooting range, and a small movie theater. The amenities were available 24/7 to anyone working or living on the island.

Her fast-moving escort passed double doors with an Anwyll in full combat gear stationed on either side. She waved at the witches but didn’t stop to talk. The next entrance they came to was identical to the first, except a pair of shifters flanked its entrance.

Ferwyn males tended to be bigger and taller than the average Untouched man, and these shifters were no exception. Both were well over six feet, broad-shouldered, and thick-muscled. While Johnnie spoke to one Guard, the other’s nose wrinkled and a deep crease marred the space between his brows. He studied Abby openly, the confusion on his face reinforcing the urgency pushing her to leave Mud Island and the city of Memphis behind.

She passed through the outer office doors, and the warriors sniffed. Abby hoped the extra layer of perfume she applied before leaving the apartment would be enough to camouflage her scent.

“Hey, Zee!” Johnnie greeted the attractive woman sitting behind an antique desk.

The queen’s secretary was typing furiously on a glossy, black laptop while speaking into a small mouthpiece hanging from her ear. The witch appeared to be in her mid-forties. Her lips were painted bright red, her black hair twisted into a neat chignon. A forest green cap-sleeved blouse contrasted with the multitude of white-inked curlicues running over her arms and the backs of her hands; the identifying Anwyll tattoos were exquisite.

Halting her work, she looked up from her computer with a wide grin, covered the microphone with slim fingers lacquered with cherry polish, and whispered, “Go on in.”

Johnnie answered with a mock salute, leading Abby to the second set of richly stained doors. “They’re waiting for you inside,” she said, squeezing her arm encouragingly. “I’ll catch you later, okay?”

“Sure. Thanks, Johnnie.” She immediately missed the shifter’s warmth and cheerfulness; her innate chit-chat had been a distraction from the upcoming confrontation.

Abby watched Johnnie leave, and turned to knock. She couldn’t do it.

They know what I am, and they’re not going to let me go.

She dropped her forehead to the polished wood door and sighed. She had to make Lady Rose and the commander understand why she couldn’t stay.

“Are you okay?” Zee asked, her voice filled with concern.

“I’m fine, thank you.” Lost in her misery, Abby had forgotten the witch was in the room. “Just nervous. It’s not every day you meet with a vampire queen.”

“I don’t think it’s the queen you should be worrying about. It’s all the testosterone floating around in there that would concern me.” Zee laughed, dark eyes glittering. “Or not, if I was single.”

“Well, that makes me feel so much better.” Abby told the lie with the terrifying knowledge that her days of hiding were over.


Chapter 5


Samuel listened to Noah recount his version of the previous night’s attack and waited for the prince of the ESC Region to comment from the other end of the conference table.

Myles Handley, clad in a tailored charcoal suit, crossed his legs and reclined in the upholstered chair, rocking it slightly. The heir to both Rose’s monarchy and the Standish House appeared relaxed. His immaculately groomed hands were loosely clasped on the glass tabletop, his unlined face impassive.

“Would anyone care to explain how this attack happened and who was behind it?” the prince asked coolly.

“Myles.” Rose’s tone was conciliatory. “There was no way the Guard could have anticipated an assassination attempt. If it is anyone’s fault, it is mine for insisting on leaving the island on a last-minute whim.”

“It’s their job to know these things. Is it not?” The accusation was evident, as was the suppressed rage simmering beneath his calm demeanor.

Noah bristled. Samuel felt his nephew’s agitation—and guilt—through his bond with the pack. It was the responsibility of the Guard to police any Fae Touched within their territory and protect the region’s monarch. They had faltered in the former and come perilously close to failing the latter.

After a strained silence, Myles unclasped his hands and leaned forward. “Consul Monroe is powerful enough to break the Calling.”

“So are you,” Rose teasingly pointed out.

The Calling referred to the solemn ritual whereby every Dádhe was magically tied to a higher-ranking member in the region’s ruling vampire House. Once the rite was completed, it was physically impossible to participate in anything causing direct harm to its matriarch or patriarch.

Blood bonds were the cornerstone of Dádhe society, cementing the chain of command through a pyramidal succession. The Calling enabled the strongest of their kind to temper a weaker vampire’s desire for human blood, the binding an indispensable means of controlling a predatory race whose primary food source outnumbered them by a wide margin.

“Does Monroe wish to rule?” Tucker asked, coming to a halt.

The queen turned to Samuel’s beta, her eyes bright with amusement. “No. It took me thirty years to persuade him to accept the role of House caraidh and another decade to agree to be the region’s representative in Alabama. I think Caleb Monroe would rather lose his head than find himself responsible for the entire ESC territory. I feel confident that we should look elsewhere for whoever is behind the attack.”

Samuel agreed Monroe was loyal to the Dádhe House’s matriarch. Though he was strong enough to lead a vampire family, the consul appeared content to remain third in the Standish hierarchy, behind Rose and Myles in power and influence.

“Another one of the Nine then,” Samuel stated. The remaining eight monarchs and their chosen heirs were suspects along with the individual vampire, witch, or shifter leaders irrespective of which race was wearing a region’s crown. There were also fifty royally appointed consuls who represented each state in the US and were powerful beings in their own right.

Rose’s blood-bound vampires, and Samuel’s clanmates—as long as he remained Clan Walker’s príoh—could be trusted. But he couldn’t rule out the ESC’s Colony of witches. Just over three million Fae Touched lived within America’s borders, and half of them were Anwylls without the benefit of magical ties to ensure their loyalty.

“They wouldn’t dare,” the prince said emphatically. “Our relationship with the human populace is too brittle. None of the other monarchs would be foolish enough to risk our sovereign status for a power grab the US government wouldn’t tolerate, and I’d never let stand. It’s more likely the traitor is one of our own.” He paused. “Do we know the whereabouts of Mr. Reed?”

Noah jumped out of his seat at the mention of his father. The violent reaction knocked his chair over with a crash. “The attackers were fuckin’ rogue vampires who crossed into our territory. My sire had nothing to do with this.”

Under normal circumstances, Noah wouldn’t be welcome at the private meeting. The shifter didn’t hold enough rank within the Walker pack or the region’s Guard. But he’d fought bravely against the assassins to protect the queen, and he’d witnessed Abby’s magic.

Myles nonchalantly tugged at the cuff of a pristine white shirtsleeve. “I suggest you control the pup, Commander Walker. Or I will.”

Without looking away from the prince, Samuel rested a hand against his nephew’s chest, ordering him to sit down. Noah obeyed immediately, planting himself stiffly in his chair, clutching the arms.

James Reed was a devoted husband, sire, warrior, and clanmate. His dissatisfaction with living under the will of a vampire queen after decades of contentment had been sudden. The impromptu challenge for local pack leadership—shocking.

James lost a short but brutal battle with Samuel and then disappeared the next day without his Ca’anam, his truemate.

A Ca’anam couple never lived apart. Not ever.

Strong alphas like James could survive the stretching of a completed mating bond for an extended period without showing signs of weakness. Years could pass before a Ferwyn male escaped the unbearable pain of losing his Ca’anam by succumbing to the call of the Glaofin, the widowed alpha choosing to live the remainder of his days as a wolf, never returning to human form. Claimed females parted from their truemates didn’t have that option since they couldn’t fully shift. Symptoms would manifest within weeks of separation, and the female ultimately died from a broken heart.

Samuel couldn’t believe James would let it get to that point. Contrary to his firm belief, his brother-in-law had been gone a week, moving out of range of the bond that every Alpha had with his pack members and purposely straying too far for Samuel to get an accurate fix on his location. Too far away to comfort and restore his mate, Sarah.

“We have no reason to suspect my sister’s Ca’anam had any involvement in this,” Samuel said, keeping his temper under control. He could dimly sense James’ erratic emotions, the intense vibrations gnawing at the outer edges of his awareness like an itch he couldn’t scratch. He could feel the strength of Sarah’s mate’s inner turmoil, but he still hadn’t come home.

According to Ferwyn law, the pack bond should have already been broken, an outcast no longer considered part of a Clan. But Samuel couldn’t do it. He wouldn’t give up hope that Noah’s sire would return to the fold.

If he severed the magical tie between them, when James returned—and he would return—he’d be forced to find an Alpha from one of the other eight regions to take him in.

The bond with a shifter’s Clan could never be remade once broken, and Sarah would be forced to relocate with James. And as only unmated females were allowed to cross rival Clan lines, Samuel would lose his sister. Noah, both parents.

On top of everything else, without an Alpha’s binding, a male Ferwyn would inevitably go feral. Unlike the Glaofin, which was a sad but self-serving choice, an unbound shifter would uncontrollably revert to their baser impulses over time. They would be unable to maintain their human form for long or hold onto higher sentience when in either skin or fur.

Myles’ hard gaze met his. “It is well-known Mr. Reed is unhappy with our queen, and may support a change in leadership.”

“He is frustrated by the policies that allow violence against our people to go unpunished.” Samuel focused solely on the prince. No matter what was going on with James, he would never physically hurt Rose. “Are you questioning my family’s loyalty? My Clan’s allegiance?”

Samuel’s wolf responded to the challenge, coming swiftly to the foreground. Myles’ raw power answered, his incisors dropping to press into his lower lip.

“Stop it.” Rose slapped her hands on the table. “This is getting us nowhere.”

Several tense seconds passed without either male breaking.

“So be it then. On three, gentlemen.” The queen’s nails thrummed on the tabletop. “One.”

Samuel didn’t blink.

“Two.”

Myles’ pupils flared red. The damp earthy odor of a Dádhe’s power melded with a Ferwyn’s sharp scent of pine. The air grew dense with the dual smells of opposing racial magic.

“Stubborn saddle-gooses,” she grumbled. “Three.”

Their locked stares broke, gazes swinging to Rose on cue. Neither male would have considered submitting without her interference. Samuel’s wolf nature and the prince’s pride wouldn’t have allowed it.

“Are we done with this macho idiocy? If so, can we discuss Abigail and perhaps who might want me dead?” She turned to the youngest shifter. “And Noah?”

“Yes, milady?”

“Watch your language.”

Tucker snorted as Noah turned beet red and stammered an apology. The pressure in the room noticeably lessened, just as the queen intended.

Myles stood, placing his fists on the table and leaning into his weight. “Commander Walker?”

“This is all I could gather on short notice.” Samuel slid a slim file across the table. “They are any number of people, magical and nonmagical, who’d kill to get ahold of a Na’fhuil. This information won’t be entered into our computer system, and I’d strongly suggest destroying the file after you’ve read it. We can’t risk a leak.”

Myles tapped the manila folder with one finger. “Tell me.”

“Her real name is Abigail Colleen MacCarthy, but she’s been using Barnes for just short of a year. Prior to Memphis, she lived in Kansas City for six months and went by Abigail Sherman. Before that, she spent a few months in Vegas as Colleen Michaels.” Samuel recited it all from memory. “She recently turned twenty-five. An Untouched as far as anyone knew until yesterday. Her parents died in a car accident in Mississippi when she was a sophomore in high school. There is an older sibling, Conlan MacCarthy, who’s currently working for an American oil company somewhere in Western Asia. He’s a registered human.”

“Any other family?”

Samuel shook his head. “There was a maternal grandmother, but she died two years ago from Alzheimer’s.”

“Shortly before the aliases began,” Myles noted. “Boyfriend?”

“I don’t think so, but I didn’t have time to dig that deeply,” Samuel said more curtly than he’d intended. He was unreasonably disturbed by the thought of Abby having a man in her life. A growl was building in his chest, and he quelled it with unusual difficulty.

“Excellent.” Myles straightened. “We won’t have anyone interfering while we decide what to do with her.”

“What to do with her?” Samuel ground his teeth.

The queen’s head jerked up. “I am hoping as a Na’fhuil in hiding, Abigail will agree she requires our protection and will give her loyalty to us freely.”

Myles was either oblivious or uncaring of his matriarch’s cautionary words. “Miss MacCarthy is a Fae Touched living within our territory. She’ll do as she’s told. I won’t permit a halfblood to fall into the hands of an enemy and be used against Rose later. I’ll dispose of her myself first.”

Samuel stiffened and stood slowly, every muscle in his body taut as he struggled to curb his wolf’s instincts. He failed, long black nails springing from his fingertips. He wanted to tear the Dádhe apart with his bare hands, and his Ferwyn nature was making sure that he could.

“Myles!” Rose moved between them with blurring speed. “It will not come to that.” She placed her fingers alongside the prince’s rigid jaw. “It is obvious Abigail is scared and running from someone. I agree we need to find out who that is and neutralize them if they are a threat to our community. But she saved my life at great risk to her own, and I will not allow anyone to harm her. Not even you.”

“Aunt Rose,” Myles said with a heavy sigh, laying his hand gently over hers. “I’m the Standish House’s thlán for a reason. You are, and always will be my primary concern. I won’t let anyone hurt you.” His green eyes, so like the queen’s, softened imperceptibly. If Samuel hadn’t been watching the vampire intently, he would have missed the brief show of emotion.

The duties of a thlán, along with those of a House’s caraidh, were considered sacred to the Dádhe and free from political machinations. Despite Myles being the son of Rose’s long-dead birth sister, a familial link wasn’t required to fulfill either position. But it was imperative both stations were held by more than just the obligation of a Calling.

Monroe, the caraidh for Standish House, and the queen had been friends for over eighty years, and an authentic affection existed between the two vampires. It was another reason Samuel didn’t believe the consul had anything to do with the attempt on her life.

By definition, caraidh meant our shelter in the old language. In accepting the vital role, Monroe had sworn to protect every vampire blood-bound to the Standish House.

A thlán, however, was a matriarch’s or patriarch’s shield and charged with one task—keeping the head of his or her Dádhe House alive. Myles took the obligation seriously.

Samuel strained to retract his claws, his aggressive response to the threat against Abby unsettling. It was the second time in less than twenty-four hours he’d thought of the halfblood before his queen. Though he would never condone harming an innocent, now was not the time for infighting. His wolf gave a last internal snarl and reluctantly retreated, unhappy to be denied a bloody battle with a worthy opponent. Forcing his muscles to relax, Samuel rolled his shoulders and observed his clanmates.

Tucker’s eyes were hot chips of glowing yellow fire, and Noah’s mouth bulged with fangs. “Stand down, both of you.” Samuel pushed feelings of reassurance and calm through the magical threads connecting him to the pack, the intricately woven web with an Alpha at its center provided the necessary pathway. The males responded almost instantly, entirely human-looking within seconds. “And lieutenant…sit.” His beta took his place next to Noah.

“Samuel, I assure you she will not be mistreated.” Rose made the promise as her attention swung to the office door. Distractedly patting her nephew’s cheek, she hurried to her seat and crossed her legs primly. “Abigail is here.”

A wave of anticipation and pleasure swept over Samuel as his wolf sat up and took notice.

What the hell?

The majority of humans thought being a shifter was a harmonious coexistence of man and beast. In truth, there was no individuality between the two. The only duality was one of controlled behavior over primal instinct. If Samuel tried to explain it to a non-shifter, he would say it was like learning a second language. The wolf was his native tongue and at the forefront of every thought or emotion. Other input or stimulus were foreign and required translation. When a Ferwyn spoke of their wolf, they were referring to their primordial self and not a separate entity.

Apparently, Samuel’s wolf was more than happy to see the halfblood beauty again.


Chapter 6


“Pull up those pretty panties, and deal with it, babygirl.”

Bridget MacCarthy

Abby opened the door at the monarch’s bidding, stopping short when she saw the brooding male waiting for her inside.

Samuel stood near the queen at the end of an industrial-style glass and wood conference table. His mouth was a thin-lipped grimace, brows pinched and lowered over golden eyes flaring with obvious irritation aimed directly at Abby.

Okay, that can’t be a good sign.

Knowing it was far too late to turn tail and run—not that there was any chance of escaping—she straightened her spine and shut the door softly behind her.

Ignoring the sullen Alpha, she resolutely crossed the cream carpet while taking in the office’s eclectic decor with a glance. On her right were two beige club chairs in front of a heavily distressed desk, an alabaster silk chair tucked behind it. The windowless walls were painted ivory and covered in bright, modern artwork; the contrast was startling in an otherwise muted palette.

Noah and Tucker twisted in their seats, watching her slow progression. The younger warrior winked at her. Abby sent him a half-hearted scowl in return, and he responded with a grin. Tucker lifted his upper lip in what she assumed was an encouraging smile—but absolutely was not.

The fourth male in the room had his back turned, seemingly uninterested in her arrival. Abby was halfway to the queen before she caught a glimpse of his profile.

Prince Myles was the best-looking man she had ever seen. Bar none.

The ESC’s heir must have gone through Infusion in his prime because he didn’t look a day over thirty. Stunning emerald eyes, high cheekbones, a straight nose, sculpted lips, and a strong jawline coalesced into a face an angel would envy. His pitch-black hair and dark brows saved him from being almost too pretty, lending him a bad boy appeal that was far from feminine. Or angelic.

Of course, she’d seen numerous pictures of the handsome vampire. He was in the news regularly and often featured in celebrity magazines. Those images didn’t do justice to the up close and personal magnetism the prince projected. He was every teenage girl’s dream and quite possibly Abby’s worst nightmare. The conservative business suit did nothing to hide the predatory nature she sensed beneath the refined shell.

Forcing her feet to keep moving, she warily edged around the intimidating Dádhe to address the queen.

“Milady,” she said, dipping a knee. The abbreviated curtsy was the acceptable means of greeting one of the Nine.

“How are you feeling, Abigail? I was surprised to hear you were up to meeting with us so soon.” Lady Rose sounded sincere in her concern and not merely fishing for information.

“Better,” she answered cautiously. “I’m sure I have your healer to thank for that?”

“Yes, Regan is a wonder, but I am afraid we tied her hands and forbade a full examination to preserve your anonymity. We allowed her to cast a deep sleep spell, assuming your body could repair itself as the Ferwyn and Dádhe races do. Of course, we would have granted her further access if your life had been in danger.” The queen studied her openly. “Perhaps you require another session of healing sleep?”

“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Abby said, hoping her smile didn’t appear as strained as it felt. “But I would like to thank her before I leave the island.”

“Yes, as to that….” The queen’s gaze slid to the prince, a silent message passing between them. “I am sure a visit with Regan can be arranged.” A warm smile graced her face, but didn’t quite reach her eyes. “You are acquainted with the others in the room, but I do not believe you have been introduced to my thlán and the region’s heir, Lord Myles.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” The prince didn’t sound pleased.

“And you, Lord Myles,” she said through a painfully tight throat, noticing their evasion concerning her departure.

“I want to express my gratitude for saving our queen,” he said, gesturing to the empty chair on Lady Rose’s right.

Abby sat, and Samuel took the seat across the table. The dark frown he’d worn earlier was still firmly in place, but the focus had redirected to the newest stripes in her hair. The whitened strands were indicative of all Na’fhuil, an identifier of her race she wasn’t quite ready to reveal. She brushed the length over her far shoulder to hide it from his scrutiny.

“Now that the formalities are out of the way,” Lord Myles began. “I’d like to discuss what happened during the attack. Specifically, the use of your magic and why you were pretending to be human.”

“Of course, milord. I’ll try to clarify what I can.” And muddle what I cannot until I learn how much they already know.

“No, Miss MacCarthy, you will respond to every single question with full disclosure.” His polite facade vanished in an instant. “Human rights no longer apply to you. As a Fae Touched born into this region, I expect you to abide by our laws or suffer the consequences.”

Her hands trembled, and she clenched them together to hide the shaking.

They knew her real name. Her home state. Had they found out about Conlan?

“Myles…” Lady Rose’s tone was ripe with warning.

He ignored it. “Do you acknowledge me as your prince? And Lady Rose as your queen?” His pitiless expression broadcast loud and clear that there was only one answer he would accept.

Abby concentrated on breathing—just breathing.

In and out.

In. What am I going to do?

Out. I can’t stay here. I can’t…

Samuel reached across the table and covered her fingers with his own. His touch instantly diffused the unbearable pressure in her chest and allowed her to breathe again.

“You’re one of us now.” A muscle ticked in the commander’s clenched jaw, but his skin was warm, his voice gentle. No trace of his earlier annoyance was visible. “It’s going to be all right.”

Her chance at a peaceful life was rapidly slipping through her fingers. Nothing would ever be right again.

Abby reluctantly removed her hands from beneath Samuel’s and felt more than just the immediate loss of heat. She had to make them understand.

“Can you bring me an apple and a sharp knife, please? The visual aid will help explain…things,” she added, reading their puzzlement at her odd request.

Lord Myles assessed her for a long moment, then walked to Lady Rose’s desk. He pushed a button on a small box and talked to Zee.

“What you require will be here shortly,” he said, returning to his previous position. “But you will answer a few questions while we wait.”

“I’ll be as honest as I can be.” If the prince noticed the narrow perimeters she’d just set, he didn’t show it.

“You know you are a Na’fhuil?” he asked simply.

“Yes, but we are usually called halfbloods.”

“And besides harboring a type of magic unheard of by humans and forgotten by most of the Fae Touched population, do you know why your kind are unique to our species?”

Abby nodded. It’d been drilled into her enough. The director and her trainers at the facility reminded her almost daily that her allegiance was to humanity and not a Fae—or Sídhe—ancestor thirty-generations removed. But there was no denying Abby wasn’t human, even though her race was created very differently than the other Fae Touched.

The first Anwyll were human servants or favored lovers of a Fae Lord or Lady chosen to learn magic. They were taught bits and pieces of the Sídhe language along with the art of tattooing ancient symbols into their skin. The imbued ink amplified the spells and changed their DNA. The children of those original students, along with every generation after that, were born witches unless sired by a shifter—Ferwyn genetics taking precedence.

A transfusion of Fae blood and magic created the Dádhe. A successful Infusion turned a human into an immortal who was capable of transitioning others to the vampire race. And though not much was known about the history of the Ferwyn, the first conversion to human form took place while living in the Wilds of Faery, the magical realm initiating their metamorphosis.

“A Na’fhuil’s magic comes from our Sídhe lineage,” she finally answered.

“Yes. You are a direct descendant of a pureblood Fae,” Lord Myles said.

“I was told the chances of two carrier halfbloods like my parents meeting and having children is astronomical. The odds their kids would inherit the mutated Fae gene…one in four.”

“When did you realize you weren’t human?”

“My family was in a car accident when I was fifteen.” She paused to gather her emotions. “Just before we crashed, I panicked and it triggered my magic.”

“It was trying to protect you,” Noah said.

“My instructors at the facility thought so, too.”

“A training facility for halfbloods?” Samuel’s forehead furrowed beneath a fallen lock of hair. “Does this place have another name?”

“Yes, and no. The man who runs it doesn’t have one either, but I’ll get to that next. Anyway, in the hospital afterward…” She closed her eyes briefly, trying to shut out the horror of that day. “I told anyone who would listen how everything around me had stopped. I talked to the doctors, the police officers, the nurses, and even a psychiatrist they sent to evaluate my sanity. No one believed me.”

“Someone did,” the prince stated dryly.

“Eventually.”

“Can you alter time?” asked Lady Rose.

“No, not really.” Abby shook her head. “It’s difficult to explain.”

“Try.” Lord Myles’ command was brusque.

Abby pinched the bridge of her nose. The muscles in her body were sore, every bone ached, and her head throbbed painfully.

Samuel was by her side in an instant, bending until his face was level with hers. He cupped the side of her neck she uncovered earlier. “Abby, if you’re not feeling well, we can postpone the meeting.”

“No,” the prince said. “We can’t.”

Samuel’s fingers tightened on her nape.

“I’m okay.” Picking up on the heavy tension between the two powerful males, she rushed to diffuse it. “The sooner I explain, the sooner you’ll understand why my living as a human is best for everyone.”

The commander opened his mouth to speak but snapped it shut when Zee entered the office carrying the apple and knife on a ceramic plate. He released her but didn’t move away.

“Thank you, Zhang Min.” The prince indicated that she should set the dish near Abby. Once that was done, the secretary left, shutting the doors firmly behind her.

“Okay,” Abby said on a loud exhale. “I’m going to describe what it is my magic does. And then I’ll tell you why it…and I…will be of no real value to the region.” She picked up the green Granny Smith, cut it down the middle, and separated it into halves. “As you’ve guessed, one of the hospital’s Anwyll healers finally took me seriously. He believed I’d cast a wild spell under duress, assuming I was too young for Inscription since I didn’t have the embedded runes.” A witch received their first magical tattoos at the onset of puberty, girls at twelve, boys at thirteen. “I was relatively small for my age.”

“Still are,” Noah said, the remark earning him a fierce glower from the prince and a slap on the head from Tucker.

Abby ignored him, wanting the painful accounting over. “But when I kept insisting I was human, he decided I was merely ignorant of my Anwyll heritage as there was no other explanation for my apparent use of magic.”

Governments all over the world had experimented extensively with Anwyll tattoos and their spells. The scientists concluded it wasn’t possible for an ordinary human biologically unrelated to the original witches to wield magic. They simply didn’t have the correct DNA.

“He said he was contacting the local Colony to locate my family’s roots and discover which city’s guardian legally held my apprenticeship. I never saw Grandmaster Lake or anyone else from the ESC community.” Abby noted the hard glance Samuel shot Tucker at the mention of the region’s Anwyll leader. The Guard’s lieutenant pulled out his phone and began tapping the screen. “The next morning, I was discharged and sent up north to a place called the facility. While I was there, they determined I wasn’t a witch at all, but a Na’fhuil. As far as I know, the information was kept classified. Only a handful of people are aware my kind still exists.”

“How many magic-using halfbloods are left in the world?” Lord Myles asked.

“I have no idea. I was kept fairly isolated during training.” Truth.

“And you never met another Na’fhuil while at this…facility?”

“One.” Technically true. “But I can’t tell you his name.”

“Can’t?” the prince challenged. “Or won’t?”

Both.

“No one used their real names.” Abby met the male vampire’s eyes without flinching. “The director of the facility insisted on false monikers to help maintain secrecy. That way, if we fell into the wrong hands, we couldn’t be forced to reveal anyone’s identity.”

“What were you called?” Samuel asked, halting whatever sardonic comment the prince was about to make. The warm amber reflected in the commander’s eyes seemed to reach out and physically touch her, assuring her she was safe. Protected.

“Sprite,” she said on a shallow breath.

Noah snorted. “You know in Faery, a sprite is essentially an overgrown bug, right?”

“And where is the facility, Abigail?” Lady Rose shot the wisecracking shifter a sidelong glare. Noah pressed his lips together and slid down in his seat.

“In Michigan…somewhere.” Truth.

“Commander Walker, contact the Guard’s commander in the East North Central and find out if they have been withholding information from us about this…facility. If any of the Nine have.” The Dádhe curled his lip, and Abby saw the tips of his fangs. “I will deal with the region’s Ferwyn king myself.”

He waited for Samuel to acknowledge the order and then said, “Please continue, Miss MacCarthy.”

“The director and our handlers kept everything they considered on a need-to-know basis, and I didn’t need to know,” Abby told him.

“When traveling on assignment, I was transported to a private airfield in a vehicle with blacked-out windows and an armed escort. But the facility’s location isn’t important. What I need you to understand is that I’m not a normal halfblood.”

“How are you different?” Samuel watched her face intently, effortlessly sustaining his crouched position. His tanned forearms rested on spread legs, his wrists draped loosely over his muscular thighs, hand hanging casually near her knee. His fingertips brushed the material of her slacks, and the whisper-thin caress was remarkably comforting.

“Halfbloods are almost exclusively Jumpers. It’s their magic those aware of our kind refer to as Na’fhuil.” She returned to the cut apple, realigning the fleshy insides. “I’m not a Jumper.”

“Explain.” The prince moved to Abby’s end of the table, planting himself between her and the queen.

“Say this piece of fruit is Earth. Its core is Faery. The space between the halves is a roadway. In the millennia since the Fae left our realm, we thought the pathway separating the two dimensions was permanently closed. And it is locked to almost everyone.”

“Except the Na’fhuil.” Tucker guessed.

“Having the combination of human and Fae blood allows us to access this Rip between our two worlds.” She transferred the reunited sections to one hand and picked up the knife. “So, Jumpers do exactly what their title implies…they jump over the void.” Using the point of the blade to indicate a space close to the circular cut, she swung the tip up and over the slice mark, ending on the opposite half of the apple. “They can also bounce off its outer boundaries. Repelling along the Rip’s edges.” Moving the knife in a tiny horizontal arc, she stayed on the same side of the cut, landing only a centimeter farther down the jagged line. “And since the pathway isn’t technically in our world, the halfblood seems to disappear. They are in one place one moment and elsewhere the next.”

“And why we have always believed the Na’fhuil could control time.” The prince looked thoughtful. “Can halfbloods take someone with them when they Jump?”

Abby squeezed the knife until her fingers ached. If she wanted them to understand her unique dilemma—why she wouldn’t be an asset to the region—she had to tell them at least part of the truth.

Na’fhuils were already coveted for their magic. If the wrong people knew a Jumper’s greatest secret, the one Abby would lie through her teeth to protect, they might destroy them out of fear.

“Miss MacCarthy, answer the question.” The Dádhe leaned forward, crowding her.

Samuel shifted closer, curling his hand on her knee until she felt the press of his knuckles. The scent of clean forest air filled her senses, steadying her.

“The Na’fhuil make elite bodyguards.” Or assassins.

Noah whistled. “So…yes?”

Abby remained silent; she’d said enough.

“What kind of halfblood are you if not a Jumper?” The queen spoke softly, as though afraid Abby might bolt if startled.

Setting the knife’s tip to the apple’s meshed seams, she let the point dip shallowly between the halves. “I’m a Walker.”

Samuel’s fingers twitched on her leg, and Abby halted her explanation with the small blade poised in the center of the fruit. A rueful smile briefly touched the commander’s lips before he nudged her thigh, encouraging her to continue.

Unsettled by Samuel’s reaction, she ducked her chin and said quietly, “I go inside the Rip, sinking in instead of rebounding off its borders.” She swallowed, fighting the surge of nausea welling inside her just thinking about Walking. “The world blurs in the Faery pathway, allowing me to make small changes that affect our reality here. Minutes in the void take less than a second on Earth.”

“And to your knowledge, you are the only Na’fhuil who can Walk between the realms?” Lady Rose seemed to roll the possibilities around in her head.

“Yes, milady.”

“And why do you believe this makes you less valuable? Even if you are not a Jumper, your ability is still powerful.”

“Because for one thing, I can’t stay inside long and for another…” Abby moved her legs to the side, purposely breaking the tenuous connection she had with Samuel. “I’m a coward.”

“Why would you say such a thing?” she asked, breaking the heavy silence following Abby’s confession. “You saved my life, and if I am correct, it caused you a great deal of discomfort to do so.”

“That’s the problem, my queen.” She wouldn’t dispute Lady Rose was indeed her ruler. What would be the point? “For some unknown reason, my magic works differently than the other halfbloods. Than the other magical races. It hurts to Walk.” Understatement of the century.

“All magic is painful to some degree,” Lord Myles said dismissively.

“You don’t understand. The pain is…debilitating.”

She avoided the weight of the commander’s gaze. Would he see her reluctance the same way she did—as a weakness? And why did she care? Abby’s goal was for them to believe in the very real limitations of her magic and forget she existed. It didn’t matter what they thought of her. She hoped to never see any of them again after her revelation. Her gaze darted to Samuel.

Lie.

“My mind anticipates what’s coming, and I hesitate. It’s why I went into hiding. I didn’t want to be responsible for someone’s death because I was too slow to respond.” Again. “I almost waited too long to intervene last night.”

“When it comes to the queen, you will not falter,” Lord Myles ordered.

Abby hopped up and swayed. Samuel was there in an instant, supporting her with a hand on her waist. “I’ve tried,” she whispered, wishing it was as easy as the prince was making it out to be. “I trained for years with the facility. Used every method my instructors dreamed up to get me beyond this…psychological block. It didn’t work.”

Frustrated, she raked her fingers through her hair. She couldn’t do this again!

“The director was never going to let me go, so I ran. My gift is largely useless. I can’t even stay conscious after a Walk.” She set the abused apple and knife on the plate with deliberate care. “But perversely, my freedom threatens my kind. If I stay on the island, my heritage will eventually be exposed. The Na’fhuil will be hunted again and forced into service against their will.” She had no doubt the facility would come after her no matter who claimed her loyalty. They’d almost caught her in Boston, and only luck saved her from being recaptured within a week of escaping. “I can’t stop a bullet if I don’t pull on my magic soon enough, and I can’t prevent a knife from being plunged into someone’s heart if I’m too afraid to use my birthright.”

Samuel grasped her hand. “But you did save Rose,” he said. “You reacted in time.”

“I’ve…been too late before,” Abby said, remembering past failures wrenched her heart in two. “I got lucky with the queen.”

“I think I was the fortunate one.” Lady Rose laughed lightly before all traces of humor vanished, and her tone turned crisp with authority. “Abigail, you must understand we are not letting you go. We cannot.

“If discovered by an enemy of the region, you could be used against us. Last night was an attempted assassination.” Her voice softened. “I know you believe your magic is worthless, but Abigail…it is not. Far from it. So, for the time being, you are officially my new human aide. As my personal assistant, I will naturally want you near me. We can discuss your duties after you have settled in.”

“But the director—” Abby protested.

“Has no claim on an ESC citizen.”

Like that would stop him.

“And the other Na’fhuil?” she asked, voice reed thin.

“I plan on keeping your kind’s continued existence a secret as it benefits us all to do so…for now. But someone is trying to kill me, and I believe you have the power to help prevent that from happening if you will.”

“I’ll try my best.” And she would. Until she was too slow, and Lady Rose was killed. Or the facility came to take back what they believed was theirs. Or a rival faction stole her away.

Or Conlan found out.

Whichever came first.


Chapter 7


“She didn’t mention her brother,” Myles said after Abby left the office.

“No, she didn’t.” Samuel tossed the paring knife he’d pried from her hand onto the table.

“He is a designated Untouched.” The queen rose gracefully, retrieved the folder, and walked to her desk. “His rights as a human are protected under international law. There is no reason for Abigail to hide a carrier Na’fhuil sibling from us unless…”

“He isn’t just a carrier,” Samuel said, voicing the obvious. “A Jumper working for a covert agency would explain why the most recent photograph of Conlan MacCarthy I could find was in a high school football uniform. It was taken a few weeks before the fatal accident he and Abby walked away from without a scratch.”

“And just prior to the facility discovering her Sídhe heritage,” Myles said. “But why send a rare halfblood to the Middle East?”

“Political turmoil and economic instability are rampant in that part of the world,” Rose mused aloud. “I am sure the US has a vested interest in the leadership of those volatile countries.”

“You think Miss MacCarthy’s brother is guarding a reigning dictator or a more palatable usurper?” The prince’s cell phone buzzed in his pocket.

“I think it is possible.” Rose sat and tucked her legs underneath the antique desk. “Na’fhuils have been linked to the world’s wealthiest and most influential figures throughout history. We may have been mistaken as to how their magic works, but not why their kind was always in high demand.”

“Hunted,” Tucker said shortly, his beta insistent no one forget the important distinction.

“The limited supply of halfbloods makes it beyond reckless to endanger such a valuable resource.” Myles didn’t acknowledge Samuel’s low growl at the insinuation an entire race was nothing more than a marketable commodity.

“Perhaps the officials backing the facility are gambling that a Jumper’s unique abilities will keep him alive long enough to fulfill their political agenda.” She tapped a pen on the slim file absently. “But no matter how many active Na’fhuils this nameless director has found, it is ludicrous to assume he would let one go or that the vast resources of the US government could not locate Abigail after she escaped.”

“Maybe they did find her,” Noah suggested.

“The girl wasn’t lying to us.” Myles waved the idea away as a non-factor, ignoring his still vibrating phone.

Samuel agreed. Even without using his acute sense of smell, he’d known she was telling the truth. Abby hadn’t raised her voice during the meeting, but everything from heartbreaking sorrow to stark fear had crossed her lovely, expressive face. Her emotions were easily readable by anyone who cared to look. And he was looking.

“But what if they simply let her think she’d gotten away?” Noah’s voice was confident as he addressed the prince. Samuel was proud of him. Few people, Fae Touched or not, could maintain their composure in front of the formidable Dádhe.

“Why would they do that?” Rose seemed unconvinced.

“About to break,” Tucker said, succinct as always.

“Exactly. Abby hates her magic.” Noah stood, placing his hands inside his pockets. “I’m sure her brother, and the facility’s handlers saw how close she was to the edge. They knew she was going to run, or refuse to cooperate with them any longer.”

“Then they would have placed her on lockdown, not set her free. I cannot fathom why the director would risk losing Abigail to the Fae Touched, or anyone else, when her heritage was inevitably discovered.”

“The halfblood did manage to avoid discovery until now,” Myles stated wryly, finally pulling his phone from his suit jacket and swiping the screen.

“If she were my sister,” Noah said slowly, as though weighing the validity of his thoughts as he spoke them, “I would have done anything to protect her.”

“Conlan made a deal with the director so Abby could stop hurting,” Samuel said.

It made sense. If Abby’s magic caused unbearable physical pain, and a heavy dose of emotional anguish—as he was beginning to suspect—Conlan would have been desperate to keep her from using it. Desperate enough to give his sister a false sense of freedom by taking on jobs that risked his life? If he loved her enough, yes.

“If true, then she is under surveillance,” Rose said. “And it will not take long for someone to realize we have acquired her for our own purposes.”

“No time at all.” Myles tucked his phone away. “That was Mr. Jenkins. Ambassador Faraday is at the main gate and is requesting an immediate audience.”

“I want in on that meeting,” Samuel demanded.

Michael Faraday was the human diplomat assigned to the East and West South Central regions. Considered a friend of the magical community, he spread his time between an office in Washington DC and traveling to the small embassy-like demesnes ruled by the Fae Touched. He made sure the communication lines remained open between the Nine, their state consuls, and the US government. For the man to arrive this quickly and with no prior notice didn’t bode well.

“He might be responding to the assassination attempt.” Samuel took a deep breath, the tips of his fingers and the inside of his gums stinging. “But if he knows about Abby, we can’t allow her to leave our sovereign property.”

The possessive feelings that welled up when Abby declared herself a Walker were returning. He knew she hadn’t meant to associate the name with his Clan, but the visceral reaction to the declaration wasn’t imagined. The Alpha in him had placed her under his protection. Samuel wanted her in his bed. And his wolf…

Shit. He shouldn’t go there. He couldn’t go there. Not with the crushing weight of his responsibilities and not when Abby wanted nothing to do with the Fae Touched.

“You may stay,” the queen said, pulling him from thoughts of the future. He needed to concentrate on the present.

Tucker sprang to his feet, incredibly agile for a big male. He planted himself next to Samuel without saying a word, spreading his tree trunk legs and folding massive arms over his broad chest. An immovable mountain.

“Granted.” Myles answered the unspoken request with a dismissive wave.

“Noah.” He captured his nephew’s attention before the Dádhe could ask the unranked warrior to leave. “Watch over Abby. Her safety is your priority. I don’t want the ambassador or any of his people near her. Do you understand?”

“No one gets close.” Noah straightened his spine and left the room with determined strides.

[image: * * *]

Zee announced the ambassador.

The US government’s representative was a distinguished-looking man in his mid-forties with a tall, slender frame. Perfect white teeth formed an ostensibly genuine smile as he moved with uncommon fluidity to the queen. Jenkins trailed Faraday into the room, shutting the doors securely behind them.

“Ambassador Faraday, it is delightful to see you again.” Rose welcomed him warmly but didn’t leave her position behind the desk. “We would have sent a car if informed you were coming.” The reprimand was subtle, but no one missed the jab at the breach of etiquette.

The ambassador’s smile remained in place. He didn’t venture around the desk to greet her informally since he hadn’t been given any encouragement to do so.

Samuel and Tucker flanked Rose while Myles occupied one of the guest chairs. He didn’t stand at the politician’s entrance.

Faraday ignored the prince’s slight. He bowed and lowered his prematurely white head to the queen in respect. “Forgive me, milady, for not adhering to protocol. I think you will understand why I needed to keep this visit low key once you hear what I have to say.”

Rose gestured for him to be seated.

He sat and clasped his hands loosely between his knees. “Can we talk freely?”

“Of course, we are all friends here.”

All signs of the affable statesman evaporated, revealing a man who seemed incredibly tired and deeply concerned. “I don’t need to remind anyone in this room how unstable the current climate is between our two species. There are several human factions who want the Accord repealed, and the land reverted to the US. It’s been suggested the vampire attack on the queen proves the Nine don’t have control of their people as was promised in the treaty. These groups are lobbying for either the radical segregation of all Fae Touched or deportation.”

“Deportation to where?” Rose shook her head. “The Dádhe were humans before Infusion. Witches were never taken to the Fae realm but were taught on Earth. None of the original Ferwyn brought from Faery are alive today. All shifter pups for generations have been born right here.

“And segregation? Surely, your government would not permit anything so extreme? It would lead to war.”

“I would like to believe it wouldn’t go that far, but the attack rubbed salt in an already open wound,” he said ominously. “The mood in Washington is unpredictable. Our embassies are flooded with complaints of transgressions committed against humanity and American jobs filled by foreign magic-users. Human rights organizations are calling for harsher laws for the Fae Touched when on American soil.”

“Crimes involving our kind are minimal and dealt with swiftly,” Samuel said, placing his fists on Rose’s desk, his muscular body looming. The position forced the ambassador to crane his neck to maintain eye contact, exposing his throat in a subconscious act of submission. “It’s my job to make sure of it. These accusations by the Untouched are false. I’m in regular communication with the commanders of the other eight regions, and not one has noted any increase in violence against your citizenship.”

The ambassador crossed his long legs. “Well, true or not…the perception is the same. I’m doing everything possible to relay the correct statistics for crime and employment to the public as rapidly and frequently as I can.”

“And we appreciate your efforts, Michael. But the renewed warning of our tenuous standings with our gracious neighbors could have waited for your next official visit. So, why are you here?”

“A captain from the MPD called my office last night.”

Samuel narrowed his eyes. “Anything involving the Fae Touched in this region is not their jurisdiction. It’s mine.”

“I didn’t mean to imply otherwise.” His tone was placating, but his light blue eyes shone with triumph. “No doubt the local police just misunderstood the situation.”

“What situation would that be, ambassador?” Carter Jenkins spoke for the first time.

The queen’s head of race relations and all-around spin doctor appeared to be in his mid-thirties and reached no more than five-foot-eight. He sported a trim goatee and had brown hair tied into what Samuel thought of as a man bun. He was a powerful battle witch with white tattoos covering a significant portion of his wiry frame. Anyone underestimating him because of his smaller stature would be making a grave mistake.

“There was a human girl hurt during the assassination attempt.” Faraday dropped his gaze and brushed at nonexistent lint on his slacks. “I need to speak with her.”

The tendons in Samuel’s neck tensed, his hands balling. Kicking his forebrain into high gear, he spoke one word through clenched teeth. “No.”

“Abigail is still recovering, but I have offered her employment as my personal assistant, and she has accepted.” Rose glanced at her short, chartreuse dress and neon pink shoes. “I am told my wardrobe could benefit from her services.”

“Yes, well…the police captain had a complaint issued by an officer at the scene. Claimed your people took her without consent and against medical advice. I need to be assured she is indeed healthy and not being held against her will.”

“Are you suggesting we’ve kidnapped Miss Barnes?” The prince went inhumanly still, green eyes glinting a tinge of red.

“Not at all,” Faraday said, his smile strained. “But if I can talk with her for a moment it’ll put the concerns of the local authorities and the earnest young policeman to rest.”

“That will not be possible.” Rose stood. The meeting was over. “As I said, she is still recuperating from her ordeal and has not been cleared for visitors. You are free to check on her prognosis with our healer, if you like. Hopefully, that will put your mind and everyone else’s at ease.” She rounded the desk and held out her hand. He automatically accepted it. She squeezed once and disengaged, dismissing him.

“I’ll walk you out.” Jenkins gestured toward the exit. “After you, ambassador.”

“Queen Rose.” Faraday appeared flustered for the first time since entering the room. Samuel breathed in the man’s scent while he spoke. The natural salt and coppery notes of humanity were muted. The unpleasant peppery smell of anxiety was either absent or disguised by his strong cologne. “I’m sorry, but I really must insist on seeing Miss Barnes before I leave.”

“Not happening,” Samuel said, unable to remain silent or control his protective instincts when it came to the halfblood. “We’ll contact you when Abby is available for an interview. Until then, you’re going to have to trust she’s being cared for well.”

“This is highly irregular. The girl is a citizen of the United States.” Faraday’s usually affable countenance was harsh with barely concealed anger. “I think you’re making a mistake. Tension between our species won’t improve if the wrong people get wind of your reticence.”

“We have given Abby a place to live. The queen has offered her a well-paying job. Unless you are withholding pertinent information concerning the incident at La Bella, I don’t see how either warrants suspicion.”

“Commander Walker, I urge you to reconsider—”

“And since the island is still considered sovereign ground, I’m going to ask you to leave. Our business here is done.”


Chapter 8


“The best men are like your daddy: strong, sweet, and southern.”

Bridget MacCarthy

Samuel turned the golf cart sharply to the left. Abby grabbed the bar above her head and held on as they headed away from the center of Mud Island’s fittingly named, Queenstown.

In the three days since the meeting with Lady Rose, the commander visited twice to check on her health, bringing her something to eat both times. But requesting the return of her cellphone always resulted in a noncommittal grunt and the Alpha’s hasty exit.

Abby had moved beyond frustration and right into full-on desperation after missing her scheduled call with Conlan yesterday. If she didn’t contact him soon, her brother would come looking.

Samuel returned again that morning, pushed a supersize yogurt smoothie into her hand, and dragged her outside for a tour of the island.

In under an hour, her unlikely escort had dutifully pointed out Queenstown’s twenty-room inn featuring stellar views of the Mississippi River, a five-star restaurant, and a full-service spa. The hotel’s perks were available to island residents, approved guests, and visiting dignitaries. He drove them down Main Street, passing the local eatery, a bakery, a bar, several cute boutiques, and a small grocery store. A nondenominational chapel and the island’s state-of-the-art medical clinic were farther outside the town square but still within walking distance. Everything a girl could ever want or need was at her fingertips.

Everything except her blessed phone!

“Mud Island wasn’t one of the original safe havens.” Samuel was in total guide mode. “New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Detroit were the most heavily populated cities in the late 1920s and the first to have zones labeled solely for housing the Fae Touched,” he told her, referring to the government refuges created for the protection of nonhumans immediately following the turbulent introduction of shifters to the world. The Ferwyn were the last of the three known races to reveal themselves publicly.

“But you considered the shelters little more than thinly veiled prisons.” Abby studied the commander’s profile covertly. The roof of the open-air vehicle shading them from the sun cast his face in shadow and turned his sandy hair a dark blond.

“The communities were owned by the US, guarded by their military, and run by the Untouched. How could we look at them as anything else?”

“So, the invitation to relocate for safety’s sake was turned down?”

“Unilaterally. We saw the secured neighborhoods for what they were…a form of forced alienation of the magical races. The head of every Clan, Colony, and House agreed to decline the offer, deciding the temporary stability wasn’t worth the risk. The US grudgingly acknowledged the danger of such a lopsided power exchange and sought alternatives.”

“And they wanted to avoid a repeat of the European Blood Wars.” After the emergence and cautious acceptance of witches in America during the late 1600s, the alarming discovery of vampires in France a century later initiated twenty-five years of brutal conflict between the two opposing species.

Vampires needed blood to survive—human blood. They were stronger, faster, and harder to kill than the comparatively frail Anwyll. Their immortality alongside an ability to transition humans with or without consent pushed Europe to try to eradicate them, declaring the Dádhe a danger to the continuation of humanity.

The Anwyll ostensibly refused to choose sides during the violent upheaval, but it was strongly suspected they aided the vampires in secret, using cloaking wards to hide them during daylight hours when they were most vulnerable. Historians also believed the Ferwyn race furtively joined the grossly outnumbered Dádhe in their fight for survival.

With the Fae Touched banded together and the lack of modern-day machines of warfare, the scales were tipped in the Dádhe’s favor. More humans died than the populace could stomach and pressure was finally applied for the bloodshed to end.

Witches intervened again and mediated a covenant between the Dádhe and the Untouched rulers. Blood suppliers would be paid exceptionally well for their services. Infusions would remain infrequent and always voluntary. And vampires would be allowed to live in peace, if not harmony, among humans. But the inherent fear persisted.

“That too,” he said, lips lifting at the corners and tiny lines creasing around his eyes. Abby’s heart gave a little lurch. “The Fae Accord was ultimately negotiated and approved. The so-called sanctuaries turned into sovereign land, eventually adding properties in every major city across the country…including Memphis.”

“Has your pack always lived here?” she asked, trying in vain to calm the swooping sensation in her stomach that a mere smile from him triggered.

“This is where I was born, but my sire was raised in the Tennessee Mountains. The previous príoh sent him and my mother west to establish a new pack and secure territory for the Clan near the Mississippi eighty years before the Untouched were aware the Ferwyn existed.”

“And after?”

“The Walker Pack, alongside the local Colony of witches, helped Rose and her blood-bound vampires make the peninsula habitable. The Anwyll lived on Mud Island until they purchased the High Point Terrace subdivision after WWII and moved out east.”

Witches mixed with the Untouched more than the other magical races, often attending the same schools and churches as humans. Abby’s private high school had over twenty-five witches enrolled when she’d…left.

“Samuel?”

“Yes, darlin’?”

Another grin, another belly flutter.

She disregarded her uncharacteristic physical response to the appealing male and returned to what was important.

“Can I please have my phone?” She licked her suddenly dry lips, and Samuel’s gaze dropped to her mouth. Heat gathered low in her abdomen, chest instantly warming. She could practically feel the blush creeping up her neck. “I promise I won’t use it to try to leave the island.”

Focus!

His eyes lifted, and she caught her breath. The golden-brown was completely gone, the irises fiery yellow. Abby thought she caught a hint of fang before his attention returned to the road.

“Check the glove box.” Samuel sounded as though he’d swallowed a handful of grit.

She pushed on the small storage unit, and the lid flipped open. Samuel leaned sideways, his muscular torso almost in her lap as he grabbed her phone before she could.

His expression turned serious. “We need to talk about your brother first.”

“My brother?” she asked through the sudden obstruction in her throat. They knew about Conlan. But how much did they know?

“Abby.” A one-word demand filled with meaning.

“Hmm?” She dropped her gaze. The sun was beating on her right side, but her body trembled as though she was freezing. The humid breeze from the brisk drive did nothing to bring warmth to her chilled cheeks.

Samuel placed the cheap phone on her knee.

“Take it.” His voice was soft with…compassion? “We’ll talk about Conlan later.”

She nodded, too overcome to trust her voice. Turning the cell phone over, she swiped the screen with icy fingers.

“Nine missed texts,” she finally managed to say on a groan. “And five missed calls.”

Conlan was going to kill her.

“Make sure you return them by five o’clock tonight.”

She frowned at the puzzling order but was too grateful to question it. Tucking the cell into the purse at her feet, she pretended to be engrossed in the passing scenery while working on pulling herself together.

They’d backtracked beyond the complex after leaving Mud Island’s quaint town, Samuel skirting the rear of the ESC-owned alcohol distribution center and passing one of the two schools located on property. He drove them to the north end of the peninsula, the sole section directly connected by land to Memphis. An electrical fence ran from the end of the harbor, crossed North Mud Island Road, and extended to Wolf River—effectively separating them from the US city.

They came into view of a large, burned section of woods beyond the thirteen-foot high boundary. Abby had heard about the fire that was a result of an arson attack three weeks ago—everyone had. But seeing the devastation up close was still a shock.

A temporary barrier surrounded the scorched area, the caution tape enclosing trees that were reduced to either scrawny stubs or stripped of life and toppled on top of each other like blackened Lincoln Logs. The center was bare of brush and covered in ash.

A human elitist organization known as the Knights of Humanity had proudly accepted responsibility for torching the queen’s private property. Coupled with the uncredited destruction of a Fae Touched-owned restaurant off-island this past Christmas, the declaration incited another round of species hostility. The fire had divided the city into two distinct camps: humans who condemned the actions of the hate group and those who wished the Fae Touched community had burned along with the forest. Fortunately, no injuries occurred from either incident.

Two armed members of the Guard walked the interior fence line. Another pair patrolled a short distance behind them. The show of force reminded her the general population couldn’t get in without permission—and Abby couldn’t get out. Her spine shot ramrod straight at the visual proof she’d momentarily forgotten.

“Are you still in pain?” Samuel asked abruptly, noticing her reaction and misinterpreting it. “I’ll take you back to the Harbor Complex and send for Regan.”

“I’m fine.” She clutched at the overhead rail, her knuckles white.

Samuel steered the vehicle down a tree-lined street filled with single-family homes. The residences were all situated on zero lots with architecture ranging from peach-colored plantation style to charming beachfront.

“You’re lying,” he said, pulling to the curb near one of the many parks on the island and turning the motor off. A group of teenage Touched were playing football on the open grass.

“I’m not.”

“I can smell it.”

“You can smell if I’m lying to you?” Didn’t that just suck?

The commander angled to face her. Bracing a forearm on the steering wheel, he steadily shrank the space between them. Impossibly broad shoulders and messy blond hair filled Abby’s vision. She didn’t move a muscle as his head slowly descended, lips coming within a whisker of touching the skin beneath her jawline.

“Underneath your natural fragrance of wildflowers,” he said, his breath hot on her neck, “is the scent of rosemary with a hint of camphor, confirming you’re not telling me the whole truth.”

He inched closer, bristled cheek lightly brushing her throat. Her chin instinctually lifted, her breasts growing heavy. He inhaled, and she felt his mouth curve into a smile against her rapidly heating flesh.

“That’s much better.” The tip of his nose nudged her earlobe. “Why did you lie?”

An exuberant shout broke the sensual haze Samuel had woven around her, returning Abby to her surroundings with a start. She scrambled out of the cart.

“I didn’t lie,” she called over her shoulder, knowing the commander would follow. Walking rapidly, she headed to the playing field, high heels partially submerging in the well-manicured lawn. “I’m not in any pain.”

“But you’re not fine either.”

Abby halted her pointless flight. The stubborn male sidling up behind her wasn’t going to let it go. “No, I’m not okay. You may have noticed my life is a hot mess.” She folded her arms beneath her breasts and stared straight ahead. “I just want to be…normal.” Human normal.

And now she was feeling sorry for herself again. Perfect.

The brutal thud of bodies slamming against each other echoed across the park, conveniently diverting her attention to the teens’ game. She winced when a bare-chested shifter male was tackled, his helmetless head bouncing off the ground. But he sprang up with youthful agility and reentered the fray.

A t-shirt clad Anwyll was holding the football, a solitary looping tattoo flaring white on his otherwise rune-free upper arm. The witch dropped back, deftly avoided the opponent trying to sack him, and threw the ball. His intended receiver sprinted down the sideline, caught the perfectly placed spiral and dived over the imaginary goal line. The quarterback threw his arms up in triumph, rushing the makeshift field to join his celebrating teammates.

Abby couldn’t help herself. Like a Pavlovian reflex from her high school cheerleading days, she bounced on her toes and applauded enthusiastically. She stopped mid-clap when Samuel’s arm slipped around her waist. He pulled her against his chest, and her heart beat in triple time. “Abby, you realize you will never—”

Whatever he’d been about to say was cut off by the multiple cries of “Alpha!” and “Commander Walker!” aimed in their direction. They’d been sighted.

The adolescents ran to them at supernatural velocity, their expressions brimming with excitement. Samuel pushed her behind him, a deep rumble in his throat. The kids skidded to a stop, their necks craning to catch a glimpse of the woman the commander protected. Another low, animalistic sound left his lips, and they looked away, the Ferwyns in the group lifting their chins.

“Nice hands, Dax,” he finally said, dispelling the group’s wariness by tousling the sweat-soaked head of the shifter who’d made the amazing catch. The young male’s chest swelled with pride, his face turning red as his friends patted him on the back. Once they’d settled, Samuel clapped the witch on the shoulder. “Way to fire that pigskin, Alex. You couldn’t have walked it to him better.”

The Anwyll grinned, flexed his arm, and kissed the strength tattoo on his bicep.

Abby slipped away amid the hoots of laughter the silly antics elicited from his peers.

Returning to the golf cart, she leaned her backside on the hood and settled in to wait. She didn’t mind. The fresh air felt wonderful after days of being cooped up recovering from her Walk in the Rip.

Raising her face to the warmth of the sun, she closed her eyes against the brightness and listened to the Clan príoh encourage each boy in turn. He seemed to know them all by name, praising their efforts individually and as a team.

The ordinary, everyday scene could have taken place at any park in the world, but the remnants of fire beyond the island’s gates reminded them the safe and mundane wasn’t always guaranteed for the magical community.

The kids knew who provided them an oasis in a desert of hatred, and they lapped each word the commander spoke as though it was manna from heaven. She could hardly blame them, Samuel was…

Abby’s eyes snapped open, her potentially hazardous musings interrupted by forty pounds of brindled fur bumping into her legs hard enough to make her stagger.

“Hey, cutie, where’d you come from?” She crouched and offered her fingers. The pint-sized shifter sniffed, burying his nose in her palm. His muzzle slid across her upturned hand, and she took the hint, scratching him behind the ear. Large, whiskey-colored eyes shut in what could only be exquisite bliss. He seemed so content she was unprepared when his tawny head plowed into her sternum, knocking her onto her tailbone. Then the pup’s front paws landed on the top of her shoulders, and the extra weight pushed Abby flat on her back.

He licked her face.

“Okay, okay, I give.” She grabbed fistfuls of the brown ruff streaked with gold, holding the rambunctious pup at bay. He yipped playfully and bared his miniature fangs.

“Junior, come here this instant.” The feminine holler came from across the street.

The small Ferwyn peeked over his haunches and whined.

The repeated yell of “Junior!” came at the same time as Samuel’s stern “Thomas!”

It was too much for the young shifter. He ran his long, slobbery tongue over Abby’s cheek in apology and took off at a lope, tail tucked between his legs. The commander made a gesture and the knot of teens broke and gave chase.

Levering onto her elbows, Abby looked up into Samuel concerned face and laughed. He reached down and easily lifted her off the pavement by her underarms.

“Are you okay?” He set her on her feet, swiping at the gravel stuck to her bare arms.

Still smiling, she brushed the grime off her butt. “I’m good. Where’d the little guy go?”

Samuel cupped her chin, tilted it up. “You’re sure you’re not hurt?”

Her heart galloped, grin fading. His captivating gaze held hers, worry changing to something else entirely. Something like hunger. His fingers trailed down her cheek. His head lowered a fraction.

“Al fa.” A tiny body pressed between their legs.

Samuel rubbed his thumb over the center of her upper lip and then released her. Abby exhaled a shaky breath, taking in the naked boy with the mop of burnished brown hair and skin streaked with dirt and grass stains.

The commander squatted in front of the toddler, clasping the child’s thin shoulder. “Forget something?”

“My clothes again?” His heavily lashed walnut-colored eyes fixed on Abby. “Who’s that?”

“Clothes first,” his Alpha insisted.

Thomas sighed and screwed his lids shut. His forehead creased in concentration and red cotton pajama bottoms with blue and green dinosaurs appeared.

“Good job,” Samuel said, picking him up and placing him on his hip. “Thomas, this is Abby.”

“Hey there, buddy.” She couldn’t help but be charmed by the cherub’s toothy grin.

“You smell funny,” he told her, grubby fingers unerringly finding a whitened piece of her hair and bringing the long strand to his nose. “Flowers.”

Her smile wavered as she circled his chubby fingers and carefully freed the betraying lock, retreating a few steps at the approach of his caretaker.

“Come here, baby.” The female shifter retrieved the boy from Samuel. “I’m sorry, Alpha. He got away from me.”

“No problem. I see his conversion skills are getting better.”

“Did you miss the bare booty show?” She ruffled the toddler’s tawny head affectionately. “My son forgets his pants more often than not, but he’s learning.” She turned to Abby with a mildly curious expression.

“Becky Cavanaugh, this is Abby Barnes,” Samuel said, resting his palm above the waistband of her jeans. “The queen’s new assistant.”

“Hi.” Abby didn’t offer her hand, afraid of getting too close. “Thomas is absolutely adorable.”

“Thank you.” Becky zoomed in on Samuel’s arm around her hip, her smile growing uncomfortably astute. “Let me know if you need anything. I’d be happy to show you around.”

“Commander Walker was kind enough to give me the tour.” She attempted to sidestep Samuel’s touch but he hooked a belt loop, preventing her from moving away. “But…umm…thank you.” Abby’s cheeks were on fire.

“You can find my number in the island’s directory if you change your mind.” Becky’s amused gaze fell on the príoh before returning to her son. “Let’s get some lunch and then nap time for you, kiddo.” She hitched Thomas higher and tickled his tummy. “Later y’all.”

Thomas giggled and waved goodbye.

“Be good for your mama,” Samuel said, giving the pup what Abby surmised was an extremely watered-down version of an Alpha’s stern glare.

“I will, Al fa.” His little face was solemn, his voice high and squeaky. “I promise.”

Samuel nodded in approval of his little pack member’s vow and led Abby to their vehicle with a grin tugging at his lips. His hand returned to her lower back for the short walk.

“I didn’t realize Ferwyns could conjure clothing so young,” she said, sliding into the leather seat and ignoring her disappointment when the contact ended.

“It’s more a summoning than a true spell.” He settled into the driver’s side and turned the ignition.

“I don’t understand.”

“Thomas was wearing the pjs when he shifted.” He drove the cart toward her apartment building. “Once my kind were able to convert forms effortlessly, we found it…inconvenient when our clothes stayed with us.”

Abby clamped her lips shut to repress a giggle, picturing a massive wolf squeezed into a pair of pants and a t-shirt. She coughed and choked when Samuel’s heavy boots joined the comical vision.

“Sure, yuck it up,” he grumbled. “It’s all fun and games until you’re lying on the ground with flannel drawers wrapped around your ankles.”

Drawers? How old was he anyway?

She laughed outright. “You sound like you learned from experience.”

“I was two.”

“It could have been worse.”

“I don’t see how.”

“You could’ve been wearing a diaper.”

“You’re right. That would have been worse.” He chuckled and pulled into a parking space behind the complex. “I’m sure it was even less enjoyable in the winter months when my ancestors emerged buck naked in the middle of a field after changing from fur to skin.”

Abby slammed the mental door on a nude Samuel.

Nope, not going there.

“So, your magic adapted? Clothes appeared with your human form and not your wolf’s?”

“It takes a little more concentration but most of us learn the trick by three or four years old.”

She stepped out of the cart and walked backward toward the building. “Then you can’t whip up an Armani suit out of the blue?”

“Why the hell would I want to do that?” Samuel sounded truly perplexed.

“Just wondering.”

He’d look gorgeous in black tie attire. Of course, he looked gorgeous in the plain tee he was wearing. He tracked her slow withdrawal, reminding her of a hunter stalking game. She shivered, and not from a sudden chill.

“Thanks again for the tour…and my phone.”

“You’re welcome. And Abby…”

She stopped at the authoritative tone. Nothing but obeying the powerful Alpha ever entered her mind. “Yes?”

“Call your brother.”


Chapter 9


“There is never an excuse for bad manners.”

Bridget MacCarthy

Abby opened the paper bag from Samuel and found six glazed doughnuts inside. “These look delicious, um…thank you. I’m sure we’ll all enjoy them.”

“None for me,” Lady Rose piped up from the couch in her apartment.

Samuel stood in the suite’s doorway and glared at the notably silent witch sitting beside the queen.

Zee gave an indelicate snort. “Me neither, I guess.”

The commander grunted and offered Abby a large hot chocolate. She accepted that too, prior encounters teaching her it didn’t do any good to argue with the obstinate male.

Since their island tour, Samuel had interrupted his presumably busy schedule to check on her frequently, and her traitorous heart was beginning to look forward to the random visits.

“Eat.” Samuel planted his hands on his hips and waited.

“Yes, well…I’m not hungry. I’ll have one later?” She hadn’t meant to make it a question.

Abby never ate first thing in the morning, or evening since she was on Dádhe time now. It took her stomach a few hours to wake up, preferring the jolt of caffeine from a can of Diet Coke instead of a meal to get energized.

If Samuel’s implacable stare were anything to go by, he wasn’t a fan of her routine.

Stifling an exasperated sigh, she thrust the oversized cup at him, reached into the sack, and chose a chocolate glaze. He didn’t leave until she’d eaten half and promised to finish the rest.

“Lady Rose?” she asked, setting the bag on the kitchen counter along with her partially eaten doughnut. “Why is Samu…Commander Walker always bringing us something to eat?”

“Us?” Zee asked with a dubious huff. The queen regarded the tablet in her lap and offered a noncommittal shrug.

Abby frowned, but let the matter drop. She was in the middle of a complete overhaul of Lady Rose’s wardrobe and should return to it. It was probably a wolf thing anyway. Ferwyns did love their food.

She took a sip of her warm drink and walked into the bedroom.

Unlike Abby’s temporary apartment down the hall, the queen’s suite had separate sleeping quarters. The lavish space was decorated in muted pastels and dove grays, the four-poster strewn with pillows and topped by a wispy white canopy.

It’d been two weeks since the attack at La Bella and Ambassador Faraday had contacted Abby more often in that short span than Samuel tried to feed her—which was a lot.

The ambassador was pressuring her to meet him somewhere downtown, or more specifically, off-island. She declined his invitations politely. It be a wasted endeavor for the man to fly to Memphis to talk to her in person. Abby was fully recovered, living in the complex and working for the Dádhe monarch by choice. At least, that was her story, and she was sticking to it.

Faraday meant well, but even if Abby were permitted to leave the island—which she wasn’t—there was nothing she could say to change her situation. Certainly not the truth. Like it or not, the laws of the United States no longer applied to her. Exploiting the ambassador’s assumption that she was human to escape the ESC’s jurisdiction would only backfire. The prince wouldn’t hesitate to declare her Fae Touched status, and then the slim chance of persuading the queen to let her go would be lost.

Abby knew that a lifetime spent pretending wasn’t the answer long term. But the nightmare of using her magic and failing again was too awful to contemplate. She had to find a way out of this mess before it was too late.

Entering the huge walk-in, she stepped over the neatly sorted piles of clothing and plopped onto the cluttered floor with a long, blown-out breath.

On top of her immediate problems, Conlan couldn’t discover she was living on the island. She hated lying to him, but imagining a confrontation between her hotheaded sibling and the prince turned her blood cold.

Conlan had always been overly protective, his big brother tendencies going into hyperdrive after the death of their parents and forced relocation to the facility. It was why Abby hadn’t let him in on her plans to run until she was long gone. It was also why downplaying the true depths of her misery over the years under the director had been necessary. There was nothing he could have done to alter her circumstances, and the knowledge she was suffering would have pushed him to try something foolish. She’d kept Conlan in the dark for his sake then, and she would keep him in the dark now.

Samuel had coincidently—or not—returned her phone within the twelve-hour deadline her brother imposed after his numerous messages went unanswered. It seemed no one wanted Conlan turning up unannounced.

Three days after their grandmother Gigi’s funeral, Abby contacted a frantic Conlan from a cheap hotel in Boston. After he chewed her out thoroughly, they developed a system of keeping in touch. Every two weeks, one or the other would call within a prearranged forty-eight-hour span. Or text if her brother’s assignment wasn’t conducive to conversation. They used burner phones that they switched out every other month. Or whenever Abby changed cities.

Missing the predetermined timeframe that started the day of the attack by over sixteen hours had him threatening to catch the next flight to Memphis. The excuse for the delay was flimsy, but she managed to convince her seriously pissed-off brother that the phone had dropped in the bathtub, and it had taken days to dry out.

Good thing Conlan couldn’t see her expression spewing that pack of lies. He’d have read the deception easily.

He told Abby to quit Tennessee. Her next fake name, passport, and driver’s license would be sent FedEx overnight. Conlan expected a text with her new burner number within twenty-four hours of receiving the package. Agreeing to leave barely felt like a lie. Technically, the island wasn’t part of the city. Or the US.

Samuel readily supplied the new phone, an expensive rose-colored iPhone that she couldn’t possibly toss like the disposable ones bought previously. She never saw the illegal documents Conlan sent.

After twenty minutes of groveling, she called her friend Penny next.

Abby had been reluctant to pursue any close relationships, never knowing when she’d have to flee for the next town, or worse, be recaptured by the facility. But she couldn’t help liking the boisterous redhead. Abby had been so lonely, and a genuine friendship developed despite her reservations. It was Penny’s shift she was covering the night of the attack.

Her friend left as many frantic texts as her brother…along with some curse-laden voicemails. Their delayed conversation hadn’t been particularly pleasant.

Penny held a mean grudge.

Accepting she wouldn’t be leaving Mud Island anytime soon, Abby contacted her temporary landlord. She had found a rare monthly lease on a one bedroom, one bath on South Main. The river wasn’t visible from her building, but the Mississippi and La Bella were only a short walk away.

She shouldn’t have bothered. Someone from the Harbor Complex had informed the rental company she wouldn’t be returning and sent a final payment.

Lastly, she phoned Cindy. Her former employer wasn’t surprised she wouldn’t be returning to work at the clothing store. She too had been informed.

Abby set the to-go cup on an empty closet shelf with a snap, feeling disgruntled by the high-handedness. Her admittedly messy life was being taken over. Piece by piece. Bit by bit.

Arrogant vamps.

Stubborn Ferwyn.

At least she was confident in her position as Lady Rose’s stylist. And honestly, the queen could use some help in that department. The PA label made a convenient cover, the secondary role infinitely more suitable than being the last line of magical defense for one of the Nine.

The job provided her with a legitimate excuse to be at the monarch’s side during public appearances. It didn’t hurt that Jenkins authorized the unlimited use of a black American Express card for the royal wardrobe either.

“Abigail?” Lady Rose interrupted her later. Zee had left ages ago.

Abby peeked out of the bedroom. “Yes, milady?”

“Do you have your appointment book with you?” the queen asked from one of two comfortable chairs stationed in front of the unlit fireplace.

“Of course.” She grabbed her large tote from the coffee table and retrieved her leather journal. It held the events Lady Rose would be attending and the suggested attire for each occasion. Zee had given her an iPad for the same purpose, but Abby liked to add and erase ideas along with drawing design sketches. In her short time on the job, the comments made on social media about the queen’s attire had all been positive.

Seating herself across from the queen, she waited expectantly.

“I want you to schedule Chess for this Friday night. I have not been to the club in weeks and should make an appearance.”

Abby jotted a note next to the early June date and entering the event in the calendar on her tablet.

The famous nightclub was ostensibly a spot where human and Fae Touched mingled freely, promoting racial acceptance and understanding through social integration. But that was the party line. Everyone knew it was really a cattle call for the Dádhe and a pickup joint for witches and shifters. The Untouched who frequented places like Chess were there for one reason: to take a walk on the wild side.

“I always go in white, and I suggest you do the same,” she added.

“What?” Abby gripped the pencil tightly. “Why?”

“Well, it is always best to be clear in your intentions, and it is safest to go with white. Unless you would rather wear black?” She grinned mischievously, oblivious to her PA’s distress. “Or if you are not that brave, perhaps a mixture of the two? I am sure you would get plenty of offers.”

No one was admitted into Chess without wearing one of the two opposing colors. If attending in white, it declared you weren’t interested in being a Dádhe Feeder or anyone’s bedmate. Or were already in a relationship. A combination of the shades announced you were open to negotiation or seduction. Arrive in all black—and you were actively seeking an assignation. Although the strictly enforced rules were clear and everything between individuals consensual, Abby wanted nothing to do with any of it.

“No.” She blew out a soft breath. “I meant, why am I going with you at all? Chess is located on ESC property and secure. It’s hard enough keeping my distance from the other Fae Touched in the complex. Why would I want to be in a crowd of them?” She was surprised how calm she sounded considering her heart was pounding. She wasn’t sure if witches could sense anything peculiar or not, but why risk it?

“Myles and Samuel insist on you accompanying me whenever I leave the building,” she chided gently. “But you have nothing to worry about. The sheer number of scents in the club will muddle any differences between the species. A shifter might break through the layers of your perfume if he sticks his nose in your neck and sniffs, but a vampire will not be able to tell unless they steal a taste.” Her full lips twitched. “I am assuming you have no plans to donate your blood?”

“Um, no. No feeding.”

“Nuzzling?”

“No nuzzling either.”

“Are you sure?” The queen leaned forward as if imparting a carefully guarded secret. “The Fae Touched make the best lovers with their enhanced…abilities. And there is no danger of contracting a sexually transmitted disease with any of the magical races. The Anwyll have standard runes to cover the possibility along with unwanted pregnancies, and the Ferwyn race is only fertile with their Ca’anam.”

“I’ve heard about shifter Marks.” She avoided the queen’s probing gaze by furiously scribbling in her notepad. “It takes three bites for a truemating, right?”

“Yes.”

“And?” She prompted when offered no further information.

“The first Mark is placed on the female’s shoulder. The bite leaves a semi-permanent impression on her skin and a distinctive smell warning away any potential rivals.”

“Warning them away?”

“The males literally mark their territory, declaring in the most primitive manner the female belongs to him.”

“For how long?”

“Until the next full moon.”

“He might as well pee a circle around her.”

“Exactly, but it works both ways. The Ferwyn is exclusively his Marked female’s for the same time frame. And remember, Abigail…shifters were wolves first. They do not think like humans, and you should not expect them to. Not saying a Dádhe male is any better. Or an Anwyll for that matter.” Lady Rose laughed lightly. “Maybe it has something to do with the Fae magic in our blood? All our males are extraordinarily possessive but the Ferwyn are the worst of the lot. Or the best.” Her green eyes twinkled with humor. “Depending on how you look at it.”

“And if things work out and they move onto the next Mark?” Abby tried to sound only mildly curious, failing spectacularly if the queen’s single quirked eyebrow was any indication.

“The second is made on the inner thigh and can either strengthen the connection or swiftly end it. If a future Ca’anam mating is possible, the protectiveness of the male ratchets up as does his sexual appetite. But, I hear both become insatiable.” Lady Rose sunk into the chair’s plush cushions, crossing her slender legs. “Though in the rare case a separation occurs between a confirmed potential pairing for whatever reason, the breakup is extremely difficult. The severing of an incomplete binding is physically and emotionally devastating for both parties.”

“If possible?” Abby asked. “They can’t mate anyone they want?”

“Yes and no. A Ferwyn’s primal nature will only allow the third Mating Mark with the right female. Their wolves are quite picky, and there may be as few as two or three potential mates born during their lifetime.”

“But what if an unsuited couple is already in love when the second bite fails?”

“Most shifters will not wait that long to discover the truth, but in those rare cases…almost all want the deeper spiritual tie of a truemate and break off the relationship. Although uncommon without the binding, especially if attached to a short-lived human, a few couples do remain together. Even marry.”

“But they can never have children?”

“No child can come from a union without the last Mating Mark, and only the males can create the bond.”

“What about female shifters?”

“Ferwyn males outnumber them four to one. The Clans permit unmated females who have reached their majority to travel throughout the nine territories, increasing their chances of finding a truemate.” She smiled. “I have never heard of a female who wanted to be a Ca’anam and did not become one. Ferwyn magic seems to guide both sexes toward a compatible mate.”

“And the last bite?”

“The third is near the heart, and it magically joins their lives and souls forever,” she said, her tone held a touch of wistfulness. “As truemates, they have a link closer than any Alpha with his pack. If one dies, the other rarely recovers.”

“And they can have kids?”

“Yes, though they call them pups.” Her gaze clouded and went distant. “And if you find a vampire you are interested in, fully transitioned Dádhe cannot conceive at all. Infertility is one reason we never mate with Ferwyns, but there are more.”

“Milady—”

“On the bright side.” She cut off any sympathy Abby was about to extend. “We are practically indestructible. I guess you cannot have everything, can you?” Lady Rose seemed to shake off her sorrow, a wicked gleam entering her eyes. “Maybe you should consider wearing something with a little black in it to Chess. Leave your options open?”

“I think I’ll pass.” She felt the warmth of a blush hit her cheeks.

“So, no black then?” The queen stuck out her bottom lip in an exaggerated pout. “How disappointing.”

“No, milady. I’ll definitely be choosing an all-white outfit.” Abby closed the appointment book, blindly shoving it and the tablet into the large carryall. She fumbled with her phone. The pencil missed the tote’s opening altogether. “Um…Lady Rose? Do you happen to know what color Commander Walker usually wears?”


Chapter 10


Samuel caught his prey and slammed him face first into the nearest building. Bone cracked, and the immobilized man shouted a string of profanities.

“Hello, Owen,” Samuel said, his mouth inches from the human’s ear.

“You broke my goddamn nose,” he cried, struggling to break free.

“Be happy it wasn’t your neck.” He ground the known member of the Knights of Humanity’s cheek into the rough brick.

“I’ll sue you and your blood-suckin’ queen, Walker.”

“I take it you’ve never heard of diplomatic immunity.” He flipped him around and flung the piece of shit against the wall—hard.

“Fuck you.” Owen’s words were muffled as he covered his nose, blood dripping through his cupped fingers.

Samuel promptly converted his nails and seized him by the shoulder. “Your manners need improvement.” His claws tore through fabric, triggering another round of curses. “Let’s start with an easy question. What were you doing hanging outside Rachel’s shop?”

“I wasn’t doin’ anything,” he replied, jutting his chin in a show of false bravado. “It’s a public place.”

“That it is, Owen. It’s also a lingerie store.” And owned by a young witch.

“It’s Ace…and maybe I got me a woman. Wanted to buy her somethin’ pretty. What do you care?”

“I don’t. But it’s Sunday, and Babydolls is closed.” Samuel flexed his embedded fingers, slicing through skin.

The human screeched.

“Let’s start again. Why are you here?”

He had no doubt the knights were responsible for the recent rash of crimes against Fae Touched businesses outside his direct protection, but he couldn’t prove it.

A Ferwyn-run BBQ joint in East Memphis had burned to the ground without a trace of usable evidence. But the rank and file knights weren’t smart enough to elude the Guard or the local police. They were getting help from someone. Someone with powerful connections. Or powerful magic.

Owen swiped at the blood and snot beneath his nose, smearing it over his cheek. “Freak.” His lips pinched, and he reared back to spit.

Samuel backhanded him. Owen’s head whipped to the side, dirty blond dreadlocks flying around his face. The saliva missed its intended target by a foot.

“Son of a bitch!”

“Actually,” Samuel said dangerously low, grabbing the knight’s grubby tee and twisting the torn cotton in his clawed fist. “Our mothers are she-wolves, not bitches. You have your species confused, or you’re deliberately trying to be insulting. Which do you think it is, lieutenant?”

“Rude,” Tucker said from his customary position at his Clan príoh’s side.

Samuel loomed, his canines slowly lengthening. “Any other derogatory remarks you’d like to make?”

The Untouched thug shook his head, and Samuel let go of his shirt, resisting the impulse to clean his palm on his pant leg.

Owen doubled over, spit out blood and a lone tooth. A stream of red-tinged drool dribbled to the pavement as he coughed and gagged. The acidic tang of fear was pouring from his stocky frame when he finally straightened, wiping his busted lips with shaking fingers.

Samuel dug beneath the scent of fresh blood and urine, unearthing the older, fainter notes of recent sex, marijuana, and the unmistakable smell of a witch’s casting. He went for Owen’s throat again, lifting him off his feet.

“Commander Walker,” a female member of the Guard called from the mouth of the narrow alley.

He waved the Anwyll forward, gaze never leaving the squirming man’s face. His pasty white skin turned reddish purple. “Find something, Cooke?”

“Yes, sir.” Her troubled expression flit to the wheezing human who was tearing at the clawed fingers cutting off his air supply.

“Lieutenant, take over.” Samuel released Owen abruptly.

Tucker advanced, jamming his forearm under the knight’s chin and pinning him to the building before his shoes touched the ground.

Guard Evelyn Cooke moved a safe distance away before speaking, her mouth set in a grim line. “I called Rachel. She gave us permission to enter the store and check things out. The wolves caught the strong smell of licorice.” The tall brunette kept her voice lowered. “It was a catalyst spell.”

“Not one of Rachel’s?”

“No, sir. It was incendiary. I diffused it. Although the incantation could have been used as a booster for any element in nature, fire seems the most logical assumption here.”

“Timetable? Your best guess.”

“The spell would have started dissipating twelve hours after being cast and been completely gone within twenty-four.”

“So, it’s feasible that the fire at Mina’s and George’s restaurant a few months ago could have been amplified by a magical accelerator, and we didn’t detect it?”

“That’s right, sir. Once the spell is sparked into activating,” she said, savagely tearing the rubber band from her shoulder-length hair and then rebinding the brown locks into a short ponytail, “it’d be gone faster than a hot knife through butter. There wouldn’t be a smidgen of magic left for us to discover.” Evelyn visibly paled. “Sumbitch. That means witches have been working with the Knights of Humanity for months.”

“It would explain a lot.” And confirm what Samuel had long suspected to be true.

The southern chapter of the knights had taken credit for the destruction of the pack’s running land, but that didn’t mean they threw the match. If there hadn’t been experienced witches on Guard patrol who were clever enough to utilize personal shielding spells to keep the bulk of the blaze from spreading, half the queen’s woodlands would have been lost due to the unnatural acceleration of the fire.

“But why would my kind help them?”

“Money? Power? Political influence?”

Witches were a multifaceted race. In the old language, Anwyll meant beloved, though few knew the translation. Humans were led to believe their magic was used predominately for personal health and public healing, casting protection wards for themselves or others, and prolonging a witch’s life. They were not known for the ability to cast deadly offensive and defensive spells; the misconception fed to the Untouched and the knowledge safeguarded as zealously today as when the race was first revealed during the Salem Witch Trials. The continued deception gave the Anwyll a freedom to move and observe among the general nonmagical populace that natural predators like the Ferwyn and Dádhe would never enjoy. Their unique insights were invaluable in helping the Nine maintain the fragile peace between the two species.

As a rule, witches were loyal to their Colony and the Fae Touched. But without magical means to enforce that fealty, rubbing elbows for centuries with humans was bound to blur the lines of loyalty. Or breed envy.

Proof that witches were contributing to the rise in bias-based crimes was piling up and made Samuel wonder if they were somehow connected to the attempted assault on the queen.

He looked up, squinting into the brightness of the mid-morning sun. The lingerie shop could have been set ablaze after sundown that night and the spell would still have enough juice to reduce the building to charred rubble before the Memphis Fire Department arrived. “I want two of the Guard assigned to keep an eye on Rachel’s place until the tech team can get surveillance cameras installed.”

“Will do, commander.” Evelyn left at a long-legged jog, rounding the corner to the storefront and the team members waiting for further instructions.

Samuel didn’t bother concealing his fury, striding to where his first lieutenant held a subdued Owen nailed against the wall. He clamped the man’s wounded shoulder, keeping his claws retracted but adding painful pressure. “I need you to give the knights a message. Tell the higher ups they should seriously rethink their choice of outsider associates.” Converting his nails again, he let them bite into the human’s abused flesh. “And if I see you within a block of another Fae Touched establishment…” Tucker held the screaming man immobile while Samuel leaned in close. “I’ll rip out your throat. That’s a promise, Ace.”

Tucker released him. Tears streamed down Owen’s swollen face.

“You plant the tracker?” Samuel asked once the knight was out of sight.

“Yup.”

Owen was clearly there to ignite the traitorous witch’s spell which would have reduced Rachel’s shop to ash. If caught at the scene, he was expendable. The man was too low in the organization’s standings to know any of the crucial players, but he might lead them to someone who would.

“Complaint from Billy,” Tucker said, changing the subject abruptly as they walked to their black Escalade.

“Billy Thacker?” The middle-aged Anwyll was one of several full-time security guards who worked the late shift at the gate between the city and Mud Island.

“Yeah. Home alarms tripped. Scared his wife. Found blood on the porch.”

Samuel stopped at the driver’s side of the SUV, unlocked the doors with a click of his key fob, and started the engine by remote.

“Neighborhood kids pulling a prank?” He could hope. “Were their boys home?”

“College,” he said. “Mellie was alone. Cats are missing.”

Samuel frowned. He hadn’t lied when he told Faraday violence against the Untouched hadn’t risen. What he hadn’t admitted aloud was crimes against their community had escalated significantly in the last year, peaking with the recent arson attacks. Harassment of the Fae Touched by humans was at an all-time high, and though it could be bored teenagers in Billy’s case—he didn’t think so.

Billy and his family lived in a subdivision about forty minutes east of the city. It was the third or fourth time they’d had an incident since Mellie persuaded him to leave the protection of the local Anwyll Colony. His wife was human and didn’t see why she couldn’t live in a normal subdivision with her witch husband and children.

“Now that their sons are away at school, maybe they’ll take my offer to relocate to the island. Or I can talk to Grandmaster Lake, see whether there are any vacancies in High Point.”

“I’ll ask.”

“If Billy’s working tonight, send Hop to watch his place.” Samuel got in the car. “Tell him to bring a thermographic camera, and give him strict instructions not to engage unless Mellie’s in physical danger. I want to know whether it’s the knights or just some punks being jackasses.”

“On it.” Tucker glanced at the squad car coming.

“One of Rachel’s neighbors must have called in a complaint,” Samuel said, indicating the arriving MPD officers. “When you get to the complex, gather the team. We need new ideas on how to keep these Fae Touched businesses safer. Bring in the number crunchers too. I want to know how plausible it’d be to add surveillance, physical or technical, to the companies that can’t afford the increased security costs.” He removed the phone vibrating in the pocket of his cargos.

“Shit.” Samuel gums ached after reading the short message. “The ambassador’s complaining cop was let onto the island, and he’s looking for Abby. I’ve gotta go.”

“Then go.” Tucker grinned.

“What’re you smiling about?” Samuel asked, shaking out his prickling fingers before putting the vehicle into drive and gunning the engine impatiently.

“Nothin’.” The big shifter stared meaningfully at the rigid grip Samuel had on the steering wheel.

Samuel bared his teeth. “Do you have something to say, Lieutenant Tucker?”

“Not a thing.” There was a definite smirk in the lazy drawl. “I’ll deal with the police.”

“We don’t need anyone asking too many questions.”

“Nope.”

“I have to make sure this guy doesn’t cause us any trouble.” It was reasonable.

“Yup.”

“I made a promise to keep her safe. I’m only trying to do my job.”

“Absolutely,” he said, straight-faced.

Samuel glared at his beta.

Tucker stared back.

“Fuck it.” He took his foot off the brake and peeled into traffic.


Chapter 11


“Ladies don’t sweat…they glisten.”

Bridget MacCarthy

Abby ran down the long row of mats in the Harbor Complex’s gym, executing a series of back handsprings before landing onto her bare toes with a small bounce.

Her chest heaved, having gone through a strenuous routine of full-twists and tucks on the trampoline before the tumbling runs. It was the first real workout since the attack, and she’d pushed herself to the max to compensate for the prolonged downtime. Her legs shook with exertion.

Still panting, she tightened the drooping elastic band on her ponytail and retrieved her water bottle. She drank several swallows while yanking at the white tee over her sports bra, flapping the damp cotton to cool her overheated skin.

The complex’s fitness center looked like a converted warehouse. The cavernous space had cement block walls, high ceilings with crisscrossing steel girders, and exposed lighting. The latest in aerobic and weightlifting equipment lined one entire side of the large area while sparring mats, a boxing ring, rows of punching bags, and a competition-sized trampoline filled the rest of the generous square footage.

“Miss Barnes!”

Grabbing a towel to wipe the moisture from her neck, she turned and tossed the empty plastic bottle into the nearby recycling bin. The approaching man wore jeans slung low on trim hips, and a fitted polo shirt that stretched nicely over well-defined shoulders. Older than Abby, maybe late twenties or early thirties, the stranger had short, streaky blond hair and lightly tanned skin. As he got closer, she noted his eyes were a brilliant blue.

“Miss Barnes?” He stretched out his hand, and she took it, her Fae senses telling her he was an Untouched. “I’m Derek Cull.”

“I’m sorry, have we met?”

“Not officially.” A boyish smile lit his attractive face, making him startlingly handsome. “I was one of the responding officers at La Bella the night of the assassination attempt.” His eyes roamed her face, moved down her body and up again.

“Did you need to talk to me about what happened at La Bella? I’ve already given my statement to the police. If you were there, you know I was unconscious at the end and won’t be much help.” He wasn’t a particularly tall man, but without her usual high heels, she barely topped five feet and had to lift her chin to meet his eyes. “Shockingly, I can’t recall a thing after blacking out.”

“Yes, I know,” he said soberly, negating her attempt to make light of the incident. “That’s why I’m here. I wanted to be sure you were okay.” He released her hand with apparent reluctance.

“I’m fine. Thank you.”

“I would have been here sooner, but I had trouble obtaining a pass,” Derek said with another crooked grin.

“Really? It’s usually fairly easy to visit the island during the day.”

“Yeah, it was odd.” He seemed lost in thought before moving the conversation in a different direction. “I didn’t realize you were living here now.”

“It’s temporary.” Few humans resided on an Accord-granted property unless they were mated or married to a Fae Touched—employee or not. “Special requirement of the job.”

“You don’t sound very excited about hanging out on Blood Island,” he said, emphasizing the local vernacular and lifting his brows in an exaggerated show of disbelief.

“Mud Island is lovely,” she said good-naturedly. “But, it’s not my permanent home.”

“Any idea when you’ll be returning to the city?”

“No clue.” Her answer sounded wistful to her own ears.

“You sure you’re alright?” he asked, serious again. “Nobody is making you do anything you don’t want to?”

“What? No. I’m right where I need to be.”

“You’re absolutely sure?”

“Positive.” She held her breath, hoping there was enough truth in the lie to convince him.

Derek nodded after a moment and jammed his fingers into his front pockets, tilting onto his heels. “So, Abby…can I call you some time? Maybe this weekend we could grab dinner and a movie?”

Surprised by the unexpected invitation, her mind went blank. She twisted the forgotten towel in her hands and stared at him, mouth slightly open.

Derek’s lips gradually curved up. “Damn, you’re cute. Didn’t see that one coming, did ya?” He pulled his hands from his jeans, his expression earnest. “I don’t see how any red-blooded, single man wouldn’t want the chance to get to know you better. I certainly do. Go out with me?”

“I…” Can’t leave the island.

How could she explain without giving herself away? Derek seemed nice. She could offer to meet him somewhere in Queenstown. But never mind the stupidity of someone with secrets hanging with a cop, she couldn’t overlook that when he smiled, she felt nothing. No flutters, no swooping. Nothing like when in the vicinity of a certain Ferwyn male.

Derek straightened, his focus abruptly diverting to a spot beyond her shoulder.

“She’s busy.”

Abby jumped at the unexpected sound of Samuel’s voice.

“I’m what?” Did he decline her date?

“Busy,” he said again, cupping her neck. Abby’s skin felt feverishly hot beneath his palm.

“I wasn’t asking you, Commander Walker.” Derek was rigid, his narrowed stare on Samuel’s possessive grip.

“The answer is still no.” His tone brooked no argument.

“I’m sorry,” she said, swallowing her embarrassment and anger. She was reminded again that the freedom granted in the complex was limited. But, how short was her leash? “It’s sweet of you to ask me, but the commander is right. The job with the queen takes up most of my time.”

“I see.” Derek squinted hard at Samuel. She thought the police officer really might understand, his expression softening as it returned to her. “Another time?”

“I’d love that,” she said beaming, ignoring Samuel’s unyielding hold.

Encouraged, Derek pulled a business card from his pocket. Abby accepted the thick paper containing his name, phone number, and email address, their fingers brushing fleetingly in the exchange.

The air turned tangy with the smell of crushed evergreens.

Derek retreated, bright blue eyes locked on hers. “Call me.”

Abby kept an artificial smile in place for the policeman’s sake, cheeks aching with the effort. The moment he turned away, it vanished and she spun, forcing Samuel to either break his hold or risk hurting her. He let go.

“Was that necessary? I was about to turn him down. I know my place here.” She heard the pained hitch in her voice and was furious with herself for allowing the hurt to show.

“What the hell does that mean?” His hard gaze bore into hers.

“My circumstances. My cage. Whatever you want to call…” She spread her arms wide, twirling in a circle to indicate the entire island. “This,” she said, refusing to raise her voice. She would not shout at the infuriating shifter.

He scowled, the lines between his brows deepening. “It isn’t a prison.”

“It’s not?” She grabbed the towel from the floor and tossed it into a nearby hamper. “Then I’m free to leave the island whenever I want?”

Samuel’s head rocked back in apparent frustration. He sighed and raked his fingers ruthlessly through his untidy hair, the motion pulling his t-shirt taut against his muscular torso.

Abby couldn’t help following his bicep as it flexed, tracking the exposed length of his masculine throat to his lightly bristled chin, wondering what it would feel like to run her lips along the roughened edge of his jawline.

She wrenched her eyes from the too-tempting male a second before realization struck—Samuel wasn’t in workout clothes. He was wearing the standard black tee, green cargos, and combat boots of the Guard. He hadn’t just happened upon her and Derek. He’d purposely come to interfere. Did someone inform him she was speaking with the police?

“Am I being followed?” The question came out in a breathy rush as she retrieved her flip-flops. What did they think she would do? Involve the MPD in an escape attempt? She envisioned Derek stuffing her into the trunk of his car and sneaking past the guarded entrance. Or maybe they could jump in the Mississippi and swim for it? The thought was so ludicrous she wasn’t sure if she should laugh or cry.

Her tumultuous emotions must have shown on her face because Samuel gently clasped her shoulder. “Abby, no. You’re not being followed.”

“But I am a prisoner?”

His jaw set. “Come on,” he said, capturing her hand and towing her behind him. His gait was long, and she had to jog to keep up as he headed for the exit.

“Where are we going?”

He linked their fingers. “You’ll see.”

She remained silent, easily keeping pace after he’d shortened his strides. They made a left once free of the gym, banged through a heavy door leading to the outside, and stepped into the U-shaped courtyard.

It was a gorgeous spring day, warm but not humid. The stone tabletops in the picturesque patio were occupied by Harbor Complex employees enjoying meals from the cafeteria or Riverfront Café. Others found seating wherever there was an open space or patch of grass. They held paperbacks or e-books and sucked on made-to-order smoothies while reading or chatting amicably with friends and coworkers. Everyone was taking advantage of the kind of mild temperatures longtime residents of the Mid-South knew to be short-lived.

Skimming the edge of the courtyard, he led them to the opposite wing of the building and the indoor firing range.

“Come on, let’s see if you can shoot.”

“What does my ability to handle a gun have to do with anything?”

He slowly slid his fingers from hers in a strangely intimate untangling without answering her question. Reaching the counter, he spoke with the older shifter behind it. “Hey, Buck. Can you get me the gun from locker fifty-three and a set of synced headgear in lane twelve?”

Buck was tall and thin, his gray hair falling loose to his shoulders. He displayed none of the usual bulk a male Ferwyn carried and was the first shifter she’d seen with an abundance of wrinkles.

Samuel signed a clipboard, checked them in, and procured a pair of safety glasses from the plastic bucket. His clanmate returned quickly, handing his Alpha a rectangular container bearing a gun with its breech opened, the same make and model of Abby’s missing one. Two full magazines, an orange key, and a box of ammo were inside the tray. Buck kept his eyes averted, but she noticed the flare of his nostrils as he sniffed the air. Instead of the puzzled expression most shifters tended to have around her, he grinned.

“Buck, this is Abby.”

Samuel’s introduction seemed to be an unspoken signal. Buck looked directly at Abby for the first time.

“Pleasure to meet you, ma’am.” His smile was huge, voice almost tender.

“Please, call me Abby.”

After a glance at the commander, Buck captured her hand without warning. Her returning smile wobbled as she attempted to tug free discreetly, the fear of discovery rearing its ugly head again. Unrelenting, the Ferwyn’s brown eyes danced with merriment as his weather-beaten palms drew her fingers to rest above his heart. The crinkles around the dark orbs added to his grandfatherly appeal, and her apprehension faded, replaced by the strongest urge to adore him instead.

“Everything is ready on the line,” he said, releasing her after a gentle squeeze.

“I appreciate it.” Samuel placed one of the thick glasses onto her nose, adjusted them, and used the spare for himself. He led her to the shooting gallery, the previously muffled staccato of gunfire transforming into loud bursts of nerve-jangling explosions when he opened the door.

Three other firing lanes were presently in use. He ushered her to the farthest from the entry.

Samuel set the tray on the nearby table and collected the headgear his pack member supplied. “These are wireless for teaching purposes. We can hear each other speak without removing them. Just push the button on the housing to talk.”

He placed the padded sound protectors over her ears and tested the slim built-in microphones before retrieving the compact 9mm short-barreled pistol. He loaded the magazine but didn’t chamber a round, motioning for her to follow him to the partitioned lane.

“Let’s see what you can do.” He handed her the weapon.

Abby took a deep breath and released the safety, placing her right hand on the grip and cycling the slide with her left. Spacing her legs apart, she extended her arms, aimed at the target fifteen yards away, and fired three rounds in quick succession. She hit the shoulder area of the target, missing the heart by a wide margin. She hadn’t shot a gun since leaving the facility, and Samuel’s scrutiny wasn’t helping her aim.

He tapped her on the shoulder, and she lowered the gun. “I’m assuming you didn’t attend the weapons training course all Untouched take in high school?” he asked, voice teasing.

“The one where they hand you a 9mm Glock at graduation?” She stared blankly at the damaged target. “The one giving humans a false sense of confidence against a species that could snap our necks before we squeezed the trigger? That class?”

“Yeah, that one.” His tone added an unspoken smartass.

“You had to be a senior, so yes, I…missed it.” Abby swallowed around the sudden mass in her throat. “But the director didn’t allow us to rely exclusively on our magic. I’m a decent shot, just a bit rusty.”

“Your hands aren’t high enough on the grip,” he said after a long silence, his jaw working silently. “You need to stabilize the recoil more.”

Samuel’s deep voice rumbled through the speaker in her ears and made a beeline to her stomach. His arms came around her shoulders, hands on either side of hers, knees bent to compensate for their differing heights. Her heart raced at his nearness, and she prayed the headgear would muffle the sound of its erratic beating from his advanced hearing.

“Push with the dominant hand and pull with the supporting one,” he said, activating the button on his mic. His breath whispered along her nape. Tiny goosebumps raced up her arms and scalp. “And don’t aim for the heart unless you’re shooting at a human or a witch. I know you’ve been taught the chest is the largest area so you’d be less likely to miss. But if you need to slow one of us down, close is not close enough. Always target the head. It’ll do the maximum damage and give you time to run.”

Right. She knew that.

He wrapped both hands around hers, lining up her thumbs horizontally with the SIG’s slide. The compact gun was a perfect fit for Abby but was swallowed by Samuel’s broad palms. Evidently satisfied with Abby’s grip, he slid his fingers from her forearms to her elbows, adjusted their alignment, and then settled on her hips.

His big body enveloped her smaller frame. The enticing scent of spring grass drifted from his skin. The temptation to twist in his arms, lift onto her toes, and bury her nose in his throat was embarrassingly hard to resist.

Get a grip, Abby!

The region’s commander was judging her shooting skill before returning what she suspected was her gun. That was it. He was not interested in the short girl with sweaty hair and smashed b-cups.

Her wandering thoughts were interrupted by a gruff, “Try again.”

Three out of the four bullets hit the target in the delineated face. Two rounds landed dead center, taking out what would’ve been the attacker’s nose. The third missed, tearing through the surrounding negative space. The last struck where the right eye would be on a live mark.

She turned with a smile, elated.

“Good job.” Samuel’s attention dropped to her mouth. “Reload and let’s go again.” The order was soft and husky through the headphones. His amber gaze veered from her lips to the bangs covering the huge glasses perched on her nose. He pushed the longer pieces aside with his index finger.

Abby’s heart stopped, along with her brain, thinking he meant to kiss her. Instead, Samuel broke the light touch, and collected the extra magazine from the tray, patiently offering it while she stared.

Face hot, she snatched the ammo and whirled. Removing the expended mag, she checked to make sure the chamber was empty and reloaded, determined to ignore the handsome Alpha and the dang batwings having a heyday inside her gut.

After nodding that she was ready, Samuel reached over and pushed the mechanism to send the target another ten yards farther away. His chest accidentally bumped into her shoulder.

Abby steadied the gun and attempted to control her uneven breathing.

The commander grasped her hips, his foot gently tapping the inside of her bare ankle, encouraging her to open her stance. She obediently corrected her position, bending slightly forward.

Samuel’s fingers dug into her skin. Her shot went wide.

Another twenty minutes past before he called a halt to the impromptu practice session.

“There’s a safe in your suite if you want to bring the SIG up to your room. If not, you can store it here,” he told her, handing over the locker key once they were outside the main gallery.

“So that was my gun, and you’ve decided to return it. Why now?” she asked, clenching the orange plastic in her palm.

“You’ve proven yourself competent, and it is your property.”

He started down the corridor, and she followed, the hallway silent except for the soft smacking noise her sandals made as they entered the foyer.

“Abby…” Samuel slowed, allowing her to catch up. “We never meant for you to be a prisoner here. You know it’s more complicated than that.”

She did understand, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

“As much as you might wish it weren’t true, you’re an extraordinarily rare and gifted Fae Touched,” he said, stopping at the lobby’s elevators. “And someone tried to kill your queen. As head of the region’s security forces, I’m honor-bound to use every resource at my disposal to prevent that from happening.”

Resource. Is that all she was to him? Is it all she’d ever be to anyone?

“I know. It’s not that I don’t want to help. I’m just not sure that I can.” She pushed the up button even though it was already lit, keeping her profile averted, intent on the numbers above the closed doors. Her emotions in turmoil. “And what if my heritage is discovered in the meantime?”

“Then we’ll deal with the repercussions.” Samuel gently took her arm, forcing her to confront him. “We all agree the timing isn’t right to unmask the Na’fhuil to the human populace. Throwing in a surprise magical race isn’t going to help calm things down between the species. And the attack on the queen has only added to the political unrest.”

“But it was vampires at La Bella, not the Untouched.” Abby felt sick at the thought of them succeeding in their attempt to kill the queen. In the brief time knowing the royal Dádhe, she’d come to care for her.

“The US government is threatening to view the incident as a breach of the Accord. They are arguing that we don’t have the control over our kind we promised.”

“What? That’s ridiculous. If anything, they’ve been in default for years by not doing more to stop the human hate groups.”

“I agree. But whether or not they choose to twist the letter of the law, or follow its spirit, too many lives depend on keeping the arrangement we have with our powerful neighbors intact,” he said, guiding her inside the waiting elevator. “You falling into the wrong hands could give those set against us more ammunition.”

“Me? But I’m not even a Jumper.” She sagged against the planked wall, tilting her chin high to meet his gaze.

Samuel’s eyes blazed wolf yellow as they fell on the line of her throat, his expression a stone mask carved from marble. His mouth sealed over a suddenly bulging top lip, nostrils flaring.

The doors opened with a ding onto their floor, and he jerked away.

“You keep undervaluing yourself. Anyone coming across your secret would have taken advantage of it.” His voice was brusque, hands balled as he marched down the hallway.

Her heart beat wildly as she chased after him. “Like you and Lady Rose did?”

They reached her suite, and she leaned against the door, waiting for his reply.

“Exactly as we did,” he said, placing his hands on the casing above her, effectually caging her in. “I know you think we’re treating you like your previous government did when you were still a child. But the alternative could be much worse.”

“Worse than being held prisoner?” Abby pushed the point. “Worse than having my race hunted again because of me?”

“At the facility, you had a semblance of freedom when on assignments?”

“Yes.” She was surprised by the question, but answered it honestly. “I would be gone for weeks or sometimes months. I wasn’t followed, only required to check in frequently with my handler. Running wasn’t an option for me then.” The director would have found her easily. She was too young, inexperienced, and frightened to attempt an escape. And the thought of never seeing Conlan again was not something she had been prepared to face.

Abby had been almost twenty before the director deemed her magically ready and trustworthy enough to venture outside the narrow confines of the compound on select missions. While on the job, she’d had regular interactions with the Untouched and free time to pursue all the things normal people enjoyed without appreciating them. Even casually dating a human bodyguard who was employed by her charge during an extended stint of duty.

The years at the facility hadn’t been entirely without companionship either. She’d grown fond of her long-term tutor and even a few of her guards. A tremendous crush at seventeen on the firearms instructor had been her first taste of puppy love and heartbreak when he naturally didn’t return her feelings. The Na’fhuil who had trained alongside her for over three years was someone she considered a friend, even though she still didn’t know his real name. And of course, she had Conlan when he wasn’t away on assignments.

“There are Fae Touched and humans besides the director who would abuse you physically as well as mentally. Beyond the painful usage of your magic. Loan you to others for money or favors. Force you to help them find other halfbloods, which we’ve promised not to do. And if you refused to acquiesce to their demands, they’d find alternative ways to ensure your cooperation. Use the ones you love against you.”

Conlan. Samuel searched her face, and Abby knew she must have paled.

“I’m not trying to scare you,” he said, partially releasing the doorframe to caress her neck, the steady pressure of his thumb gliding over her throat. “We are asking for your loyalty. In return, we will protect you from the facility and anyone else who might want a halfblood for their own. I promise you’ll have as much freedom as can be safely given.”

Her eyes closed as he stroked her skin soothingly.

“You can stop running, Abby.”

She nodded. What other choice was there except to agree…for now.

Samuel sighed, and removed his hand. “I’m sorry I can’t offer you more.”

She immediately missed his warmth.

He sounded so weary. It wasn’t his fault her life was in shambles. She’d known the consequences of using her magic and chose to do it anyway.

Giving him what she hoped was a reassuring smile, Abby extracted the key from a zipper in her spandex shorts.

She jumped as he suddenly snarled, “You’re going with the queen to Chess tonight?”

“Well, yes,” she said, confused. “It was your order.”

The muscle in Samuel’s jaw flexed. The cords in his neck bulged. “Make sure you wear white.”


Chapter 12


“When in doubt, over dress”

Bridget MacCarthy

Abby squirmed in the backseat of the Hummer, plucking at the hem of her white leather shorts. She’d been happy with her outfit entering the lobby, but her confidence wavered crossing the foyer to a waiting Samuel.

The commander’s jaw clenched taut, a pained expression settling on his handsome face when his gaze dropped to her bare legs. Abby swore she heard his teeth grind as he grasped her elbow and practically dragged her to the queen’s idling SUV.

Glancing down, Abby clasped her evening bag in her lap to prevent further fidgeting and tried to determine what had pissed him off.

She’d worn white, hadn’t she?

Her ivory blouse sported a high neckline and sleeves made of sheer chiffon; the billowing top tucked into buttery-soft shorts whose cuffs hit Abby mid-thigh. She’d teased her bangs into a poof, securing the overlong pieces above her forehead with a crystal pin while leaving the rest of her blond hair to fall in a smooth sheet to the middle of her back. And for a change, she hadn’t downplayed her large eyes, sweeping navy liner along the lids to form a dramatic cat eye.

Abby had hoped to achieve the right balance of sophistication and fun for her first night out but fell short if Samuel’s reaction was anything to go by.

What did she care what he thought anyway?

She didn’t.

Not one bit.

Abby suppressed a sigh. At least Lady Rose looked amazing.

The original outfit from the night of the attack had been purchased in reparation, but couldn’t be salvaged. Vampire blood stains. But Cindy had been more than happy to sell the same clothing twice.

“I see you did not change your mind,” the queen said. “You look wonderful by the way.”

“My feet are cold and it’s all your fault.” Noah’s nonsensical statement came from the passenger side of the car. He turned and flashed Abby a devilish grin. “You knocked my socks off.”

Samuel was driving and snorted in apparent disgust, but the queen laughed delightedly, always amused by the young shifter’s silly humor.

“How about you save me a dance?” Noah said. “I’ve got moves you wouldn’t believe.”

“You’re on duty,” Samuel reminded his nephew.

“We can spare him for one song.” Lady Rose insisted, still smiling. “I would enjoy watching some of these moves.”

Abby was saved from entering the conversation by their arrival at Chess.

The club was within easy walking distance of a monorail system connecting Mud Island to downtown Memphis, the restricted access the only way the general public was permitted onto the property after sundown. A steady stream of locals and tourists could be seen traveling the well-lit path from the station to the weekend hotspot.

Tucker and another Guard member escorted the prince, tailing the queen in an identical Hummer. A third set led the small caravan to the front of the brick building where an attractive brunette argued vehemently with the doorman.

The angry woman was dressed in a pair of sky-high strappy sandals, an ebony skirt that barely covered her butt, and a dress code breaking fire-engine-red shirt. The Ferwyn attendant was in the process of turning her away.

She staunchly refused to go.

Noah’s quick inhale coincided with the pretty human shoving her purse at her companion and casually stripping the banned top to reveal a black bra underneath. She tossed the offending blouse at the club employee’s chest. Her hands went to her hips as she glared at the shifter. He brought the red shirt to his nose and grinned, then stepped aside to wave the triumphant women inside.

“On. Duty,” Samuel said, this time with a touch of amusement.

Abby was still smiling as she swung the car door open, breathing in the sweet smell of honeysuckle. She tugged on her shorts, and then followed her boss inside.

The prince guided the queen into the club, their dark heads bent close in conversation. The stunningly beautiful vampires made a striking pair. One clothed in flawless white and the other in a suit, shirt, and tie so intensely black it seemed to absorb the light.

Once they filtered through the lobby and bypassed security, Abby discovered the interior of the nightclub was designed in a basic square. The outer edges were tri-level and lined with tables; private booths and full-service bars spread evenly throughout the raised platforms. The setup imitated a luxury sports arena with a dance area in the center instead of a playing field.

The main floor was painted in a black and white checkered motif that was mostly concealed by the partying throng. White wooden cages mimicking chess pieces dangled from thick cables attached to the ceiling and were large enough to hold a dancer inside. The performers wore next to nothing and gyrated to music so loud you’d have to yell to be heard—if you were human. Abby had no idea how the Dádhe and Ferwyn could stand the assault on their sensitive eardrums.

She trailed Tucker and a whip-thin female Guard with short lavender hair through the pulsating masses, her heart pounding in tempo with the song the DJ played from his lofty roost in the middle of the dance floor.

The lieutenant led them to a roped section. A burly attendant unhooked the flimsy barrier, and they climbed deep steps to a partially enclosed booth on the third tier. Abby slid onto the thick upholstery, the horseshoe-shaped seating somewhat muting the blaring music from the high-tech speaker system.

A witch in a white halter dress took their drink order, the pale ink symbols on her bare arms and shoulders glowing under the glimmering blue lights.

All the queen’s staff at Chess wore off-the-menu white. The Guard did not.

Samuel’s warriors were garbed in the usual t-shirts and cargos. But without their guns and swords, which had been checked at the door, there wasn’t much to distinguish them from the regular customers. Their uniforms were slightly altered to conform with house rules: swapping green pants for black and adding a teeny tiny stitched ESC onto the sleeve of their customary black tees. Abby thought the white logo was practically microscopic.

“So, what do you think of Chess, Abigail?” Lady Rose’s pride in the establishment was evident.

“It’s overwhelming,” she admitted, easily viewing the nightclub from the raised vantage point.

The mob on the dance floor was a billowing sea. The intermittent strobe lights cast rhythmic shadows on heads that bobbed and arms that waved, hips rolling to the latest remix. The hanging cages swayed, their inhabitants encouraging the rocking motion from six feet above the crowd’s heads.

A cluster of college girls was gathered below a shirtless Anwyll male dancer, his tattooed biceps and defined abs glistening with sweat. The intoxicated group yelled encouragement as he worked the castle-shaped cage’s bars, gaining lift and speed.

Abby’s eyes flew to the cables connected to steel beams, imagining them squeaking and groaning under the added stress.

“He’s perfectly safe up there.” The prince was slouched against the plush seating, holding his recently delivered bloody cocktail. The Dádhe race needed to consume human plasma, but it gave Abby the creeps whenever their nutrition came via a glass with ice.

“Would you rather I sample the clientele?” he asked, seemingly reading her mind.

“No.” She’d been caught staring. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

“Are you curious about the rumors?”

“Myles, let her be.” Lady Rose sipped at her scarlet drink through a slim black straw.

“Rumors?” Abby asked warily.

“About our eating habits. What do you think you know about my kind, Miss MacCarthy?”

The queen’s resigned sigh was loud.

“I’ve heard you can ingest bland food and drink almost any liquid,” Abby said, playing with the stem of her margarita glass, uncomfortable with the discussion. “I know vampires require human blood every few days to stay in peak condition but can go without for several weeks before they are adversely affected. Blood comes from a banked supply where it’s sold in pints or…from a live donor.” She sought the darkened corners of Chess where couples engaged in all sorts of activities not related to dancing, noting several men and women staring longingly at their booth. “I don’t think you’d have to look far for a willing companion.”

“They are not our companions.”

“What?”

“They are cows,” he said flatly. “Chickens. Pigs. Whichever correlation works best for you. I suppose some could be considered cats or dogs if you’re especially fond of them.”

“That is quite enough.” Lady Rose clutched the prince’s wrist to forestall him from saying anything further.

He ignored her.

“Humans are food. Feeders. Some under blood contract and some not,” he said baldly. “They are not sexual partners or lovers. They’re not fuck buddies.”

“But—”

“We can induce humans to experience any emotion we want with our bite: blissful contentment, unmitigated joy…orgasms,” he interrupted, swirling the macabre contents of his tumbler. He took a long pull of his drink, swishing the concoction in his mouth as though he were sampling a fine brandy before swallowing. “It costs my race next to nothing to change what would typically cause pain into a pleasurable experience. Something humans will want to do again. And again. It was to our advantage to make an effort in the past when preserved blood wasn’t an option. And it is still to our benefit today as most of us prefer it…fresh from the oven.”

Abby couldn’t maintain eye contact with the gorgeous but seriously scary vampire. “But I’ve seen vampires and the Untouched kiss.”

Lord Myles bared his teeth, the air filling with the odor of wet dirt and moss. Incisors clicked into place and pierced his lower lip. A ruby bead welled and hung on the precipice of his sensuous mouth for the length of a heartbeat before he licked it away. “There’s magic in blood and bone, Miss MacCarthy. You’d do well to remember it.”

His statement left her completely stunned.

Abby never had much contact with the magical community beyond a few witches in high school. And then at the facility, they taught her how to avoid the more dangerous Fae Touched for fear of discovery. To her knowledge, the director didn’t deal with any other nonhuman race beside her own, but he had to know the truth. What other misconceptions were the public being fed? Literally.

“So…never?”

“Would you have sex with your food?”

“That depends,” she said numbly, pulse racing.

“On what?”

“On whether it included chocolate.”

Lady Rose threw her head back and laughed. Lord Myles’ mouth lifted in the pretense of a smile.

The quip seemed to be an ice breaker, and the next hour past quickly. Abby nursed her drink, listened to the Dádhes’ sibling-like banter, and spent the next hour people watching—or shifter watching; she hadn’t seen Samuel since being seated.

She gathered her purse. “I’m going to freshen up. I’ll be right back.”

The vampires nodded absently, involved in a heated discussion concerning regional politics.

Abby waved off Vicky, the Dádhe Guard with purple hair, and made her way to the main level, telling herself she wasn’t hoping to catch a glimpse of the commander. Staying on the edges of the dance floor, she weaved in and out of traffic, apologizing whenever she bumped into someone and politely declining two offers to dance.

She caught sight of Johnnie at a lower level bar. The pretty Ferwyn who’d escorted her to the queen her first day on the island had quickly become a friend. Abby held a finger high to let the bubbly shifter know she’d return to visit shortly. Johnnie acknowledged her with arms raised above her head and an energetic butt wiggle.

Abby pushed through the swinging doors, the beat from Chess dulling to an insistent throbbing bass as they closed behind her. She headed toward the sound of giggling girls and what she suspected was her destination. The staccato of her heels on the polished cement sounded unnaturally loud in the empty corridor.

“I will never leave you.” Samuel’s low-pitched voice drifted from a nearby room. A quieter, distinctly female voice responded, and although Abby couldn’t make out the woman’s words, there warmth in them.

She moved unthinkingly to the doorway’s cracked opening, pulled as if by a magnet to the scene inside the office.

The commander stood with his hips on the edge of a wooden desk, a woman with sandy-colored hair kneeled at his feet. She wore a white pantsuit that bared one shoulder, her thin torso pressed to his leg, her cheek resting on his thigh. Samuel stroked the crown of her head with obvious affection.

Abby’s heart stuttered, a huge lump forming in the pit of her stomach. She must have made an involuntary sound because his glowing yellow stare was suddenly boring into her through the six-inch gap.

Feeling like the kid caught with her hand in the cookie jar, she opted for a cowardly retreat.

Abby didn’t get far, Samuel catching her by the arm within seconds.

“I’m sorry I interrupted.” She was stammering, trying to explain the unexplainable. “I was on my way to…” Abby decided to shut up. There was no excuse for the intrusion. She had been spying on them.

“Wait.” He turned to introduce the female joining them. She was a shifter. A beautiful one. “Sarah, this is Abby.”

The she-wolf said a quiet hello.

Disconcerted, Abby offered Sarah her hand, forgetting to maintain her distance. Her smile felt brittle as she greeted Samuel’s girlfriend? Mate?

Abby knew her skin would be ice-cold; the blood having rushed from her extremities to her embattled heart. Surprisingly, Sarah’s palm was just as cool. A Ferwyn’s body temperature ran hot, as if they had a perpetual low-grade fever. Was she sick? Did shifter’s even get sick?

Now that she was looking closely, Sarah’s complexion was sallow, the blond hair hanging to her waist dull and limp against her drawn face. Dark shadows marred the delicate skin underneath swollen and red-rimmed light brown eyes.

Before she could ask whether the female was feeling ill, the shifter rubbed her cheek like a kitten against Samuel’s shoulder and said her goodbyes. The noise of the club returned briefly after her departure, cutting when the doors rolled shut again.

Abby stared at the concrete floor, the knot in her stomach growing to basketball-sized proportions. Seconds ticked by, and neither spoke. Her throat ached, and all she wanted to do was escape. She was such an idiot.

“I’m sorry,” she finally croaked through dry lips. “I should be getting back to Lady Rose.”

“Abby, look at me.” Samuel’s demand was soft.

She didn’t want to.

A low sound of frustration was her sole warning.

He wheeled her around, walking her backward until her shoulders bumped the wall. Her chin lifted in surprise, inadvertently obeying his command. Yellow fire burned in the depths of his eyes.

“You smell so damn good,” he said.

Samuel planted his forearms on the wall, boxing her in with his muscular frame. Although they no longer touched, the heat pouring off his body seared her skin. She pressed her hand to the center of his chest, unsure whether she planned to push him away or pull him closer. The t-shirt he wore was soft, the muscles beneath her palm, hard.

He might not be free.

“Is Sarah sick?” Abby let him go, clutching her small purse to her breasts like an iron shield.

“No,” he whispered near her ear. “Her Ca’anam is…far away, and she is suffering. As her Alpha, I can offer some of my strength through the pack bond. It seems to help.”

“Her Ca’anam?” Goosebumps covered her nape as his mouth dipped into the space between her jaw and the crook of her neck.

Abby tensed.

“Noah’s sire.” He inhaled deeply.

“Sarah’s your sister?”

The tight ball inside her chest loosened. The gorgeous shifter appeared to be in her early thirties and not old enough to have a grown son. Though Abby knew Ferwyns didn’t age the same way as humankind did, being told something is true and having irrevocable proof were two different things.

“Mm hmm,” Samuel hummed. The low, steady sound caused her entire body to prickle in feminine awareness, even as her mind and heart screamed for caution.

“Samuel, I don’t think…”

His firm lips rose to skim the length of her jawline before skating across her cheekbone. They pressed briefly against her temple and then fell to her earlobe.

“Just feel,” he said.

His husky command sent a shiver racing down her spine. Abby didn’t second guess herself, closing her eyes, and tilting her face to the side in silent invitation.

Samuel groaned in response to her unspoken request.

His fingers tunneled through her hair, bunching the thick mass at the base of her skull. Bending his knees, he tipped her head back and nipped at the underside of her chin. His teeth scorched a trail down her neck, raking the sheer neckline of her blouse. Abby wished she’d chosen something else to wear, desperate to feel his lips on her skin.

“Abby, look at me,” he said in a rough whisper, biting on her bottom lip and then soothing the slight sting with a feathery brush of his mouth.

She rolled onto her toes, wanting to get closer. Wanting a real kiss. When he continued to deny her, she reluctantly opened her eyes. A satisfied smile crossed his handsome features as he pushed away from the wall, wrapped his forearm beneath her butt and lifted her effortlessly. He settled her securely onto his chest; her hair still firmly entwined in his fist.

Abby grasped the material of his tee, an impatient sigh escaping her throat. She needed more.

Samuel rasped his tongue over the dip in the center of her upper lip, then slowly moved to the seam, coaxing them apart. She gave into the sweet pressure, opening to him instantly and was rewarded with his mouth crashing onto hers. Using the grip on her hair, he angled her head and plunged in deep. The sensual assault reduced her insides to pure mush.

“Hey.” The interruption came from a female. An annoyed one. “You okay?”

Samuel broke the kiss with a snarl, his strong arm tightening around Abby’s hips. He pressed her cheek into his shoulder.

“Yes. Leave,” he snapped at the unwelcome intruders, his breathing ragged.

“I wasn’t talking to you, big guy.”

Abby tried to get her jumbled mind to work properly. Samuel’s kiss had wreaked havoc on her senses, and she found it hard to breathe, let alone think.

Four young women were staring at them with varying degrees of amusement, embarrassment, and anger. The indignation was from the apparent leader of the group, an Anwyll.

Abby guessed the girl was barely out of her teens since only her biceps bore visible tattoos. Probably barely old enough to get into the bar. Her three friends were human, and unlike the witch confronting them, noticeably tipsy.

She felt Samuel stiffen, his chest expanding as though struggling to control his temper. Abby pushed against his torso, and he let her slide to her feet. Unwinding her hair, he caught her nape, keeping her close.

Abby smoothed her blouse at the waist, tugged on the hem of her shorts, and cleared her throat. She met the concerned girl’s gray eyes evenly. Seeing the situation from the witch’s point of view, Abby imagined finding a human-looking woman in white being embraced in an empty hallway by a large Ferwyn male wearing black could be misread.

“I’m good,” she said, hoping to reassure her.

The Anwyll stood her ground. Against a Clan príoh. Abby was duly impressed with her devotion to the sisterhood.

“Come on, Scarlett,” one of her companions whined. “The guys are waiting, and she said she’s good.”

“Beyond good, if you ask me.” Another girl giggled. She covered her mouth when a snort escaped, which sent the humans into a riotous bout of laughter.

“Seriously, go have fun,” Abby encouraged the pretty blond witch. “I appreciate your concern, but I am safe with him.” Safe from physical harm at least. Her heart was another matter.

Scarlett gave Samuel a last she better be glare and left with her friends.

“Well.” Abby didn’t know what to say now that they were alone again. The wayward emotions the commander stirred inside her wouldn’t settle.

“You should return to the queen.” He squeezed her neck and released her.

“Right.”

“I’ll meet you there in a few minutes.”

“Okay,” was her brilliant response.

“Okay.” He dropped a surprisingly tender kiss on her forehead and walked away.

Abby watched him go. She pressed her fingertips to her mouth; it felt wonderfully swollen.

“It was just a kiss,” she said, licking lips that continued to tingle. “Right. Keep telling yourself that Abigail Colleen and maybe you’ll convince yourself it’s true.”

Taking a rickety breath, she tried to calm a heart that refused to resume its normal rhythm and stepped toward the lady’s room. Her legs wobbled.


Chapter 13


It was those damn shorts.

Samuel slammed the club’s office door and removed the rubber earplugs every noise-sensitive Touched wore during operating hours, tossing them carelessly onto the desk. He was acting irrationally, blaming a pair of mouthwatering legs, and his semi-dulled hearing for being caught unawares by a group of college kids.

Admittedly, he’d been distracted, but wasn’t he the commander of four fucking states for a reason? He wasn’t supposed to be ruled by rampaging emotions or his wolf screaming at him to mate. His finely-honed reflexes had taken over when Abby ran from him like prey. His mind short-circuited, his only thoughts to chase and to claim.

Walking around the cluttered workspace, he threw himself into the leather seat. He was still hard, his arousal only partly tamped down by the witch’s interruption. And though he could appreciate the Anwyll’s concern—her timing was for shit.

Samuel had been one-hundred-percent lost in the moment, wanting to bury himself inside Abby’s sweet little body so badly he’d forgotten they were standing in a dingy hallway with no guarantee of privacy. In front of the ladies’ bathroom no less. It was as though nothing else mattered except tasting her. Touching her. Breathing in the heady scent of her skin.

He was supposed to be leaving her alone for now…wasn’t he?

Abby didn’t want a life on the island. Had yet to accept her heritage. Still denied the truth that the queen—the prince—would never allow her to play human for anyone else.

Yet Samuel couldn’t seem to stop himself. Everything about the beautiful halfblood called to him. The quiet strength which belied the delicateness of her body. Compassion for others that shone brightly despite knowing life’s cruelty. Kindness at the cost of unimaginable pain. And an unmistakable fear that she veiled with refined manners, a soft voice, and a backbone of steel.

But his duty was to the queen. Pursing Abby wasn’t in the plan, at least not until he discovered who was trying to kill Rose and why.

Well, hell! Scrubbing his hands through his hair, he attempted to get his mind and body under control.

The message to meet his sister came shortly after arriving at the club, and he didn’t dare deny the request. Sarah was weakening faster than expected, the total devastation from the betrayal of her Ca’anam tearing her apart. She was wasting away right before Samuel’s eyes and there wasn’t much he could do about it. Noah was a comfort to her, but rage at his sire’s abandonment was hard to mask. If James didn’t return soon…

His jaw hardened. No, he wouldn’t think that way. They’d find James, and if he wouldn’t come willingly, Samuel would drag him home. Sarah would thrive again. No other result was acceptable. He wasn’t giving up on his sister, and Noah sure as hell wasn’t losing his mother.

Shoving to his feet, he stomped from the room in time to see Abby disappear through the club’s double doors. He followed behind her, increasing his pace as she snaked through the crowd on the dance floor, gliding gracefully on heels so thin he wondered how her ankle didn’t break.

An Untouched stopped Abby with a hand on her arm, and he heard him ask her to dance. She shook her head and moved on. The rejected suitor’s eyes stayed glued to her softly swaying hips and slender legs showcased by the sinfully tight shorts as she walked away. Samuel wolf’s hackles rose, and he bumped into the man harder than necessary, his elbow finding its way to his gut.

“Asshole,” the guy said on a painful wheeze. “Watch it.”

Samuel stopped his pursuit long enough to cast glowing eyes on the indignant human.

The man held his palms up. “Whoa, we’re good,” he burst out, slinking to his table of friends.

Oblivious, Abby made it to the first platform and sidled up next to Johnnie at the bar. Samuel caught the auburn-haired Ferwyn’s eye, and she nodded in understanding. She’d watch over the halfblood. With Abby looked after, he headed to the prince’s private booth and joined the bickering monarchs.

“I will not hide, Myles,” Rose said heatedly. “I refuse to bow to intimidation.”

Her thlán clenched his teeth. “You make it sound as though we’re dealing with nothing more than a high school bully. Have you forgotten you were almost killed?”

“I have forgotten nothing.” Her eyes sparked in anger, the tips of her incisors making shallow impressions in her bottom lip. “I am the region’s queen and will never show weakness to our enemies.”

“We’re not even sure who those enemies are.” Myles was seething. “What if it is one of the Nine who sent the assassins?”

“That is unlikely,” she said, lifting her nose. “Samuel, inform my nephew that the odds a rival monarch is responsible are practically nonexistent. The political maneuverings for my death to be advantageous would be absurd. It would take a virtual destabilization of the entire Standish House for it to profit them.”

“I agree.” Samuel raised his hand to forestall the passionate argument about to explode from the prince. “In theory. But it can’t be ruled out. It was vampires who attacked you, and we haven’t established who they belonged to yet.”

“Yes,” Myles drawled. “It is…inconvenient your kind can’t identify a vampire’s House by scent as easily as you can a Ferwyn’s Clan.”

“I am sure they were nothing more than malcontents acting on their own.” Rose diligently studied her drink, reluctant to concede the issue graciously.

“Even if they went rogue by leaving their territory’s boundaries without permission, the patriarch or matriarch of that region would know five of their own were missing,” Samuel said, stating the obvious and ignoring the prince’s goading.

“And one is now dead. I assume we haven’t received any urgent calls about misplaced vampires who happen to be experts with a blade and dislike stubborn queens?” The sarcasm dripping from Myles’ query could’ve been eaten with a spoon it was so thick.

“None of the other eight Dádhe Houses across the country have reported any runaways,” Samuel said without a hint of the prince’s mockery.

Rose’s mouth flattened into a grimace. “Someone is lying. I hate it when you are right.”

“I usually am,” Myles said, his expression smug. “So, you will restrict your movements to the island?”

“No.”

“Damn it, Rose.” The prince jumped to his feet.

“I refuse to cower, but I will take care. Abigail will be with me, and I promise to accept whatever safety measures the commander warrants without complaining.” Samuel’s face must have registered his dubiousness. “Much.”

Myles regained his seat, adjusting his fitted suit coat and tie before speaking again. “What guarantee do we have the Na’fhuil will react fast enough if Rose is threatened again?”

The prince’s doubts about Abby set Samuel’s teeth on edge. “She’ll do what she has to do. You can count on it.”

“I trust her,” Rose said without a hint of uncertainty.

“Well, I don’t. She’s a timid little thing and obviously weak-minded if she can’t handle a bit of pain.”

Samuel braced his fists on the table and got into the vampire’s face, breaking the prince’s personal bubble all to hell. “You have no clue what you’re talking about. She’s stronger than both of us put together. You didn’t see the agony Abby was in after using her magic.” He pushed himself away from the Dádhe, tempted to strangle him. “I did.”

“He is right, Myles. She was suffering horribly.”

He shrugged. “We’ll see.”

Samuel was about to say more when he sensed the female in question coming their way. The noise level and wall-to-wall crowd should have negated his acute awareness of her, but it didn’t. His body had attuned itself to her presence, and his wolf took notice.

Samuel clasped his hands behind him and searched for the addicting scent of wildflowers beneath her perfume to hit his nose.

“Sorry I was gone so long.” Abby avoided looking at him directly. “I saw Johnnie and wanted to say hello.” She slipped in next to the queen.

“That is fine, Abigail,” Rose said, taking a sip of her drink. “I do not expect us to be attached at the hip.” She glanced sharply at her nephew when it appeared he’d contradict her. “At least not when on ESC property.”

Abby set her clutch beside her beverage. The glass was ringed with colored sugar and filled with what appeared to be a strawberry daiquiri.

“Oh, did the waitress take my other drink?” Her pretty mouth turned down. “I hadn’t finished it.”

“I took the liberty of ordering you a fresh one.” The prince’s countenance was perfectly composed, but Samuel sensed something was off.

Abby lifted the cocktail, the rim of pink crystals nearing her lips.

Myles tracked its progress.

Samuel sniffed the air and lashed out, knocking the glass aside. Red liquor splashed Abby’s chest and doused her shorts. He heard her gasp in shock and the queen’s cry of dismay at his actions, but all he saw was the calm detachment of the prince.

“You sonofabitch.” Samuel grabbed Myles by the neck and shoved him against the upholstered wall.

Rose captured his wrist, trying to break the bruising hold on her heir’s throat. “What is going on?”

“I believe Commander Walker and I have differing opinions on tactics,” he answered, not even straining for breath.

“Tactics?” Samuel squeezed harder. “You spiked her drink.”

“I thought it necessary for insurance.”

His excuse infuriated Samuel more.

“Please, tell me you did not?” Rose asked, voice strident. Myles’ lack of fight should have assured her that he had.

“I don’t understand,” Abby said. Her white blouse was stained cherry, the silken material soaked. The tips of her blond hair were dark with moisture, plastered to her chest.

Vicky and Tucker came to investigate the disturbance, but Samuel’s stony glare had them rapidly retreating. “He put his blood in your drink.”

Abby’s fair complexion went white, her large eyes wide and filled with confusion. “Why would he do that?” She turned to the prince. “Why would you want me to drink your blood?”

“I assume he wanted to be assured of your loyalty,” the queen explained. “As Myles stated earlier, there is power in our blood. If you were tied to my line in some way, even without the oaths, maybe your reticence to use magic in my defense…”

“But I’m not Dádhe.”

Myles remained immobile, unquestionably sensing how close he was to having his throat shredded.

“A vampire’s blood can be used to compel.” Thick fangs filled Samuel’s mouth, distorting his speech. “Permanently in the Calling. Temporarily with Feeders.”

“It works on witches to a lesser degree, but shifters not at all as they are already bound to their Alphas. Of course, we have no idea how a Na’fhuil would react to the exchange,” Rose said.

“I see.” Abby picked at the drenched blouse, head hanging. Her lips trembled, and her shoulders sagged. “You’re right to be cautious. I tried to tell you before, but you didn’t want to listen.”

Samuel tightened his grip. “He will not force you to drink any vampire’s essence again.” The threat was clear.

“It is against our laws to influence another Fae Touched with magic without consent. I give you our promise it will not happen again.” Rose lifted her chin regally, the use of the royal plural binding Myles as securely as any magic-induced pledge. The queen cupped Abby’s downcast cheek. “I am truly sorry, Abigail.”

Samuel released the prince with one last snarl. Myles appeared completely unruffled, his smooth features expressing boredom.

Rose gathered napkins and dabbed at Abby’s ruined shirt. The queen was clucking over her assistant like a mother hen when the distinctive whomp of a massive electrical switch flipping pitched the room into total darkness.

Startled cries scattered across the building along with nervous laughter. The backup generators hummed loudly, struggling to engage. The overhead lights flickered. The nearby Guards gathered protectively around the queen.

Samuel’s pupils dilated. Shifters could see better in the dark than most humans but it wasn’t their strength. Tucker made a sound in his throat and pointed to the hundreds of small round objects raining from the ceiling.

The uneasy twittering of the crowd switched to shrieks as the shadowy forms hit the dance floor. Curses and screams accompanied gasps of shock. The spheres burst like water balloons, the liquid inside splattering everywhere. The odor of copper laced with licorice filled the air.

Human blood and Anwyll magic.

The fine hairs on Samuel’s neck rose. Witches again.

“Tucker, see if you can get the lights on. And send Hop to help protect Rose. Whatever is going on, it could be a diversion for another attempt on the queen.” It would be pure suicide with the thlán at his matriarch’s side and so many of the Walker Pack in attendance, but it didn’t hurt to be cautious. “Abby…don’t move from this spot.” He emphasized his order by stabbing a finger at the floor.

The prince tipped the table on its side to use as a barrier. He pulled the females behind it and stood on the cushioned seat protectively. Rose’s and Myles’ fangs were visible, their eyes fiery red in the darkened room. Vampires had no problem seeing in the dark.

“Abby?” Samuel prompted impatiently.

“Got it.” Her disgruntled voice floated over the wooden barricade. The implied Do you think I’m stupid? verbally absent, but evident in her tone.

He didn’t care if Abby was angry, provided she stayed safe.

The unholy sound of dozens of Dádhe incisors snicking down reverberated throughout Chess. He could sense the vampires’ bloodlust, hear their hearts race in anticipation of the hunt. The urgent need to convert washed over him.

“Change,” he roared, pushing all of his Alpha persuasion behind the call. It went out to every Ferwyn in the building and beyond.

His wolf came to the surface, Fae magic biting into his skin like the sting of a thousand bees. His bones softened and reshaped, knees and elbows twisted and popped. His jaw elongated, becoming a broad snout. Rippling waves of gold and umber fur overtook his tanned flesh. His hands and feet molded into large paws.

Shaking out the painful pins-and-needles sensation of magical backlash, Samuel hurtled the railings to the main level. He landed in the center of the dance floor’s bedlam. The generators finally kicked in, the dim illumination shedding a ghoulish glow on the surrounding chaos.

There were groups of humans slipping and sliding on the wet floor, rushing for the exits. Some huddled behind fully converted wolves who were snapping and snarling at the wild-eyed vampires. A blackish-red, oily substance coated the checkered cement and most of the patrons. Those wearing white looked as though they’d visited a slaughterhouse.

Across the room, he saw a woman in a Dádhe’s punishing hold, his mouth on her wrist. She was screaming in agony, the crazed vampire not bothering to alter her mind before biting deeply into her vein.

Johnnie appeared out of nowhere, her transformed claws ripping into the assailant’s back. The vampire shouted in pain, releasing his victim who collapsed into a graceless heap. Irate at the interruption of his feeding, he whirled and lunged at Johnnie.

Tucker’s massive gray wolf barreled into the Dádhe’s side, knocking him flat. The enraged beta dug his sharp nails into the vampire’s flesh and growled, teeth dripping with saliva inches away from his spine. Johnnie pulled at a handful of Tucker’s thick fur. He snarled in disapproval, but obediently moved his muzzle away.

Samuel witnessed the same scenario being replayed in every section of the club.

Small clusters of shell-shocked humans were protected from the rampaging vampires by the witches and shifters in the room. At least twenty Untouched were piled against the main entrance, their escape hindered by doors that presumably wouldn’t open.

He probed the connection with the Ferwyn sentries outside, relieved to find they were alive but plainly drugged.

It must have been a fast-acting narcotic or Samuel would have received a warning through the pack bonds. Strong emotions like heightened anxiety, anger, or fear always garnered his immediate attention, but Alphas routinely blocked the more mundane emotions of their clanmates for sanity’s sake.

Samuel worked his way to the bottleneck at the front of the club, tearing at the vampires in his path. The trapped humans were defended by Noah, Sarah, and the young witch Scarlett who’d boldly confronted him and Abby earlier.

Scarlett held a busted chair leg in a hand stained with blood, jabbing at an unhinged vampire. The splintered wood blazed bright white through the red smears. Her human friends clung to her slender back as though they were drowning and the witch was their only lifeline.

Scarlett was too young to have offensive spells tattooed on her body, so she used the stake as a conduit while her blood fueled the incantation. How she’d acquired the catalyst to carve a magical rune into the broken piece, Samuel wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

The Dádhe was zapped with a shot of electricity whenever her stabs connected, his body jerking with every hit. His blind hunger kept him coming back for more.

Noah’s slender golden-brown wolf fought alongside the courageous Anwyll, his vicious teeth bared. His claws swiped at the vamps who got too close to either the witch or the terrified humans gathered behind her. And Sarah…

His sister’s clothing was stained with blotches of the blackish concoction, her neck and exposed collarbone covered with the stuff. She swung at an encroaching vampire’s stomach with her converted nails, the female retreating to avoid the blow. Like a mythical Valkyrie, Sarah’s long hair flew around her too-thin frame as she wheeled a kick to the Dádhe’s jaw, her beloved face pale but fierce with determination.

A narrow stream of fire shot past Samuel’s right shoulder, the flame hitting a vampire in the leg as he attacked a group of hysterical women piled on the floor beneath a dancer’s swinging cage. The Dádhe screamed, batting at his smoking slacks with both hands. The shirtless Anwyll repeated the spell, a pair of detailed tattoos on his upper back gleaming white hot. He cast another volley, smacking the vamp in the center of his torso and knocking him on his ass.

Samuel clawed through the war zone Chess had become with the disturbing awareness that dangerous witch secrets were being exposed. But that was something they’d have to deal with later. For now, he needed to focus on opening the locked doors before someone got killed.

When he reached the exit, Samuel reverted to human form. The shifting of bone and muscle made a soft pop; the conversion completed within a handful of seconds. The change nothing more than a blur of color and muffled snaps to those watching.

He pushed through the panic-stricken Untouched blocking his way and shoved at the padded steel exit with his shoulder. It gave but didn’t break. The small opening he made in the double doors revealed a thick chain fastened around the outside bars. Bracing his feet, he dipped his knees and pushed again. The galvanized links groaned in protest but continued to hold.

Tucker suddenly appeared at his side, his gray wolf banished. His beta lent his considerable strength to the task, and the doors finally burst open, the padlock exploding into fragments. They moved aside, avoiding the humans stampeding past them.

At the first whiff of clean air, the vampires who’d been fighting his family and Scarlett like wildcats stopped. The red in their eyes dissipated, expressions altering from manic to puzzled and then to stupefied horror as they saw the devastation they’d unwillingly wrought.

“Noah, open the emergency exits. We need to get rid of this stench,” Samuel called out. “And send someone to check on the Guards outside. I think they’ve been tranqued.”

He signaled two clanmates and a capable-looking witch whose human charges had already run to freedom, ordering them to make sure none of the vampires left the building.

Samuel took in the destruction in a heartsick glance.

A dozen wolves had corralled at least thirty dazed Dádhe into the center of the dance floor, forming an unbreakable circle. Everywhere he looked, witches were ripping pieces of their clothing, tearing the cleanest portions into strips and bandaging the bitten humans. The Anwyll with healing abilities worked to save those with throat wounds, preventing them from bleeding out from the more savage feedings.

Samuel’s gut twisted. His first instinct had been correct. The attack wasn’t about the queen, but the ongoing deconstruction of peace. Whoever initiated this heinous act got exactly what they wanted—Fae Touched harming innocent humans. The ramifications would change the magical community forever.

The house lights came on, blinding him for the seconds it took to adjust to the harsh glare. Once his vision cleared, he noted remaining blood-mad vampires on the upper levels of the club where the cleansing oxygen hadn’t yet reached. Several converted Ferwyn were keeping the Dádhe stragglers from the humans left in the building, herding the vamps down the steps and toward the ring of waiting pack members.

Although Myles and Rose were too old and experienced to succumb to bloodlust, Samuel desperately wanted to check on Abby. If she had obeyed him and stayed put, there was no reason to worry. He still wanted—needed—to confirm she was all right for himself.

A spine-tingling shriek rose above the snapping and snarling of wolves. Above the cries and moans of the injured. Above the wrath of starving vampires being denied their dinner. Although the scream wasn’t Abby’s, somehow Samuel knew. He just knew she hadn’t stayed fucking put.
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Breaking into a run, Samuel converted mid-stride, hitting the first row of steps on four legs. His sharp claws left grooves in the slick cement flooring as they sought purchase. His spiking distress zipped through the pack ties. Around the club, wolves howled, feeling his anger as keenly as if it were their own. Tucker trailed him, the gray wolf vocalizing along with his clanmates as he strove to catch his Alpha.

Samuel was halfway up the stairs when Myles’ arms locked around Vicky’s chest from behind. She was hunger-maddened and bucked at the steely hold, head-butting the prince in the face. Samuel heard the crunch of smashed cartilage and a grunt of pain, but the Standish thlán didn’t retaliate, moderating his superior strength so as not to harm the mindless Guard.

The source of the heart-wrenching wail was currently sheltered by the queen; the human shoved between Rose and the overturned table. The woman was grabbing at the monarch’s jacket, pleading for someone to help her husband.

Hop’s black wolf stood sentinel, protecting them both.

Samuel reached the top level, and Tucker veered left, plowing into the struggling combatants. Myles released Vicky, rolling deftly away from the impending collision.

Tucker’s large paws pushed the Guard’s shoulders to the floor while the full weight of his haunches trapped her legs, deftly immobilizing the vampire.

Samuel chose the opposite direction, racing toward the woman’s endangered spouse—and Abby.

His halfblood was far removed from where he’d left her and too near a man cornered against the bar. The human wielded a wooden stool, attempting to hold off a male vampire while his forearms bled from multiple bite wounds.

The crazed Dádhe grabbed the chair by its legs and heaved, easily stealing the improvised shield and tossing it over the frightened man’s head. It crashed into the mirrored wall, shattering shelves packed with liquor bottles and glassware. The trapped Untouched tried to scramble over the polished counter but was caught by the ankle, the hungry male sinking his incisors into the man’s calf. The human screamed in agony and kicked futilely at the vampire’s face. His wife screamed along with him.

Samuel’s wolf pounded down the narrow aisle and leaped the railing. His paws hit the hard concrete as Abby hefted a crystal decanter and smashed it on the Dádhe’s skull.

The male retaliated by disconnecting from his meal and backhanding her across the face. The strength of the blow sent Abby into flight. She landed on a tabletop ten feet away; momentum forced her body to slide over its edge.

Samuel’s wolf was in a full-blown rage when he reached the errant vampire. He bit on the male’s thigh until his teeth met bone. Flesh tore as he pulled the screeching Dádhe off the unresponsive human, uncaring that the femur snapped under the pressure.

He left the writhing vampire on the ground, but couldn’t calm himself enough to revert to two legs—even after detecting Abby’s steady heartbeat. He padded to where she lay pale and still. Nudging her with his nose, he rolled his muzzle over her hip.

“Samuel?” she said softly, her long lashes fluttering open.

Crouching low, he laid his head gently on her stomach.

“Is that woman’s husband okay?” Her voice shook.

Samuel nodded, reinforcements had arrived.

The island’s newest healer and the prince had the wounded man placed lengthwise on the countertop, ignoring the moaning vampire at their feet. The two were squaring off over what appeared to be—Myles’ tie. One of Regan’s hands was outstretched, the other busily pressing a bar towel to the human’s badly bleeding leg.

“Damn waste of a Brioni,” Myles complained while unknotting the fabric around his neck.

“Are you kidding me? We’re talking about someone’s life here.” Her dark chocolate eyes were alight with indignation. “Just shut up and give it to me already.”

Raising one brow high, Myles scanned the witch’s non-club attire of ripped jeans, bright orange tank, and flat sandals. “We should use the rags you’re wearing instead,” he said, zeroing in on the close-fitting top. “I’d be happy to reimburse you its minimal monetary value.”

“I’m not parading around in my bra when I have a perfectly good alternative.” Her lips firmed mulishly. “Hand. It. Over.”

Myles pulled the tie loose and held it out grudgingly. “One last chance, sweetheart. I promise I won’t look at your…” his gaze dropped pointedly to her generous bustline, “assets if that’s what you’re concerned about.”

“Don’t call me sweetheart,” she said, snatching the black silk and wrapping it above the man’s bloody wound, securing it firmly.

A tattoo near Regan’s heart shimmered, the light sending silvery sparks to her clavicle, over her shoulders, and down the length of her arms to her fingertips. Once the glow was concentrated in her palms, she placed them flat on the man’s rent flesh and pushed the white healing magic into the deep gash.

Myles stood with his arms crossed, the collar of his dress shirt unbuttoned, a smear of blood beneath his nose. “Don’t you think a thank you is in order, sweetheart?”

“Oh, was I being rude?” Regan kept her focus on her patient. “How discourteous of me to forget to curtsy at your royal presence. And then to have the gall to withhold a simple phrase of gratitude after your extreme personal sacrifice. What was I thinking?” The question was heavy with derision. “So, pay attention, ’cause here’s me thanking you.” She looked over her shoulder, meeting his narrowed eyes. “Thanks…buttercup.”

Samuel turned to Abby and huffed through his nose. When she didn’t respond to the prompt, he huffed again. Finally understanding the unspoken question, Abby assured him she was fine. Nothing felt broken. She just needed another minute to catch her breath.

Satisfied with her response, he moved his snout to the hollow of her shoulder, and she timidly tangled her slim fingers into the bushy ruff of his neck. He didn’t protest the intimate touch, and she began softly stroking his fur.

The rest of the island’s medical team had arrived and were assisting whomever they could.

Samuel’s ears twitched at the sound of multiple sirens approaching. Rose must have issued the order to let the city’s emergency vehicles and personnel on-site to help treat the damaged humans. He needed to convert and deal with the night’s repercussions.

Abby’s soft caress slipped away as he reluctantly stood. His wolf towered above the halfblood as she pushed onto her elbows with a notable wince. Samuel growled at the sight of her rapidly swelling cheek, changing to human form with a furious bellow.

Abby wasn’t fine at all.


Chapter 14


“Always wash your makeup off before going to sleep; you’ll thank me later.”

Bridget MacCarthy

She hadn’t meant to lie.

As a Rip Walker, Abby’s tolerance levels were skewed; her body desensitized to all but the most severe pain. She’d been genuinely surprised when Regan glanced at her face and stated it was a miracle her jaw wasn’t dislocated. And was shocked to hear that several of her ribs were fractured and not merely bruised. To Abby, the throbbing in her cheek and the ache in her chest were just that—a throb and an ache.

Samuel hadn’t said a word while her injuries were being treated, but his fierce glower never left her face. And when the heat from the healing spell hurt worse than the original damage, he pried open Abby’s tight fist and held her hand, interweaving their fingers.

The human authorities took hours to unravel the mess and vacate the island. Thankfully, no one had died. The quick actions Samuel and the others had taken to protect the Untouched prevented a catastrophic evening from turning into a tragic one.

It was late when they finally got back to the complex, but Samuel insisted on escorting Abby to her apartment and then followed her inside.

“When are the police conducting their interviews?” She opened the refrigerator door and winced at the painful tug on her ribs. Grabbing two bottles of water, she offered one to the commander.

He accepted the cold drink and leaned against the butcher-block island, muscular legs crossed at the ankles. Samuel took a long chug before saying, “Tomorrow night in one of the conference rooms downstairs.”

The simple fact that Chess was sovereign ground had ensured no one from the Standish House was arrested. The MPD had no authority on the island. Allowing the police to ask their questions was a courtesy Lady Rose didn’t have to extend.

Abby nodded and circled to the other side of the counter, afraid of giving in to the frighteningly strong desire to lay her aching head on his chest if she remained too close.

After the events at the club, her confused feelings for the Alpha should be the last thing on her mind. But she couldn’t stop thinking about the explosive kiss they’d shared. Couldn’t stop thinking about him. The taste and texture of his lips on hers. The way her stomach muscles clenched, and her heart went haywire every time Samuel was nearby. Every time he touched her. How much she honestly liked the bossy male and wanted him to kiss her again.

“Okay. I think I’m going to take a shower and get some sleep,” she said, hoping Samuel would take the hint and leave before Abby embarrassed herself even more than she already had that night.

She’d petted his wolf!

Abby blocked out the image of stroking Samuel’s glorious fur as though he was a freaking German Shepherd and not an eight-hundred-pound beast the size of a bear with sharp claws and even deadlier teeth. What came over her at that moment, she’d no idea. Maybe she did have the concussion Regan cautioned because threading her fingers into his wolf’s thick coat had seemed like the most natural thing in the world to do.

“I think that’s a good idea,” he said. “Mind if I make a quick phone call?”

“Sure, go ahead,” she said, but he was already sitting on the couch, cell phone to his ear.

Abby walked to the dresser, surprised by Samuel’s easy agreement to leave. She chose a pair of stretchy boy-shorts along with a matching cotton camisole while his baritone rumbled in the background. Then she patiently waited for him to notice her hovering, gesturing to the bathroom, and waving goodbye. He could let himself out. Samuel nodded distractedly, engrossed in his phone conversation.

She gasped at her reflection in the mirror. It looked like a tornado picked her up, spun her around for an hour or so and then ruthlessly tossed her out. Onto a concrete street. That was littered with roadkill.

Abby plucked at her sticky, alcohol-covered blouse and torn sleeves. A clump of blond hair hung over her shoulder, crusty from the sugary drink Samuel had thrown on her. Her once-pristine shorts were covered in grime from their extended visit with the club’s cement floor.

She really needed a bath.

Leaning over the counter to inspect her colorful abrasions, she admired the Dádhe’s handiwork.

From her right temple to her jawline was a mass of green and yellow splotches. The bruises, thanks to Regan, were in the end stages of healing but also hideous. Lifting her shirt, she found the same garish hues running from her waist to underneath her left breast and inching toward her underarm.

Abby didn’t regret trying to help the woman’s husband, but cracking a vampire over the head with a glass bottle hadn’t been her smartest idea. Next time—please don’t let there be a next time—she’d remember vampires had extremely tough skulls and would find something less fragile to hit them with. Maybe a two-by-four.

She kicked off her heels, tossed her ruined clothes into a pile on the tile floor and hopped in the shower. She washed her hair twice, heaping on conditioner. The aches and pains of her ill-treated body alleviated by the pounding hot water until she could’ve fallen asleep standing up.

Abby forced herself to get out and go through her regular evening routine, removing her makeup and spreading moisturizer on her tender face and body. She dried her hair, put on her pjs, and was brushing her teeth—gently—when she heard a noise in the apartment. Toothbrush in her mouth, she cautiously opened the bathroom door. And stared. She couldn’t help it.

Samuel reclined shirtless on her bed, his hair, which was its usual tousled mess, falling onto his forehead as he focused on his phone. His chiseled jawline was scruffy with a few days growth of beard. His chest was broad and tanned a light bronze, abs flat and ridged with hard, packed muscle. Well-developed shoulders leaned against the headboard, legs stretched in front of him, feet bare and on top of the blankets. His cargo pants were on, but the top button was undone.

She swallowed toothpaste and choked.

Samuel looked up. “You okay?”

“What are you doing here?” The question came out garbled. She removed the brush and wiped the dripping foam away with her fingers.

“I’m here to wake you every couple of hours. Regan said you should be monitored for the next day or so.”

“What? No,” she practically squeaked. “You can’t stay here.”

Samuel ignored her objection by returning his attention to his cell, his thumb scrolling the small screen. He bent his leg and propped his arm on his knee, looking quite settled in.

“I can ask Johnnie. She’ll come stay with me if you insist on someone being here overnight.”

“It’s almost four in the morning.”

“You can call my cell every couple of hours. Or I can set my alarm.”

“Abby, come to bed.”

An honest-to-goodness shiver shot up her spine at the unintentionally suggestive demand. It was quickly followed by a full-on body flush running from her toes to her hairline. She was in so much trouble.

“I really am fine,” she said in a last-ditch effort to avoid the unavoidable.

“It’s non-negotiable,” he said, without lifting his gaze.

She returned to the bathroom, acutely aware of parading around in oversized panties and a spaghetti-strapped top claiming to have a built-in shelf-bra, but in truth, had no support at all. On autopilot, Abby spat out the remaining toothpaste and rinsed. Suddenly blind to the ugly bruises, all she could see in the mirror was the deer-in-the-headlights expression on her face. She was nervous—really nervous.

Did he plan on them sleeping in the same bed?

Of course, he did. Ferwyns didn’t know the meaning of personal space. It probably hadn’t crossed Samuel’s mind to offer to take the couch. Why would he do that when there was a perfectly comfortable bed with room to spare?

Yes, they’d kissed once, and it was the best kiss of her entire life, but that didn’t mean anything else would happen if she slept beside him. He would wake her a few times during the night to make sure she was lucid, and that was it. End of story. No big deal.

“Be an adult, Abigail Colleen,” she told her reflection firmly.

Her stomach a mass of butterflies, she reentered the room and grabbed a lightweight sweatshirt from the dresser’s middle drawer. Abby ruined her attempt at casualness by pulling it on too quickly. Clearing her throat and brushing aside her bangs, she glanced at the sofa longingly before rounding the footboard as nonchalantly as if jumping into bed with a sexy male was totally routine.

Right.

Samuel didn’t glance up at her approach, obviously not nearly as affected as Abby by the impending closeness and lack of clothing.

See? Everything was fine. Just fine.

The commander pulled away the blankets and she cautiously climbed in. Abby gave him her back, scooting dangerously near the edge. The bedsprings dipped with Samuel’s weight, and the lights went out. She slammed her lids closed and exhaled. The mattress depressed again directly behind her and his warm lips brushed her temple in a feathery caress.

“Go to sleep. I have you.”

The velvet promise flowed over Abby like southern summer rain. A profound sense of peace and contentment seeped into her veins, lulling her to sleep faster than she would have believed possible.
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Abby was warm and cozy, the delicious weight on her torso encouraging her to burrow into the cushy mattress and drift back to sleep. Wriggling her butt further into the heat enveloping her from shoulder to hip, she sighed in bliss.

A soft grunt sounded in her ear. A hot puff of air blew across her cheek.

She stilled, struggling to open her heavy lids. The sunlight shining into the room made the task harder. Abby’s first coherent thought was she’d forgotten to close the apartment drapes again, but quickly discarded the inane observation as the more urgently relevant second and third slammed into her consciousness: the comforting weight on her upper body was a masculine arm, and the substantial warmth behind her was a bare chest.

Samuel’s bare chest.

Crap. Crap. Crap.

She held in a groan, unwilling to do anything that might disturb the softly snoring male. Now fully alert, her mind raced to take stock of the impossible situation.

She’d been sleeping on her side, tucked securely beneath the commander’s arm. Long strands of her hair were trapped between his fingers, his palm loosely cupping her throat. She’d made things considerably worse by inadvertently nestling closer to the alarming hardness of his groin.

Exactly when had he gotten under the covers?

Her heart thundered, cheeks burning with the understanding that any second Samuel could awaken and find them entangled in her bed. The only way to prevent that awkward scenario was to extricate herself immediately. Sooner than that even.

Abby shifted her hips until they no longer intimately touched his and then placed her fingers under Samuel’s wrist. If she could lift his forearm enough to slide underneath the dead weight, she could hightail it to the bathroom. No idea what her next step would be, but one problem at a time.

Samuel’s hand reflexively tightened on her neck the moment she began pushing. His fingers dug deeper into her hair, and he grumbled incoherently before pulling her closer. Every muscle in Abby locked, waiting for his breathing to even out again. Afraid to keep trying and wake him fully, she blew at the bangs that had fallen into her eyes and stared at the ceiling in frustration.

Stubborn Ferwyn.

Samuel had woken her once during the short night, again sometime after dawn and now it was…late morning? Early afternoon? She didn’t know or care. All Abby wanted was a hasty escape route. She could be a grownup tomorrow.

But the raspy sound of Samuel’s “Mornin’” and a bristly jaw rubbing across the top of her head let her know it was far too late to run.

“Um,” was the best response she could come up with.

“Go get dressed,” he said, nose skimming her unblemished cheek before delving into her hair. He inhaled, and then his mouth was at her ear. “I’ll make us something to eat.”

“Okay.” She was as motionless as a stone statue, her heart ready to burst from her ribcage. The mattress shifted as he left the bed.

Abby’s brain must have shut down because although freed, she still didn’t move. The rustle of Samuel’s clothing roused her enough to glance over her shoulder and see black cargos cresting firm buttocks in gray boxer briefs. Whipping back around, Abby waited until his zipper rasped closed to throw off the covers.

“You have eggs?”

She scurried to the bureau, her chin in her chest. “Yeah, I think so.” She sounded breathless and said more firmly, “In the lower bin.” Risking another look, she glimpsed him padding barefoot around the kitchen while pulling on his t-shirt.

“Omelets sound good?”

She grabbed panties and a bra, childishly hiding them in front of her body. Yes, she was being ridiculous. She didn’t care.

Moving to the closet, she nabbed a black sleeveless blouse and pair of aqua-colored slacks from their hangers.

“That’d be great,” she said, unable to resist a last peek.

Samuel crouched in front of a lower cabinet, searching for something and making a lot of noise doing it. As she watched him putter in her space, her heart foolishly swelled.

“I won’t be long.”

“Take your time,” he replied, eyes shining like bronze coins as he twirled a copper skillet. “I’m not going anywhere.”

And didn’t that thought tempt Abby as much as it scared her?


Chapter 15


“A soft voice can be heard above the loudest shout.”

Bridget MacCarthy

Abby spent over an hour with a detective from the MPD.

Liaison Carter Jenkins arranged for dozens of padded folding chairs and rectangular wooden tables to be set up in the Harbor Complex’s largest conference room. He also made sure a Fae Touched lawyer was assigned to every police investigator present, hoping to ensure the exchanges went smoothly.

They didn’t. At least not when a Dádhe was questioned.

After the initial preliminaries, the detective would rattle off the names of the humans the vampire allegedly assaulted, and then push for a confession. The queen’s representative would provide corresponding sheets of paper for each victim while the berated Dádhe remained silent. The accusing officer eventually accepted the offered documentation, and issued a curt warning not to venture beyond the city limits.

The same scene played out repeatedly until it was Abby’s turn. She refused to press charges against the vampire who’d almost broken her jaw, but couldn’t lie when asked about the Dádhe’s attack on the man at the bar. Lady Rose’s attorney assured that no repercussions would result from her testimony, but she didn’t understand how that could be true.

It was Noah who explained it.

Samuel refused to leave Abby alone until the twenty-four to forty-eight-hour concussion observation period ended. He dropped her off with his nephew in the Guard’s lounge where Tucker, Johnnie, and two others were also hanging out. Her friend’s presence made the enforced visit more pleasant—and Abby’s newly devised Plan B easier to implement.

Plan A was to get the commander to agree to the shorter timeline which ended around midnight. If he insisted on the lengthier suggestion, she’d talk Johnnie into a sleepover and relieve Samuel of babysitting duties because there was no way Abby was spending another night with a barely clothed shifter in her bed.

No freaking way.

Noah informed Abby that every Untouched visiting the island was required to sign a legal document relinquishing certain rights. The disclaimer for “accidental bites” was disclosed in the fine print.

“Waivers?” Abby asked incredulously.

“Is a golf club’s favorite type of music sah-wing?” His question was muffled as he stuck his head in the lounge’s full-sized refrigerator.

Johnnie responded with a huffed laugh. “It’s meant to protect the Dádhe from a Feeder who changes their mind after giving away a free sample. Some humans come to Chess hoping to entice a vampire into offering a lucrative two-year blood contract. And when they fail, it can be…disappointing.”

“That piece of paper is coming in handy now,” Hop Blackwater commented. “Can you imagine if the MPD could prosecute the Fae Touched under Tennessee law? Crack that legal doorway and we may never be able to shut it again. We could lose the right to govern ourselves entirely.”

The Guard member Abby saw briefly in wolf form at Chess appeared to be in his early forties. His human version was a roughly attractive male with caramel skin, high, flat cheekbones, and a wide-bridged nose. Blue-black hair parted in the middle fell unbound to his waist, strands of white near his temples and faint crow’s feet framing a hard, clean-shaven face.

“You don’t think the victims from last night have a right to be upset? To want some form of justice?” Abby asked him.

“Do the Dádhe deserve to be persecuted for being forced into bloodlust against their will?”

Hop was the first Ferwyn Abby met whose irises weren’t a shade of brown, but a turbulent, stormy gray. She wondered if that made him a different breed of wolf altogether.

“Humans are picketing in the streets, blocking bridge access to the island,” he continued. “They are swarming the hub at the monorail station and calling for vampire heads to roll. Your president has already called for a special committee to look into the Fae Touched situation.” Hop spoke scathingly, unaware the US leader was no longer Abby’s anything. “The American government has been searching for a way to either control us, use us, or kill us, and now we’ve handed it to them on a silver platter.”

“Handed them what?” The question came from the vampire who’d introduced himself proudly as “Gregory Alfred Hutchins, personal assistant and secretary to Prince Myles, the heir to the East South Central Region and the Standish House thlán.”

The Dádhe male was small in stature, only a few inches taller than Abby. He had thin shoulders, cornflower blue eyes, and a youthful face topped by a short cap of riotous brown curls. He seemed more a teenager than an adult, making her curious if he’d been Infused illegally and how he’d survived as only mature humans could handle the influx of Fae magic required for the transition.

“Our independence,” Hop nearly spat, “and ultimately our lives.”

Gregory’s face scrunched in a way that would have been adorable on a six-year-old but was decidedly odd for anyone older. “Well, that’s silly. None of those humans even died.” He made the callous observation without a trace of animosity, as though merely baffled anyone would find the circumstances at Chess upsetting.

Abby was visibly shaken at his coldness, drawing the vampire’s attention. He proceeded to bestow on her the sweetest smile. It started small and crooked, then broadened into a childlike, fangless grin. Gregory dragged his chair closer, scraping its legs loudly across the hardwood floor until their seat arms butted. He looked so delighted with himself that she couldn’t help but return the smile.

“Everyone knows the vampires involved didn’t have a choice and hadn’t meant to harm anyone,” Johnnie said. “They were as much a target as the humans.”

“You think that matters when the majority species is calling for retribution? It’s been less than a day since the attack and every national news outlet in the country has politicians and religious zealots on air demanding a repeal of the Accord. Shouting to anyone who will listen that the safety of their children, the future of the Untouched, is being threatened by those with magic.”

It was going to get ugly. It already was ugly.

“Things will die down and return to normal.” Johnnie’s usual upbeat attitude sounded strained. “Don’t you think so, Jacob?” The only person Abby heard call Tucker by his first name smiled tremulously, looking to Samuel’s beta for reassurance.

Hop appeared skeptical but didn’t argue further.

Tucker rubbed Johnnie’s back soothingly and grunted noncommittally while her friend leaned into his touch.

Gregory’s toothy grin was firmly in place as he patted Abby’s hand in an awkward there-there.

The gloomy mood persisted for several minutes; everyone lost in their thoughts.

“Damn, I think this has gone bad,” Noah said, his voice loud in the previously hushed room. He shoved his nose into an opened carton of milk, screwed up his face in distaste and then thrust the container arm’s length away. “It smells like ass.”

“And you know what ass smells like because…” Johnnie said, bubbly nature returning.

“I’m a wolf,” he deadpanned. “It’s how we say hello.”

Silence reigned for another split-second before everyone burst out laughing. Even the serious-minded Hop. Samuel chose that moment to walk in and ask what was so funny, which made everyone laugh harder. Abby was still wiping away tears when the commander pulled out her chair and helped her stand. They were halfway down the hallway and away from Johnnie—Plan B—before she noticed they’d left the lounge and instantly sobered.

“How did the meeting go?” Abby asked, playing for time. She needed to come up with a feasible Plan C, and in case that failed—a workable D.

Samuel fully clothed was becoming a serious danger to her heart. Half-naked? He was absolutely lethal. She couldn’t risk getting any more emotionally involved with the handsome shifter when every day spent on the island could be her last.

Abby saw the cruel irony in the situation. Where once she’d feared exposure and actively avoided the Fae Touched, now she considered several of them friends. She would miss Johnnie’s sunny disposition and Noah’s corny humor. Zee’s snarky attitude and Lady Rose’s antiquated curses. But her chest squeezed tight at the possibility of never seeing Samuel again.

“Chief Pennington wants to arrest every Dádhe involved in the fiasco at the club. The prince shot it down. Technically the human authorities can’t do jack shit except threaten to ban them from entering the US.”

“They’d be trapped on the island.”

“Yeah.” Samuel grimaced. “Faraday thinks a few publicly offered sacrificial lambs would be enough to appease the masses. He suggested we ask for volunteers.”

“Lady Rose would never agree to that.”

“No, she wouldn’t. But something has to be done. We’ve received multiple vandalism reports throughout the day. A group of Untouched teens threw homemade pipe bombs at several houses in Grandmaster Lake’s High Point Terrace neighborhood this morning. No one was hurt, and the witches’ wards prevented any fires from starting, but…” He scrubbed at his neck. “This isn’t only happening locally. Once the news about Chess broke nationally, all nine regions have reported multiple incidents of violence against the magical community.”

“What about the Anwyll and shifters who protected the humans? Doesn’t their bravery count for anything?”

“A few people came forward to praise our efforts, but the press is focusing on the damage done,” Samuel said, steering her into the elevators with a hand between her shoulder blades.

“Do you think the attack at Chess and the assassination attempt are related?”

“There’s no proof, but I don’t believe in coincidences. Why any Fae Touched would want to promote anarchy is beyond me. What benefit is there in inciting a war with humans?”

“I don’t know,” she said miserably. Abby couldn’t become a real member of the magical community without endangering her kind, but she cared what happened to them.

“I can’t anticipate the next move if I don’t know who’s manipulating the endgame. All I can do is guess, and it’s damn frustrating.” His fingers scored his scalp, ripping through his hair until it was standing on end. Abby fought the impulse to reach up and tidy it. “I can’t protect our people if I don’t know what I’m protecting them from.”

They exited onto the third floor, Samuel’s worry tangible. Walking side by side in silence, Abby wished there was some way to ease his burden—to provide solace. It scared her how fiercely she wanted that privilege.

They stopped at her apartment door, Samuel’s gaze roaming over every curve and angle of her face, narrowing in on the bruises Abby’s makeup didn’t completely hide.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, gently cupping her unmarred cheek with a calloused palm. “Any dizziness or headaches? Do your ribs hurt?”

“Fine. No. And only when I breathe,” she told him on a soft laugh, hoping to lighten the somber mood.

He leaned in until their lips were an inch apart. Until they were sharing the very same air. “Then don’t breathe,” he whispered, closing the small gap.

The oxygen stole from her lungs as his mouth molded to hers.

Abby found herself clinging to his biceps, up on her toes—and not breathing at all.

Samuel’s thumb applied gentle pressure to the corner of her mouth, demanding entry. She conceded willingly, parting her lips on a contented sigh. The masculine grunt of his approval reverberated down her throat, echoed in her heart and curled her toes.

Sweetly mindful of her tender ribs, he carefully encircled her waist and drew her up the length of the corded thigh he slid between her legs. Abby gave him her weight, her core aching from the friction of the slow glide. She stifled a moan. Or thought she had until Samuel’s smile curved against her lips. His fingers plunged into the hair near her temples, tugging her head back and exposing her throat. His breath was ragged when he finally broke the heated kiss, his mouth dropping to sear the hollow between her collarbones.

Unable to resist any longer, Abby swept her nails gently through his mussed hair, stroking the silky strands and forgetting all about Plan A, B, and C.

Samuel’s lips scorched a trail along her flushed upper chest, canines growing sharper with each sensual pass. He rocked Abby hips against him rhythmically with a forearm beneath her butt. Her toes scarcely touched the ground as she straddled his hard thigh, gasping at the sweet sensation. The throbbing in her center built and her fingers tensed on his scalp. She arched, wordlessly begging for more, stunned by the strength of her desire.

His pointed fangs grazed the spot where neck met shoulder, and Abby’s heart jumped. Not in fear but anticipation, jolted by the realization she wanted his bite—wanted his Mark on her body. Badly.

The smell of evergreens filled her nose; the crispness saturating her lungs. And yet she still couldn’t get enough of his scent.

He lapped and nipped at the sensitive flesh of her throat, his lips gradually moving lower. They brushed the swell of a breast, tracked down the center of her torso, and then up again, closing over a lace-covered nipple.

Abby hissed, every nerve sparking as he latched onto the hardened tip and sucked it through the filmy layer of her bra. His hand slipped from her hair, settling between her shoulder blades to hold her steady. She strained to get closer while he drove her insane with his teeth and tongue.

“Just so we’re clear,” he said hoarsely, pausing the exquisite torture, his breath warming her skin. “I want you.” Samuel pressed her lower body closer, the barrier of his clothing doing nothing to hide the thick arousal pushing into her stomach. “So goddamn much.”

The raw need in his voice shot straight to her heart, wrapped it in steel bands, and squeezed until she thought it would explode. Her hands smoothed Samuel’s hair from his forehead, the eyes of his wolf meeting hers. “I—”

Samuel snarled deep in his throat. In a fluid motion of startling speed, he tucked Abby behind him. The movement so abrupt she grabbed a handful of his t-shirt to stay on her feet.

“Button up,” he ordered, muttering curses about “fucking hallways” under his breath as she heard the ding of an elevator door opening.

Head swimming, Abby looked down. How had her blouse gotten undone?

Cheeks hot, she released his black tee, closing her top with clumsy fingers. Lighthearted chatter drifted to them from the other corridor.

“Done.” Abby rubbed her damp palms on her teal-colored pants, licking dry lips. She tasted pine. What had she been thinking to let the kiss go so far?

Samuel glanced over his shoulder, not budging an inch from his position as her shield. His eyes raked her twice before satisfied enough to step away. She decided it was the ideal time to retreat, using a shaking keycard to unlock the door.

He followed her inside.

Plan C. What was Plan C?

“Thanks for walking me to my room.” Abby went straight to the kitchen. Ostrich. Head in the sand—Plan C. “Do you want a water to take with you?” Perfect. Not obvious at all.

“I’m good.”

“You sure? How about a Diet Coke?” She opened the refrigerator, still not facing him.

“Abby…”

“Sorry, I don’t have any beer. Can’t stand the stuff. Never could.” She grabbed a bottled water for herself, ready to usher him out. Needing him to leave, mostly because she wanted him to stay. Just wanted him.

“Had my first sip at fifteen. Thought it was the most revolting stuff I ever tasted,” she rambled, looking everywhere but at the large Ferwyn standing in the middle of her living room. “But you know teenagers. I wanted to fit in. Be cool. I drank three entire cans and was as sick as a dog the next day. My brother was livid.” Her eyes began to sting.

Shut up, Abby. Just shut up and let him go.

“He made me give him the names of the upperclassman who gave it to me. I think he threatened them within an inch of their lives because they avoided me like the plague from that day until…” Until the car accident destroyed her life and she never saw any of her classmates again. “Conlan never told our parents what happened. But after giving me an earful for being incredibly stupid, he made me swear to call him if I ever felt pressured into drinking again. Or if I got in over my head with a boy. No matter if he was on a date or hanging with his friends, he promised he’d always come get me.” Abby felt the lone tear on her cheek and was horrified, but for some reason, she couldn’t stop talking. “He even made me a hangover sandwich.”

Samuel was next to her in an instant, his arms wrapped around her, his chin resting on the top of her head.

“A what?” he asked quietly, as though afraid she might shatter if he spoke too loudly.

“Peanut butter, banana, and honey on toast.” Her forehead plunked onto his chest. “Works every time.”

“He sounds like a good big brother.” His hands ran up and down her spine, his cheek rubbing side to side, the bristle on his face catching in her hair.

“I miss him,” she told him. “So much.” His hold tightened on her waist, drew her impossibly closer to the heat of his body. Abby released a shuddering breath.

Samuel’s phone rang. He ignored it.

She pulled away and twisted the cap off her water bottle. “You better get that.” She took a sip. “I’m fine. Really. Take the call.”

Samuel swore, but pulled out his cell.

Abby went into the bathroom and shut the door, giving him privacy.

Samuel’s deep voice was muffled as she wet a washcloth and pressed it to her eyes, her traitorous heart loving the sound of the wholly masculine timbre.

What are you doing, Abigail Colleen?

When the apartment went quiet, she returned to the main living area. Samuel was sitting on her couch, his head in his hands.

“There’s been another fire,” he said.

“Where?” Her own worries forgotten.

“Out in old Germantown.” Samuel swept his hand tiredly over his face. “The private residence of an Anwyll family.”

“Was anyone hurt?”

“No, Billy and his wife got out in time.” He moved to stand directly in front of her, leaned in, and kissed her forehead. Then he headed for the door.

“Do they know who started it?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said without turning, his shoulders high and stiff. “It looks like it was another witch.”


Chapter 16


Samuel’s paws dug into the soft earth, dirt flying as he zigzagged around a tall tree and plowed through the dense underbrush. Stray branches scraped lightly over his thick pelt. The night air was mild, the promise of summer’s suffocating humidity a week or two away.

The forested acreage just north of Mud Island was Rose’s private property, acquired shortly after the 1931 signing of the Fae Accord. The city of Memphis sold the prime real estate to the queen because it gave Ferwyn males a safe area to run—a place away from the Untouched population. And although not designated foreign soil, until the recent fire few humans had dared to trespass on it.

Usually, when Samuel stretched his wolf legs, he’d be with clanmates, reveling in the companionship of the pack. Tonight, he ran alone.

Raising his muzzle high in the air, he slowed to a ground-eating trot, allowing the earthy smell of the Mississippi and the surrounding castanet serenade of the cicadas to alleviate some of his restlessness.

Shifters had existed secretly among humankind for centuries, but Samuel’s sire and other Alphas like him understood it would be impossible to conceal their true natures forever. The advancement of technology and the explosion of the Untouched population made discovery inevitable. So, with the support of their Fae Touched kindred, the Ferwyn decided to go public and it almost started the first war with humans on this side of the ocean. Prejudice is a powerful thing. The fear of being knocked down another notch on the food chain—panic-inducing.

Thankfully, cooler heads eventually prevailed. The years after the signing of the treaty and the adaption of the original sanctuaries into self-governing municipalities, with more to follow, were surprisingly peaceful ones. Clans across the newly formed nine regions prospered.

Two decades after the rocky introduction of the Ferwyn race, Samuel’s mother died unexpectedly. His sire surrendered to the Glaofin’s call within a year of her death; his decision to permanently roam the land as a wolf leaving Samuel Alpha of the Walker Pack at the tender age of fifty. Unheard of in shifter society. A mere ten years after becoming one of many Alphas in the queen’s territory, Rose offered Samuel the Commander of the Guard position, the job vacated by a retiring Anwyll. The status would elevate him to the third most influential Fae Touched in the ESC Region, ranked below the prince—and problematically—above his Clan príoh.

Samuel had done his best to maintain harmony between all the races since accepting the prominent role, but he feared the days of amity were over.

The attempted assassination on Rose and the attack at Chess carried the stench of betrayal. The increasing violence by Untouched on the magical community, the knights employing witches, the rise in Ferwyn outcasts, and the reappearance of the Na’fhuil seemed to be inexorably intertwined. He had to discover how. And why.

Concern for his Clan, his region, and his halfblood thrummed in his veins as Samuel ambled across the felled oak bridging the narrow inlet that divided the island from the woodlands.

His halfblood?

No Ferwyn male could positively determine if an unmated female could become his Ca’anam until after the second Mark. But the more powerful the alpha, the greater the pull their wolf would feel toward a potential truemate. Samuel was the most dominant shifter in the territory, and Abby felt like his.

His wolf huffed in agreement.

When he took on the responsibility of príoh, he made himself a target to every mature and ambitious Alpha in the region who thought Samuel was too young and inexperienced to lead their Clan. Faced with bloody dominance battles to hold onto the lofty position, he’d set aside his desire to find a truemate, unwilling to risk the life of his Ca’anam if he died during one of the vicious duels. But he was in his prime now and Alpha of one of the strongest packs in the country. No other male had contested his right to rule the ESC’s Clan in over a decade.

Samuel had been devoted to his kind his entire life, and although it wasn’t in any alpha’s nature to be self-serving, he decided for once to be selfish. He wasn’t giving Abby up. Not yet. Maybe not ever. His primal side had known from the beginning she could be his. It had taken the civilized part a little longer to accept and interpret the signals.

The acquiescence along with the translation came into screaming clarity right around the time the incredibly brave, amazingly soft-hearted, and foolish female tried to stop a blood-crazed Dádhe with nothing more than a fragile piece of glass.

Samuel never lost control of his baser instincts, not even as a young pup. But since meeting Abby, the reins holding his nature at bay had become brittle; snapping like twigs when the vampire struck her at Chess. Fury had blinded him then, every higher thought process switching off. Governed by the primitive drive to protect what was his by any means necessary, resuming his human persona had been impossible. His wolf unappeased until Abby’s soft strokes calmed him enough to convert.

Samuel ground to a halt, burnished gold fur bristling, chest vibrating in renewed anger. Shaking his head hard enough to hurt, the all-consuming rage at the Dádhe who dared attack Abby so viciously slowly receded.

It still disturbed him that she thought the trauma suffered was minor in comparison to using Na’fhuil magic. How harmful was it to Rip Walk? Shifters could take a lot of damage and healed quickly, but they fucking felt it.

He broke into another lope, eager to get back and make sure Abby was recovering as well as she seemed to be. Returning to civilization, he passed the distribution warehouse on the northern end of the island and arrived at the complex’s lobby minutes later. The pungent odor of fallen leaves and freshly cut lumber of Ferwyn magic surrounded him as his bones shattered and mended, reshaping into an entirely different form. He was on two legs, fully clothed, and en route to her apartment before the burn of conversion dissipated.

Samuel smiled recalling Abby’s expression when she exited the bathroom to find him waiting in her bed. Her mouth filled with toothpaste, blond hair in wild disarray, blue eyes huge—clothed in that skimpy outfit.

Samuel lost his grin.

Those tiny pink shorts and the barely-there top had almost been his undoing. He had to hide the erection that sprang the second Abby wiped the foam from her lips. His mind and body going places it shouldn’t before she was fully recovered.

But she’d been so adorable, especially when attempting to worm her way from underneath his arm, thinking him asleep. His wolf nature couldn’t help playing with her a bit. Though the game had backfired. Her warm body pressing against his had Samuel fighting the desire to render the first bite right then and there.

And he tried not to think about how good Abby felt in his arms in front of her apartment earlier. The way her delicate frame fit perfectly to his bulkier one. The softness of her lush mouth as she sweetly yielded to his kiss. The passion revealed in the feminine little gasps and moans she made when he’d rocked her on his thigh. The slender column of her vulnerable throat. The curve of her breast as he tasted her skin. Her goddamn smell.

Standing outside Abby’s suite, Samuel groaned. What if she thought they should date first or some such shit? He needed to explain the first Mark was the declaration of a new relationship. He honestly had no idea how he was going to keep his hands—or fangs—off her much longer. In over a century of life, he’d never wanted a woman like he desired Abby. Never felt the incredible pull of a possible truemate.

Taking a deep breath, he ignored his aching cock and listened to the slow, even respirations on the other side of the door. She was asleep.

He retrieved the master key card from his pocket, and without hesitation, entered her apartment. Maybe an ordinary man would have a smidgen of guilt for breaking in uninvited. But as knowledgeable as Samuel’s race was about the niceties of Untouched culture and acceptable behavior—he was not human. He was an Alpha. A Ferwyn male who’d found a female he wanted to start the Dance with. There was no reason to follow rules that didn’t apply to him—to them.

Samuel toed off his boots, vision adjusting quickly to the darkness. He walked unerringly to the king-sized bed, pulling his t-shirt over his head and tossing it onto the sofa. Her rhythmic breathing comforted his wolf, drawing his beast inexorably closer to the source of the reassuring sound. He needed to wake her, make sure there were no ill effects from the trauma she’d been through. But not yet. For now, he just wanted to watch her sleep.

Abby was lying on her side, knees bent, one hand tucked under the pillow, the other resting across her chest. She mumbled something indistinguishable, and Samuel leaned in to listen. Her hair covered her face. He whisked the blond tendrils from her cheek with the tips of his fingers, surprised when they came away wet.

“Abby,” he said softly. The faint scent of wood smoke drifted to his nose.

Samuel sniffed. She was wearing a large man’s shirt over another set of minuscule pajamas. The smell was old and weak, but definitely male. Growling low in his throat, he began removing the offending plaid flannel, trying to rouse her from the troubling dream at the same time.

“Wake up, baby,” he said louder, tugging it off by the sleeve and slinging it away.

Whose shirt was this?

Abby whimpered, still partially asleep. The sound was so pitiful Samuel climbed on the bed and lifted her onto his lap. Leaning against the headboard, he shifted her slight weight, gathered her close, and tucked her beneath his chin. He stroked her bare shoulder, crooning over and over that it would be okay.

“Tell me about your nightmare,” he said once she was fully awake, his tone filled with compulsion. The vibrations of an Alpha’s vocals would sway her, and he didn’t give a damn about the ethics involved in using his magic that way. Her heartbreaking pain was pissing him off, and all he could think about was stopping it—immediately. Without the tie of Mating Marks, his voice was the only way to influence a race not his own. It was another reason to bind Abby to him sooner rather than later.

“Tell me.”

He felt the moment she surrendered, her cheek resting on his bare chest, her slim fingers flattening across his middle.

“I was dreaming of my parents and…the accident.”

Samuel raised his knees, cocooning her with his body.

“It was my fault,” she said softly.

He remained silent but kept running the gland-filled skin between his fingers through her hair, deliberately leaving his scent behind and hoping his smell eased her.

“Did you know my mother was pregnant when she died?”

“Yeah, it was in the police report. I’m so sorry.”

“Almost nine months with my baby brother.” She sniffled. “She was beautiful and kind and a great mom and…the finest example of a lady I’ve ever known. And I was mortified when she came to the football games at our school with her belly as big as a house.”

Samuel let his chin rub the top of her head. “You were fifteen. I think that’s a typical reaction to irrefutable proof that your parents were having sex. Any teenager would cringe at the thought.”

“But I practically admitted I was embarrassed and wanted her to stay home. Conlan was so angry with me. It was his senior year, and I would have been happy if Mom missed the remainder of his football season. She knew why I didn’t want her there. Daddy did too.” She turned her forehead into his breastbone. “My father adored my mother. He hated when she was upset and tried to make her feel better. Because of me, Daddy was holding her hand instead of having them both on the wheel when the truck veered into our lane. Maybe if I hadn’t—” Her voice broke. “Mom was still alive when we got to the hospital. I woke up in the emergency room and saw her on a stretcher. The doctors and nurses blocked most of my view, but I could see her legs. Her shoe had fallen off, and there was so much blood.” Samuel felt the wetness of her tears dripping onto his stomach. “They were trying to save the baby. They kept saying, the baby. His name was Maclain. I kept screaming for them to call him Maclain. I don’t know why it was important to me, but it was. He was going to be called Mac for short. Mac MacCarthy.” She expelled a shaky breath. “Daddy said it was a good name for a future quarterback. It was, wasn’t it?”

Samuel gently tipped Abby’s head back. He knew his eyes glowed yellow as he ran them over her tearstained face in the lightless room. “It was a great name.”

Her sobs were hushed, only the jerkiness of her breaths giving her away now. He kissed her closed eyelids, the wet tracks on her cheeks, and let her cry it out. When he couldn’t stand it any longer, he pulled her close to his heart, pressing her nose into his neck.

“Stop, darlin’. You’re killing me.”

She didn’t stop.

Samuel swung Abby around until she straddled him, her knees on either side of his hips. She collapsed on him, clutching the waistband of his cargos. “I couldn’t save them. Any of them,” she said, so low he had to strain to hear. “I didn’t know how.”

“There was no way you could. You have to believe that, Abby.”

She didn’t answer, but her breathing at last slowed into an exhausted slumber.

Samuel held her for a long time before straightening his legs and carefully sliding her off his lap. He finished undressing, grabbed his shirt from the couch and slipped it over Abby’s head. She didn’t stir as he threaded her arms through the short sleeves of his tee, covering her with his scent.

This tiny female stirred emotions in him that went well beyond lust. Beyond protectiveness, or even compassion.

Returning to bed, Samuel gently pulled Abby close, ensnaring her legs with one of his own. He skimmed a hand up the side of her throat and delved into the hair at her nape, lightly pressing his thumb into the steady pulse beneath her graceful jawline.

His wolf had understood what Abby would mean to him from the very beginning. And now that Samuel recognized the truth, he might as well let her know. Placing his lips near the delicate shell of his halfblood’s ear, he whispered, “I’m keeping you.”


Chapter 17


“Nothing wrong with a good cry; it’s why waterproof mascara was invented.”

Bridget MacCarthy

Abby cracked her eyes open. The inside of her lids felt like sandpaper. Sitting up slowly, she swung her legs over the side of the bed, braced her arms on the edge of the mattress, and let her feet dangle. Her throat was sore from crying. Her ribs ached. Sighing loudly, she hung her head and stared at the floor, contemplating how to avoid a face-to-face with Samuel for at least a day—or fifty.

Lord, she bawled all over him, hadn’t she?

“Good, you’re awake.”

Abby’s muscles locked. There was no way the universe could be so cruel. She peered through the curtain of her hair at the indented pillow next to her own. Her shoulders slumped. Yes, it could be.

She reluctantly met Samuel’s gaze across the room. “Yeah,” she said, taking a deep breath to settle her nerves. He deserved her gratitude, no matter how uncomfortable the situation. “I want to thank you for last night and…everything you did for me. You didn’t need to stay.”

He grunted in reply.

Okay, then.

Abby stood, tugging the hem of the oversized tee around her thighs, freezing mid-pull.

“Is this yours?” she asked in a dismayed whisper. “Why am I wearing it?” Or more accurately, why was she wearing it again? Because it had been the commander’s t-shirt she’d woken up in the first day on the island. Of course, it had…

She closed her eyes, wondering what she’d done to piss off the cosmos.

Samuel was in front of her in an instant, hauling her against his torso and wrapping an arm firmly but gently around her waist.

Abby’s eyes flew open, her hands landing on his bare chest. She raised her chin to meet his gaze.

He disregarded her question and asked one of his own. “Whose shirt did you have on last night?”

“What?” She had no idea what he was talking about.

He brought his face close to hers. “Whose shirt is that?” he asked, jerking his head to the side and indicating the discarded splash of red and blue lying on the floor.

“Oh.”

Her grandmother had been showing signs of early Alzheimer’s when her parents died, and the people from the facility took advantage of Gigi’s confusion. They convinced a grief-stricken woman that she couldn’t provide a stable home for her daughter’s children.

Abby and Conlan were living seven-hundred-and-fifty miles away from Gigi with little-to-no communication when she fell victim to an unscrupulous estate planner. The man persuaded her to sell everything their parents owned: the house, Mom’s jewelry, Dad’s classic car. Everything. Nothing tangible remained of Rian and Bridget MacCarthy except a nominally large bank account and a worn, button-down Abby found in her grandmother’s guest room closet after her death.

Samuel’s hand squeezed her hip, demanding her attention. He was waiting for an answer.

“My father’s,” she said, giving no further explanation.

The sculpted muscles beneath her palms relaxed at the admission.

“Shower and get dressed.” His cheek rolled over her forehead, the scruff on his beard pleasantly rough against Abby’s skin. Smacking her once on the bottom, he released her and headed to the kitchen. “The queen is speaking with the press this evening, and I have a lot to do before then.”

Did he just slap her butt?

“Eggs okay again?” he asked, mood oddly cheerful. “I’m pretty much a one-trick pony when it comes to my culinary skills. Well, two…I can grill a mean steak.”

She snapped her hanging mouth shut. It was her turn to ignore a question. “How did you know I was having a bad dream last night?” A shifter’s hearing was exceptional, but Samuel’s suite was on the opposite side of the complex. Unless…

“Did I scream?” How many other residents had heard?

“Nope, I came by to check on you.”

“I didn’t wake up when you knocked?”

“I didn’t knock.”

“You didn’t knock?” Her eyes narrowed. “Samuel, how exactly did you get into my apartment?” She locked the door before going to bed. She was sure of it.

“I’m head of security. I have a key.”

“You have a key?”

“Well…yeah.”

Abby stood stock-still and stared at the big, stupid príoh.

“Get moving,” he said, completely unabashed. “I need to meet with the Guard in forty.”

The import of his words finally registered, jolting her out of her daze. “The queen’s giving a news conference? What time?”

She practically ran to the kitchen, completely forgetting her annoyance at the commander’s unmitigated gall and any awkwardness she’d usually suffer from a shirtless, gorgeous male in her orbit.

“Sundown on the complex’s front steps,” he said, expression puzzled at her sudden frenzy.

Abby darted beneath the muscular arm holding the refrigerator door wide open, accidentally bumping his hip as she reached in and grabbed a Diet Coke.

“What time is it now?” She tapped the top of the can with her index finger, popped it open, and downed a few sips. Living on Dádhe time was messing with her sleep schedule.

“Just after two in the afternoon,” he said, watching her closely.

“About five hours then,” she calculated aloud, going over the millions details that had to be taken care of in that short amount of time. After guzzling her drink, she twirled the tab and removed it, adding it to the ceramic bowl filled with the aluminum pieces for St. Jude’s Ronald McDonald house fund. She maneuvered around Samuel again, ignoring the broad expanse of his naked torso and stealing another Diet Coke from underneath his nose.

“That’s not all you’re planning to have for breakfast?”

“No time,” she said off-handedly, setting the drink on the counter and walking over to pick up her father’s shirt. Abby turned from Samuel. “Why didn’t you wake me earlier?”

The question was partially muffled as she removed his tee and hurriedly replaced it with her dad’s worn plaid. Buttoning it halfway, she felt covered enough to face Samuel again. She ignored the heated gaze he raked over her body.

“You said you had things to do?” She held out his shirt.

“I do. After I feed you.”

“Seriously, I’m good.” She shoved the fabulous-smelling tee to his chest.

He didn’t move to take it.

Exasperated, she tossed the shirt on a kitchen barstool and nabbed the second cola. “I’m going to shower. You’re welcome to help yourself to whatever you can find.”

“Abby…” Samuel’s jaw was set at an obstinate angle. “I need you to eat for me first.”

She was midway across the room, but something in his tone made her hesitate. He looked so determined and vulnerable. As though the most important thing in the world was fixing Abby breakfast.

Shifter were wolves first.

Lady Rose’s words came back to her, and Abby mentally slapped herself. All those times the commander had brought her food…

Ferwyn males were accountable for keeping their women safe—and fed. Samuel probably saw it as an enormous failure if anyone in his pack was allowed to go hungry. And although Abby wasn’t Clan, he must consider her his responsibility. As ludicrous as it might sound to a human, it wouldn’t be right to scoff at him for wanting to take care of her. Not when Samuel’s protective nature was one of the things she loved about him.

Loved? Abby felt the blood drain from her face, the truth of her developing feelings threatening to knock her flat. Hadn’t she just warned herself not to fall in love with Samuel Walker? That a relationship with him could never be anything but temporary?

“I guess I wouldn’t mind a little something.” Abby’s legs shook as she walked backward through the living area.

“Go dress then. Food will be ready when you get out.” He rewarded her assent with a relieved, happy grin.

Her heart expanded inside her chest until it hurt—apparently, it didn’t do temporary.

Well, crap.
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Abby was in the monarch’s office four hours and thirty minutes later, fighting a massive case of the butterflies. Lady Rose, however, was as cool as a cucumber.

“Abigail, quit fidgeting.” The queen looked lovely in the slim-cut lavender dress and gray pumps Abby chose for her. “All you have to do is stand nearby and appear appropriately serious,” she said, distracted by the notes on her desk detailing the upcoming newscast.

“I know, but maintaining a low profile was one of the first things the facility taught us. Appearing on TV in any capacity seems—”

“Addlepated?”

“Um…risky,” Abby said, shifting her weight from one high-heeled foot to the other.

“You will be recognized only by those who know what you are already. And the message we want to send to the director, and anyone else who wants a Na’fhuil, is that you belong to the ESC.”

Abby’s life wasn’t her own and hadn’t been since she was fifteen. Although the queen’s words were true, they were also a hurtful reminder.

“Right.” She brushed at an imaginary crease in her blush-colored dress and then smoothed the sides of her French twist. She knew the bruises on her face showed through her makeup, but hoped the reporters wouldn’t notice and ask questions. Samuel promised she wouldn’t have to speak with the press about the incident at Chess, and she was holding them all to his vow.

There was a sharp rap, and Jenkins entered the room. Seeing his arrival as a chance to gather herself, Abby slipped out of the office.

Nodding to the Guard standing sentry, she headed toward the lobby and pulled her phone from her purse to check the time. T-minus seventeen minutes.

“Miss Barnes, may I speak with you?”

Abby stiffened, but then forced her shoulders to relax. Though she’d only talked to Ambassador Faraday on the phone, she recognized the man approaching at a fast clip.

She expected the US government’s liaison to be present at the media event but hoped to avoid contact. The last thing she needed was a confrontation after rejecting his offers to meet in person.

“Of course, sir. How can I help you?” Abby placed her phone on silent so as not to forget later and tucked it away.

“I need a few minutes of your time. In private if you wouldn’t mind?” He cupped slim fingers around her elbow and led her farther down the hallway, motioning for his aides and bodyguards to stay behind. He quickly found an unlocked door and ushered her inside. “This will do.”

The office they entered was unused with only a desk, wastepaper basket, and single chair for furnishings. Faraday released her and flipped the light switch.

“What did you need to talk to me about, Mr. Ambassador?” She stepped farther into the room, putting space between them. “The broadcast is starting soon, and I’ll need to get back.”

“As do I.” The ambassador leaned on the closed door and crossed his arms. He wore a dark gray suit that was unmistakably custom-made, accentuating a trim waist and long legs. “Since time is short, I’ll get right to the point.” The stark contrast of his white hair, pale irises, and a nearly unlined face gave him an almost ethereal appearance most people found appealing, but for some reason, Abby did not. “The director and I want you to return to the facility.”

Abby’s entire body jerked in shock. “What do you know about the facility?”

“Everything, Miss MacCarthy. I’ve been aware of your kind since the beginning. I know about you and every other Na’fhuil that’s been found. Past and present. Those with magic and without.” He dropped his hands to his sides. “A part of my job is to keep halfbloods out of enemy hands.”

“The queen is not an enemy.”

“Not technically, but we can’t afford to give her, or any region’s monarch, a weapon to use against us.”

“I’m not a Jumper,” she said desperately, mind whirling.

“No, you’re not, but a Walker can be an advantage in the right situation,” he said with a slick smile. “Like in the case of Senator Graham.” He paused and frowned. “Perhaps that’s not the best example.”

Abby stumbled as though dealt a physical blow. She reached back to steady herself on the desk’s edge. Images of the eighteen-year-old Sean Graham, son of the senator, flashed before her eyes, and her stomach roiled.

It had been two years, seven months, and four days since the second biggest failure of her life. But it felt like yesterday.

“We might as well be on a hamster wheel,” Sean complained.

“You’re just upset because the raid gear we spent the last two months obtaining will be practically worthless after tomorrow,” Abby countered with smile.

At twenty-two, she was the youngest member of the senator’s support team. Although she felt eons older than the boy who was five years her junior, it seemed inevitable they would become fast friends while traveling cross-country in the close confines of his father’s campaign bus.

“It’s dumb. As soon as the expansion drops, it’ll all be obsolete.” The teen threw the game controller onto the built-in bunks.

“True. Does that mean we won’t be playing anymore?”

“What?” Sean chuckled. “I’m not quitting, and you’re definitely not quitting. A Tank needs a Healer.” He pointed his finger at her. “And you’re mine.”

“So, I guess we’re leveling up?”

“Abso-fucking-lutely.”

“Language, son,” Senator John Graham admonished from his temporary office at the rear of the coach.

Unconcerned with the reprimand, Sean winked at her, his baby blues sparkling with humor. Blessed with all-American good looks and natural charisma, the handsome young man had life by the tail. He would be attending Harvard the next year on a lacrosse scholarship, and confided he’d be following in his parents’ footsteps—but not as a politician. A tree hugger, Sean wanted to specialize in environmental law.

“Senator,” Graham’s head of security said from the front of the bus as it veered off the interstate. “We’re stopping for lunch.”

Hodge was ex-military and human, as were all those on the protection team. On the rare occasion when a Na’fhuil was sent on assignment, it was standard facility policy that they weren’t allowed to work with another Fae Touched. The chance of discovery while in proximity to a Dádhe’s or Ferwyn’s acute senses over a prolonged mission was too high.

The director had only agreed to send Abby because the Texas politician, along with being a future presidential candidate, happened to be the younger brother of the current Secretary of Homeland Security. The DHS was one of the few agencies aware of the facility’s existence. The senator had been receiving death threats because of his highly controversial platform on race relations with the magical community. Most notably, his belief they should remain self-governing. The elder Graham brother had thrown his considerable weight behind the request and gotten the special protection approved for his sibling.

“Gibson,” the senator called, already heading for the door.

“Yes, sir?” Abby responded after a slight hesitation, still not entirely comfortable with the cover surname.

“Bring the laptop. I want to dictate a few emails while we eat.”

“Yes, sir. Of course, sir. I’ll get it.” As Graham’s assistant and all-around gopher, Abby was expected to defer to Hodge and the other members of the safekeeping team. No one knew she was a magical creature sent for added defense. Not even the senator.

“Bow chicka wow wow,” Sean sing-sang, waggling his eyebrows comically. “I love it when you say sir. It’s kinda kinky.”

“For pity’s sake, Sean.” His father turned in the tight quarters of the customized coach, plainly exasperated with his son’s flirtatious antics.

Abby hid her grin, grabbed the computer, and followed her primary. Two agents from the senator’s entourage waited at the bottom of the steps for them to disembark. Graham exited first. Hodge was next, and then Abby. Sean had stayed back a few steps with his personal guard plastered to his side.

An SUV with darkened windows rolled in directly after their cavalcade. She watched it park near the entrance of the roadside diner. The tension gripping the group faded when an elderly man and woman stepped out and headed straight inside the restaurant.

“I hope this place makes a decent sandwich. I’m sick of burgers,” Sean said as they crossed the mostly empty parking lot. Abby knew the senator’s youngest child was tired of being trapped on a bus all day. He’d been away from his friends the entire summer, forced to travel with his father from Podunk town to Podunk town collecting votes. He had enough of bad food, making nice with strangers, and sleeping in a different motel every night.

“Cheer up,” Abby called over her shoulder. “School starts in less than two weeks. You’ll be eating cafeteria food in no time.”

Sean stuck his hands in his jean pockets, shortening his coltish strides. “Did you know the word cafeteria comes from the Latin café which means to eat and teria which means to retch?”

Catching the teen’s challenging grin, Abby rolled her eyes at the blatant truth-stretching but decided to play along. They’d started their game of obscure facts at the beginning of the road trip. The tricky part was trying to connect the subject matter.

“Did you know in ancient Rome it was perfectly acceptable to vomit during banquets so they could continue to eat and drink all night?”

Sean snorted. “Well, did you know Caesar salad—”

“Gun!” Hodge’s shout sent everyone scrambling.

Abby flinched, wasting precious seconds wrestling the natural inclination to crouch and get out of the line of fire. She had to enter the Rip upright or pay tenfold once inside. At the distinctive pop pop of weapon fire, she resolutely squared her shoulders, sucked in a lungful of air, and pulled on her magic.

The sensation of razor blades cutting her flesh to ribbons greeted her as she hurtled through the barrier between realms. Tearing through the invisible breach, she entered the burning cold. The frigid atmosphere wrapped around her small frame, clamping down hard. The pressure threatened to break bone with its strength. The agony was paralyzing, but Abby did what she was trained to do: shove the pain to the furthest recesses of her mind and assess the situation.

Hodge’s hand was on the senator’s shoulder, his heavily muscled body getting ready to launch at the politician. The guard’s intent to use his body as a living shield was abundantly clear. The two agents on the front line were cloaked in the shaded black and gray tones of the void, their pistols out to return fire.

Clenching her teeth against the unavoidable escalation of pain, Abby raised her arm through the thickened air, reached for the stray bullet nearest her and laboriously redirected it.

She methodically cleared the path of projectiles on her way to the senator. Hodge’s large frame blocked any further progress and Abby had to maneuver around the team leader, one unbearable, tormented step at a time. Her lungs were in crippling agony by the time she was in position to reroute the bullets that were frozen midair and on a collision course with John Graham’s exposed head and chest.

Muscles on fire and slowly suffocating from lack of air, she took care of the four bullets that would have wounded, if not killed, the senator. Knowing she’d reached her limit of endurance, she surveyed the area, looking for any missed threats. Her gaze landed on Sean, and her stomach plummeted to her knees.

The teenager’s shoulder dipped toward the ground; his right arm swung wide as if ready to tackle the person in front of him to the hard pavement. Someone who was no longer there—her.

More than one bullet had gotten through the group in the time it took Abby to initiate her halfblood magic. The first was in Sean’s guard, the injured agent lying flat on his back, a darker gray shadow splashed across his neck indicating where he was shot and now bled. The second was held in suspended animation, six inches from Sean’s head.

Abby didn’t think—she lunged, gaining no more than a foot as she battled the fierce resistance of the Rip. Refusing to give up, she drove her hand through the opposing force until her fingers came within inches of the deadly missile aimed at Sean.

The muscles in her shoulder tore. Her eardrums burst.

Black dots obscured her vision, and her mind screamed for her just to let go.

She stretched.

The tissues in her lungs ruptured, and her mouth opened, instinctively seeking life-giving oxygen where there was none. The condensed slush of the Rip invaded her throat and nose.

Abby reached.

Fear pushed her beyond the devastating pain, beyond any thoughts but one—save Sean. The tips of her nails grazed the killing shot as her vision narrowed.

God, please help me.

She strained for all she was worth. The bullet started to turn.

Her lungs collapsed.

“No!” Abby screamed as the noonday sun hit her chilled skin. Liquid splattered across her face and chest, the scorching heat on her aching skin had her crying out in renewed agony. She collapsed, landing on her belly, limbs too weak to break the fall. She grunted at the jarring impact, then gasped as air whooshed into her lungs, expanding them and setting them aflame. She tasted copper on her tongue and gagged. Bile burned her throat. Fat droplets fell from her face and hair, quickly forming a small pool beneath her cheek. Abby lifted her chin, dreading what she’d find.

Sean’s blue eyes were wide open, staring blankly at nothing while blood and gore clung obscenely to his overlong lashes. The top of his beautiful blond head was gone.

Abby convulsed, vomiting onto the concrete. With the last of her energy, she rolled to her back and bargained with God.

Please, take me! Take me instead.

She wept and prayed for Him to change what couldn’t be changed.

Take me!

Grief invaded her soul, breaking her spirit into a million pieces. The gunfire ceased, and the only sound was the tormented cries of a parent who had lost their child.

Faraday’s voice wrenched Abby back to the present. The ambassador was still talking.

“Where is your loyalty to your country?” he asked, shaking his head sadly.

“I’m Fae Touched, not human.” She made a fist and placed it over her stomach, pressing in to curtail the sickness bubbling at the fresh reminder of Sean’s death. “I never meant to use my magic, but felt I had no choice. The queen could have died.”

“The world doesn’t know about your kind. And trust me, Lady Rose won’t announce it. You can come back.” Faraday closed in on her.

“What? No. I don’t think…” Abby took a deep breath. “The queen won’t let me go.”

“She’ll have no choice,” he stated, emotionless. “It would have been easier if you’d met me off-island as I’d requested. Numerous times. We could have gotten you away before anyone knew what happened. They wouldn’t have found you again.”

“I haven’t been allowed to leave the island.” And she’d made a promise to Samuel to stay until Lady Rose was safe.

“That’s unfortunate.” Faraday rocked on his heels, his hands clasped behind him. “You’re putting Conlan in a precarious position,” he said, voice smooth as snake oil. “His work is dangerous under the best circumstances. We don’t want him to worry about his sister’s well-being while his mind should be on business. Especially if his assignment unexpectedly changes and the situation becomes even more perilous. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Yes.” Saliva pooled in her mouth at the ambassador’s implicit threat. “Of course.”

“Good girl, I’ll be in touch,” he said, his hand on the doorknob. “Until we can get you out, keep your eyes and ears open. Never know what you might hear that could be of interest to us.”

“You want me to spy on the queen? I won’t do it.” The swift denial flew from her mouth without thinking, but she didn’t regret saying it.

“I suggest you reconsider,” he said without turning around. A wave of cold sweat washed over Abby’s skin. “I hear Iran is pleasant this time of year.”

As soon as the door closed behind him, she bent over and threw up into the empty trashcan.


Chapter 18


“Don’t confuse the salt with the sugar.”

Bridget MacCarthy

“Are you feeling ill? You look a little pale.”

“I’m fine, milady.” Abby bent to tidy the hem of Lady Rose’s dress.

After disposing of the soiled wastebasket, she ran into the nearest restroom to rinse out her mouth, reapply her lipstick, and pop two pieces of mint flavored gum. Her late arrival hadn’t gone unnoticed, and the last-minute adjustments to the queen’s attire were made with Samuel’s stare drilling into her back.

“Everything is going to work out, Abigail.”

“I’m sure it will.” Doubtful.

“Abigail?”

“All set.” She straightened and feigned a bright smile. “You look perfect.”

“Thank you,” the queen said. Then surprised Abby by gently cupping her uninjured cheek. “I misspoke earlier when I said you belonged to the region.”

“I don’t understand.” Her birthplace dictated which Fae Touched region claimed her magic. Abby was born in Mississippi which was part of the ESC; therefore, she owed allegiance to whoever ruled it.

“I should have added that we will protect you from the facility and anyone else who may try to harm you because you are one of mine. I did not mean to imply your only value is in your Na’fhuil heritage. I consider you a friend, Abigail. And I hope one day you will become a part of our community because you choose to be. Not because you have no other choice.”

“Lady Rose—”

“I have changed my mind, which is a monarch’s prerogative.” She released Abby with a wink. “I have decided it would be better if you watched the broadcast from my office.”

“I’m supposed to remain by your side.”

“I will be surrounded by my heir, the region’s commander, the Anwyll grandmaster, and the state’s magister. And trust me, Magister Hollowell may look old and frail, but Emma is a witch you do not want to mess with.”

Abby knew magisters were second only to the grandmaster in power and were politically comparable to a human governor.

“But—”

“Several members of my illustrious Guard, the Memphis chief of police.” She continued to tick off each name. “The beta of Clan Walker and…Carter Jenkins. I could not be any safer if I addressed the press from an armored tank.”

As if hearing his name, Jenkins interrupted the conversation, informing them it was time to begin.

“It is settled. I will see you after the news conference. Wish me luck?”

“Good luck, milady,” Abby said gratefully. “And thank you.”

Lady Rose proceeded to the Harbor Complex’s extensive landing where a podium sprouted clusters of network microphones. The journalists representing the multitude of displayed logos were waiting outside in a clump at the bottom of the steps, their satellite-equipped vans jamming Island Drive.

Samuel, Tucker, and Lord Myles exited the building a few paces behind the queen, followed closely by Chief Pennington, Ambassador Faraday, Jenkins, and the elder magister. The grandmaster trailed the procession.

Wyatt Lake appeared to be in his early forties and was striking enough to have been a movie star from the same era. He wore a pinstriped suit and vest over a rugby player’s frame. The only thing the grandmaster lacked to complete the old Hollywood image was a fedora…and maybe a Tommy gun.

Representing a united front, the group formed into a semicircle behind the queen. Abby quickly lost sight of her. Taking that as her cue, she hurried to Lady Rose’s office. She didn’t want to miss the speech.

The anteroom was empty, Zee somewhere in the crowd along with her family. The flat screen on the wall was tuned to a national news outlet. Abby didn’t bother sitting as the queen was already speaking.

The shouted questions began the second Lady Rose finished her prepared comments. The media wanted to know why the vampires went crazy. What guarantees could the Nine give that it wouldn’t happen again? Were any vampires arrested? What monetary compensation would be forthcoming for the injured humans? What was the Guard doing to capture those responsible? Were the rumors true that some witches used offensive magic during the attack?

The queen didn’t address any of the inflammatory remarks. Instead, she deftly handed the spotlight to the police chief.

The seasoned officer was a portly black man in his mid-fifties. He wore his dress uniform for the televised event and used his time in the nation’s public eye to forcefully underline how everyone should remain calm. He warned any retaliatory violence against the Fae Touched in his city would be dealt with swiftly and the perpetrators prosecuted to the full extent of the law.

Faraday spoke next, infuriating Abby with his audacity as he said, “The tragedy at Chess was a cowardly act committed by the few—not the many. The communities of the Touched and Untouched have to put aside their anger at this heinous assault for the good of the country. We need to rebuild the trust between longtime neighbors for the sake of peace and harmony.”

His duplicity tempted her to interrupt the broadcast and expose him. But she couldn’t take the chance the director’s people would get to Conlan before she could warn him of the danger.

Abby was going to have to confess everything to her brother in their next scheduled phone call—or agree to return to the facility to keep him safe. She shuddered. The thought of being under the director’s power again made her physically ill.

Chewing on the pad of her thumb, she searched for another solution—any other solution—to present itself. None did.

Engrossed in her inner turmoil, she listened with half an ear as the queen retook the platform and calmly replied to the incendiary remarks.

She never heard the door open.

“Don’t scream,” a male ordered as she was grabbed from behind.
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Abby gasped and then fought like mad to break out of his hold, stomping her spiked heel on the toe of his shoe. He didn’t even grunt. She jabbed an elbow into his gut and hit solid muscle.

“Stop fighting. I don’t want to hurt you,” he said, sounding oddly sincere. “A sniper will open fire into the crowd if you don’t come with me quietly. He can hear every word we say. Understand?”

Samuel had implemented the strictest security measures for gaining access to the press conference. Only pre-approved correspondents and their crews were allowed on-site. Abby knew every vehicle was thoroughly searched for weapons. What she didn’t know was how long they’d been waiting to get her alone. Could they have somehow snuck onto the island days ago?

The Guard was good at their job, but no one was perfect. She couldn’t dismiss the possibility he was telling the truth and risk innocent lives. Most of the residents had come to hear the queen speak, bringing their families. There were children in the crowd. Zee’s children. And little Thomas Jr.

She swallowed hard and nodded.

“Smart female.” He gripped her waist securely. “We’re going to walk out of the office at a normal pace. Don’t rush. Don’t draw attention.”

Abby’s mind raced with ways her magic might help her escape. Could she stay in the Rip long enough to find whatever listening device he carried and destroy it before his accomplice realized anything was wrong? And then what? She’d be semi-unconscious at best after Walking, too breathless to yell for help, and too weak to run. No idea seemed feasible, and until sure there’d be no repercussions from the attempt, she couldn’t try.

The corridor was empty. Everyone not guarding the queen was watching the telecast. His fingers dug into her sore ribs, and Abby bit off a groan. He loosened his hold, but kept her close as they made their way to the rear of the complex.

“Don’t make a sound,” he reminded her as they passed the closed door of the Guard’s lounge. His stride lengthened, pulling Abby alongside him. They turned left and exited the building. The courtyard was deserted. He suddenly picked up speed, and she stumbled.

The soft snick of incisors dropping along with the odor of freshly turned dirt confirmed it was a vampire dragging her through the parking lot, and he was getting ready to sprint.

If a Dádhe was involved, it meant the director and Faraday probably weren’t. The ambassador wouldn’t attempt to take her within an hour of their confrontation. The only thing that made sense was a rival monarch wanted a Na’fhuil, even if they had to steal one from another region. But how had they discovered her so soon?

The vampire suddenly cursed and flung Abby over his shoulder. Her stomach met packed muscle and unforgiving bone with a loud oomph, the air exploding painfully from her lungs. Done with stealth, the Dádhe fled with preternatural speed.

A male voice shouted at them to stop.

Abby winced at every brutal, bouncing stride, her ribs screaming in agony. Bracing her hands on the vampire’s back, she pushed up. Her hair had partially fallen from its neat twist and long strands covered her face, but she recognized Lady Rose’s Guard Mikhail chasing after them.

They rounded the north side of the building, passed the distribution center, and raced toward the woods.

Two more ESC warriors came into view; one raised his gun and fired. She heard Samuel’s answering roar in the distance. The vampire swerved, his supernaturally fast gait breaking as though hit, but regained its breakneck pace almost instantly. The Guard’s shot must have missed.

As he ran through the trees at warp speed, Abby shut out the blurring landscape making her dangerously nauseated. The sounds of pursuit grew closer, and she tried to slow her kidnapper by abruptly throwing her weight to the side. His hold on her thighs tightened, but he didn’t lose a step.

They ran into the barrier of Wolf River, and he veered left, barreling straight toward the Mississippi. Coming to a swift halt, he set Abby on her feet.

Her first clear look was of a young male with dark hair, high cheekbones, and glowing red eyes. He crouched in front of her, forcing her to grab onto his shoulders or fall over.

“Kick your shoes off,” he ordered, reaching for the hem of her form-fitting dress and ripping it almost to her waist as though made of tissue paper. Abby squeaked, slapping at his hands while holding the split fabric together. He went for her heels next. “And don’t try using your magic once we’re in the water, it won’t work.”

“What?” She lost her balance when he impatiently lifted her foot. She had to drop the ragged halves of her dress and lean hard on the Dádhe to remain upright while he removed her pumps.

“Take a deep breath and hold it,” he said, standing. He toed off his sneakers, pulled his t-shirt over his head, and reached for her again.

Abby screamed as they half jumped, half slid down the embankment, the vampire’s strong fingers locking around the small bones of her wrist. Her Walker instincts took over as they entered the murky river, gulping in air a second before being pulled underwater.

Dragging her in his wake, he swam. And swam. Abby’s lungs burned, her throat constricting with the natural urge to inhale. She frantically tugged against his firm grip. He kept going.

It was rumored a Dádhe could hold their breath for over an hour when necessary. Even with all her facility training, the best Abby could do under controlled conditions and in peak shape was six minutes and thirty-five seconds. Unprepared and definitely out of practice, she’d be lucky to manage half that.

The bulk of her Na’fhuil instruction involved mental discipline: learning to deal with the pain of Rip Walking and remaining calm in an airless environment long enough to finish an assigned task. Her handlers approached the secondary problem as though she was a free diver, concentrating on meditation, strengthening her diaphragm, including regular cardio workouts in the expectation of prolonging her stay inside the Fae pathway.

A Jumper would have been free of the water in the beat of a hummingbird’s wings. They might have to take the vampire with them if he didn’t let go, but at least they’d be breathing fresh air. Abby’s magic didn’t work that way.

The time it took to pry her captor’s fingers from her wrist would be agonizing, and no way could she haul a grown male to the surface through the thick atmosphere. And if her magic were released before reaching dry ground, the backlash would knock her out and finish her off.

Her choices were to drown in the Mississippi, or suffer the Rip—and then drown in the Mississippi.

Her struggling finally got the Dádhe’s attention. He turned to tread water, scanning the area warily until satisfied with what he found—or didn’t find. Abby wondered if he could see anything at all through the dull gloom, even with his superior eyesight.

She pointed at the surface, bare legs kicking furiously in her torn skirt. There was no way he wouldn’t understand she needed to breathe.

He shook his head and closed in.

A dingy light pulsed, casting an eerie glow and forming a cloudy corona around the vampire’s shoulders and neck. Cupping her skull, he lowered his mouth to hers. She instinctively pushed him away, palm shoving at his unyielding chest. Strands of loose hair drifted around their faces, obscuring Abby’s vision more than the dirty river. He drew closer, his mouth enclosing hers. Once fused, he blew. Oxygen from the dead space in his upper respiratory tract flowed into her lungs, allowing her a few more minutes of life.

Abby accepted the transfer gratefully. He’d only be able to do that once without replenishing his supply, and she was afraid they weren’t emerging until reaching the safety of Arkansas. Samuel couldn’t follow them into another monarch’s territory without risking massive political fallout.

The vampire indicated with a squeeze that he was breaking the seal. She clamped her lips together, holding onto every precious bit of oxygen.

The Dádhe was gentle for a kidnapper. He couldn’t have known about her recently cracked ribs when he carried her off and hadn’t purposely done anything else to hurt her. The hold on her wrist wasn’t so tight it’d leave bruises, which would have been easy to do with his enhanced strength.

He floated in front of her, no doubt checking if she was in imminent danger of drowning. Satisfied she wasn’t, he kicked. Towing her behind him, he cut smoothly through the current, his course unchanging.

Abby was completely turned around, and without the sun to guide her, she wasn’t even sure which way was up anymore.

Forcing her body to relax, she offered no further resistance. There was no point in expending energy, and thereby oxygen, flaying futilely.

Less than three minutes later, Abby was done. There wasn’t enough air left to sustain her and no amount of self-discipline would prevent the unavoidable inhale coming. She’d pass out soon afterward. Once unconscious, her lungs would fill and it’d be over. Conlan would be left alone and she would never see Samuel again.

Desperation set in, and she forgot all her freediving education. Giving in to pure panic, she thrashed wildly, wrenching and twisting her wrist, hoping to break the Dádhe’s grasp and somehow make it to the surface in time.

The vampire didn’t look back but put on a burst of speed.

Maybe they were close to the other side? Didn’t matter, it would be too late.

Water poured into her throat at the same time a body rammed into her captor. The impact severed the connection and broke the last of Abby’s tattered concentration.

She gasped and swallowed.

The males grappled. Her would-be rescuer was little more than a dark blur, equal in size to the vampire who’d taken her hostage.

Abby saw a dim flash as the edges of her vision faded, her throat closing. She sank deeper into the water. Peace descended. She was barely aware of hands lifting her up by her underarms, perfectly content to remain in the fuzzy, warm blanket of calm. Her thoughts drifted away.

“Dammit, Abby. Breathe.”

Sweet air caressed her lips. The pressure on her mouth left and returned. The heady smell of fresh pine and Samuel invaded her lungs.

“Baby, breathe.”

“You’re doing it all wrong.” She heard a petulant voice say as if from far away. “Let me do it. I’ve been trained in CPR, five times. And Lord Myles got to fight the bad vampire, and the commander rescued Abby. I haven’t done anything except get wet.”

“Mr. Hutchins, back away,” the prince ordered his vampire assistant, Gregory.

Abby coughed, and it all came back in a rush. She was flipped onto her side, vomiting what felt like buckets of dirty water.

Samuel scraped away the sopping blond strands clinging to her face, holding them out of the way while she heaved. Once her lungs and stomach stopped spasming, the commander lifted her into his arms. His clothing was drenched.

Exhausted, Abby laid her head on his soaked t-shirt, clutching the torn pieces of her dress together. Gregory, Tucker, Noah, and the prince stared at her. All were dripping wet. She could see more warriors patrolling the area with their guns drawn. Grandmaster Lake paced the river’s edge, sans jacket and vest, multiple runes shining through his sodden white shirt like the banked embers of a recently raging fire. A dry Emma Hollowell stared at the muddy water, a scowl on her dark, thin face.

She felt the deep vibration in Samuel’s chest beneath her cheek as he spoke. “I want the vamp identified. I want to know whose House he belongs to.” He carried her through the dense wooded area, heading toward Queenstown at a fast, angry clip.

“He crossed into West South Central territory,” the prince said heatedly. “If Sinclair is involved with any of this…” He let the threat hang.

“His only concern could have been evading capture. That doesn’t conclusively tie him to the WSC’s Dádhe king.” Samuel hitched her higher until the crown of her head was nestled beneath his chin. “By the way, how did you manage to lose him?”

The prince hissed like a spitting cat, but before he could retort, Abby had a terrifying thought. “He said his partner would shoot into the crowd if anything went wrong.” She gripped the commander’s soggy shirt. “The children, Samuel. You have to stop him.”

“Hush,” he said, kissing her forehead. “We terminated the broadcast, and dispersed the crowd as soon as we realized what was happening. Everyone’s safe.”

“Are you sure? I couldn’t stand if someone got hurt because of me.”

“I’m guessing he lied about having an accomplice to control you, but the Guard has already been ordered to take every precaution.”

“Can I carry Abby now?” Gregory asked, apparently unconcerned with the possibility of a sniper at large.

“No.” Samuel’s arms tightened possessively. They hit the outskirts of town, and he turned to avoid the main drive, working his way to the backside of the Harbor Complex.

“But it’s my turn.” Tucker placed a restraining hand on the slender assistant’s shoulder. “Okay, fine. I get to carry her next time though.” The strange Dádhe sped up to keep pace at her feet. “Did you see me, Abby? I swam really fast. Only milord was faster,” he said and then stuck out his bottom lip. “And of course, the commander, but that’s hardly a fair comparison.”

The streetlights illuminated him enough to see his earnest expression, his eyes holding a hopeful, childlike gleam.

“Thank you for trying to save me. It was very brave.” Her throat ached, and it hurt to speak.

“You’re most welcome.” His grin widened, narrow chest puffing.

Abby’s head flopped on Samuel’s shoulder. It was hard to keep her eyes open.

His fingertips slid to her throat, and pressed in gently. “Noah, ask Regan to meet us in my quarters.”

“Mr. Reed,” Lord Myles said. “Take the halfblood with you and drop her off at the commander’s suite before fetching the healer.”

“I’ll take her.” Gregory skipped forward with his arms held out in front of him.

The hand clasping Abby’s thighs tensed, and the light contact at her throat fell away. “No.” Samuel turned to face the prince and repeated with a notable growl, “Noah, go.”

The young shifter broke into a jog.

“Commander Walker, I’m afraid you don’t have time to coddle Miss Barnes. I need both you and Lieutenant Tucker to change into something dry and meet me in Rose’s office,” Lord Myles said. “Mr. Hutchins, please take Miss—”

“I’m not leaving her until I know she’s unharmed and resting comfortably,” Samuel snarled.

Abby’s eyelids drooped; they felt thick and heavy. “I’m fine. Just tired.” She tilted to see the commander’s face. “You don’t need to stay with me. Gregory can take me to my room.”

Samuel’s upper lip bulged, distending to show the points of his canines.

Gregory took a step back.

“Or maybe I could walk? It’s not that far, and I’m feeling much stronger now.”

Tucker chuckled and shook his head.

Samuel ignored everyone, never slowing his stride.

“Or not,” Abby said with a resigned sigh.


Chapter 19


“The halfblood could have been lost to us tonight with no real recourse to get her back,” Myles stated with a snap of impatience. He was perched on Rose’s desk, one wingtip on the floor, the other swinging over the edge. “I won’t risk losing her to another region, and especially not to Nathan Sinclair.”

The queen settled into her silk-covered chair with a frustrated sigh. “We do not know yet if it was the WSC king who tried to take her. But if it was another monarch…”

“Then we have a problem.” Jenkins propped a shoulder on the wall and folded his arms over his chest. His casual stance belied the tension radiating throughout his lean frame. “The facility has done a remarkable job keeping the few remaining Fae progenies a secret. But if those in power discover Na’fhuils still exist, they will want Abby and any Jumpers they can find for themselves.”

“Someone from Clan Walker needs to Mark her,” the prince flatly interjected.

One minute, Samuel was sitting at the conference table listening quietly, debating how best to keep Abby safe. The next, Tucker’s massive arms were around his chest, preventing him from ripping the Dádhe’s throat out.

He was dimly aware of Rose shouting for everyone to stand down. Of Jenkins’ tattooed biceps alight as he grabbed the queen by the waist, preventing her from placing herself between two dangerous predators.

“It wouldn’t need to be a full claiming,” Myles continued as if pandemonium hadn’t erupted. “My understanding is a connection can be made after the first bite, though I’d suggest a second to be safe.”

“Mating Marks aren’t goddamn GPS chips,” Samuel shouted through a mouthful of fangs. He was breathing hard, Tucker’s forearms crushing his sternum like a metal vise as his beta struggled to restrain him.

“A Marking would give us additional leverage if another region’s king or queen succeeded in kidnapping her. We’d have more than mere proprietary rights to Miss MacCarthy if she was claimed on any level.”

“She’s not a piece of property,” he roared.

“If you or Lieutenant Tucker don’t wish to do it, perhaps someone else? Mr. Blackwater is unmated.” He shrugged, rolling the cuff of his dress shirt. “Or maybe we could offer the task to your nephew? The halfblood is quite attractive if you’re into the cute petite type. Shouldn’t be too much of a hardship for the young pup. He’s only recently reached his majority and could still learn a thing or two. Hone his skills, so to speak.”

Rose gasped loudly.

“Oh, fuck no,” Jenkins said incredulously.

The backs of Samuel’s hands rippled with fur, the golden pelt creeping over his forearms in uncontrollable patches. He surged forward with an unearthly howl.

Tucker grunted, the big Ferwyn lifting him off his feet and staggering beneath the weight.

“Abby. Is. Mine.” His gums ached, and his canines grew impossibly long. His beta was a good five inches taller, but he was one pissed Alpha and wouldn’t be contained much longer.

The prince’s dark eyebrow arched. “Excellent, so there shouldn’t be a problem moving forward with my plan?”

“Myles, please be quiet.” Rose fought Jenkins’ magic-fueled embrace.

Ignoring the impending violence laying thickly in the air, the prince folded his other sleeve and said in an utterly bored tone, “Do you think you can fuck her in the next couple of days then? The sooner you—”

Samuel didn’t remember much after that, vision turning bright yellow as he tore from Tucker’s grasp.
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“I could gut ’im.” Tucker’s offer was deadly serious for all his soft, Southern drawl.

Samuel’s muscles knotted as he braced his arms on the door outside his suite, head hanging between his biceps.

“I can’t allow you to harm the heir,” he said through gritted jagged canines. But it was tempting after the prince twisted something as sacred as the Mating Dance into a play for power and then suggested someone other than him could Mark Abby.

“Bleed ’em?” his beta asked, snapping Samuel from his dark thoughts.

“I think I covered that already.” Myles had been too busy keeping Samuel’s fully transformed teeth away from his jugular to worry about the sharp claws ripping through his expensive, button-down and plunging into his chest. The vampire would need at least several hours to heal from the exceptionally vicious gouging; along with a witch healer’s magic and a ton of ingested blood. Samuel hoped it hurt like a sonofabitch.

“Steal his hair gel?”

“Hit him where it hurts, huh?” He pried his claws from the wood frame with a self-deprecating sigh, the deeply embedded nails proving how far out of control he’d gotten. Samuel was amazed he hadn’t completely reverted to his wolf during the physical encounter with the prince.

“You good?” Tucker clapped him on the shoulder, searching his face intently.

“You mean can the pack stand down?” The flood of emotions experienced during the conflict with Myles had alerted every local clanmate their Alpha was in distress, sending those nearest running to his aid. Several shifters had converged outside the queen’s office, ready to intervene if Tucker hadn’t managed to haul Samuel out of the room. Two members of the Walker Pack still paced the hallway in agitation, unable to let him out of their sight. He sensed five more gathered beside the elevators.

Samuel straightened and rolled his neck muscles, forcing out reassuring vibes until the lingering Ferwyn relaxed. “I’m good. But I swear I’m gonna kill him one of these days—prince or not.”

“I’m in.”

“No, you’re not.” He shook his head, completely serious. “Someone’s gotta lead the pack after I’m executed for treason.”

“Well, shit.”

Grinning at Tucker’s beleaguered expression, Samuel felt like his temper was under control and entered his suite.

The open-concept layout was identical to Abby’s apartment except bigger, decorated with heavier pieces of furniture and masculine fabrics in varying shades of brown and gray.

Regan looked up at his entrance. Her dark hair in a sloppy ponytail, legs curled under her on the oversized leather sectional. The glow from the healer’s cellphone and a small lamp near the couch were the only illumination in his generous quarters.

“How is she?” He shut the door quietly behind him, removed his boots, and padded to where Abby lay huddled beneath mounds of covers, her slight frame swamped in his big bed. Her skin was too pale, but her chest rose and fell comfortably in the Anwyll-induced sleep Regan cast at his insistence.

“She seems to be recovering quickly.” The healer’s phone buzzed, and she glanced at the screen. Regan’s mouth tightened into a straight line in response to whatever she read. Sending a quick text, she silenced the device and slid it into the medical bag sitting on the wooden coffee table.

Samuel frowned as he swept the hair from Abby’s face. “She’s still bruised.”

Regan slipped into her sandals, hoisting the strap of the heavy-looking pouch on her shoulder. “I believe it’s her particular genetics, whatever they may be…”

She cocked her head and waited expectantly. The Anwyll had treated Abby three times now and knew she wasn’t dealing with a human. Though Regan never pushed for an explanation, her curiosity was apparent. When he didn’t comment, she sighed in disappointment.

“Abby’s physiology seems to prioritize healing, her body’s energy focusing on the severest injuries first, then moving to any secondary or surface damage. Her jaw is fine, by the way, and the facial discoloration should disappear in the next day or two at most. I managed to fully heal her ribs before she decided I was too tired to continue and refused further treatment. Vehemently, I might add. Since she was already exhausted and you were in the shower, I let it slide. If you haven’t figured it out yet, that girl has a stubborn streak a country mile wide.”

The Anwyll didn’t understand the half of it. Abby might appear fragile on the outside, but underneath her infinitely feminine shell was a will of iron—and a heart braver than his fiercest warriors.

“I’ll be back tomorrow to check on her.” She glanced at Abby fondly, obviously taken a liking to her patient. “Will she be here or in her own room?”

“Here,” he stated firmly.

“Right.” Regan couldn’t hide her grin. “See you then, commander.”

Unable to be this close to Abby and not touch her, Samuel captured a white silken lock laying on her undamaged cheek and rubbed it between his fingers. There were dozens of the lighter strands mingled throughout the natural honey-gold length.

Abby’s lids fluttered. “Samuel?”

“Hey.” He ran a knuckle from her temple to her chin. “How are you feeling?”

She blinked and sat up. Dragging the comforter in her wake, she scooted until her shoulders hit the dark wooden headboard, a scowl marring her pixie features. She primly adjusted the heavy duvet around her hips, and Samuel resisted the urge to laugh, aware of the source of her irritation.

Beneath those thick, protective layers, she wore his t-shirt—and nothing else.

Before leaving for the disastrous meeting with the prince, he argued with Abby about returning to her own apartment to recuperate—she lost that battle. Samuel needed her drenched in his scent, secure in his space, and tucked in his bed. His halfblood was inherently modest, and although he preferred her naked, he offered his shirt as a generous compromise. She hadn’t seemed appreciative of the gesture if stomping into the bathroom with the dark cotton wadded in her hands, mumbling “stubborn Ferwyn” and “stupid príoh” were any indications.

“I’m okay…really. But I need to tell you something, and I’m afraid to.”

Samuel amusement vanished at the trepidation in her voice. He sat near her covered thigh and cupped the side of her neck. Using his thumb as a hinge he lifted her chin.

“You can tell me anything, Abby. Anything at all.”

Her eyes skittered to a point somewhere over his shoulder, took a huge breath and admitted, “My brother is a Jumper.”

“And?” He kept his tone light and easy, sensing there was more to come.

Abby’s startled gaze collided with his. “You knew? Does the prince know?” She twisted the edge of the blanket, knuckles turning white. Fear for her brother was written on her face. In her scent. “He can’t force him into service, can he? Conlan doesn’t even know I’m here yet. He will go ballistic when I tell him.” Her voice rose in pitch if not volume. “I’m. So. Dead.”

“We suspected, but we’ll worry about his status in the region later. And Abby?” He waited until he had her full attention. “Nobody is harming you…ever.” His thumb moved to skim gently over the pulse beating harshly beneath her jaw, stroking softly. “He works for the director?”

“Yes,” she said, her lashes falling. “And Ambassador Faraday is threatening his life if I don’t spy on the queen for the facility.”

Samuel stilled, every muscle going rock solid. What the actual fuck?

“Tell me everything.” The words were forced through a jaw so tightly clenched he thought it might crack under the strain. Curtailing his growing anger, he listened while Abby relayed the earlier confrontation with Faraday.

“He knew all about Sean,” she told him, her pain an open sore.

Hating the incredible sorrow in her voice, Samuel pulled her close. She came readily, forehead hitting his sternum. “The facility sent you to protect the senator, not his son. You did your job.”

“But Sean was killed.” Abby released the comforter, fisting the fabric of his shirt instead. “He was just a kid, and I wasn’t strong enough or fast enough to stop it from happening. It’s my fault he’s dead.”

“I don’t believe that. His safety wasn’t your responsibility. He was assigned a guard?”

“Yes, but I was too slow to stop the first round of bullets and the agent was shot,” she said, regret seeping from every word spoken. “Sean had no idea I was Fae Touched and tried to protect me. He was trained to fall flat to the ground at the first sign of gunfire. Sean was supposed to drop, Samuel.” Her body trembled beneath his fingers. “He was supposed to drop.”

“You can’t keep blaming yourself. The boy cared about you and didn’t want to see you hurt. Do you think knowing you were a Na’fhuil would’ve changed anything? You’re not bulletproof and could have easily been killed. The kind of heart and bravery he showed should be admired, not questioned. I don’t doubt for a second you did everything in your power to save him.” Abby wouldn’t have given up and probably suffered horribly in the attempt. “Sometimes, duty is all we have to fall back on when forced to make impossible decisions that can change our lives and the lives of others. Doing our duty might be the only thing that makes sense when everything else has gone to shit.

“At twenty I was still considered a kid in the shifter community.” His free hand swept underneath Abby’s shirt, meeting soft, warm skin. “But the pack’s beta, Robert Warren, challenged me to combat knowing my wolf had surpassed him in strength.”

Ferwyn males were born into a natural pecking order. Experience, training, sheer will, and luck could play a part in the outcome of a physical confrontation of two closely matched shifters, but the level of innate dominance was established at birth. Never increasing or decreasing after reaching its zenith at twenty-five. Samuel was born the heir apparent, his wolf’s future influence weighed and measured upon his first conversion.

“I didn’t want to fight Robert. I was five years shy of my majority and content to wait to take over his role in our pack.” Maybe even longer. A beta’s responsibilities were almost as heavy as an Alpha’s, but there was no other local Ferwyn who could contest Samuel’s wolf for the position.

“Then why did he do it?”

“Duty. Honesty. And a helluva lot of pride,” he told her regretfully. “Robert wanted to be the Walker beta in truth. He’d always known I would usurp his authority and replace him at our Alpha’s side someday, but my sire and I weren’t pushing for him to abdicate. He could have kept silent. Ignored the shift in power when it happened and stepped down when I was older.”

“But he didn’t and you fought?”

“I had to accept the challenge once it was made.” He continued to rub the small of her back in lazy circles, his other hand sliding from the side of her neck into the hair at her nape. “I won.”

“Of course, you did,” Abby said without a moment’s thought.

“I did.” Samuel smiled at her affronted tone, as though no other result was even possible. “And Robert ended up going to Knoxville and became an Alpha there. The Warren Pack is one of Clan Walker’s fiercest.”

“That’s not the same as being responsible for someone’s death.”

“I’ve killed.” He made the confession on a drawn-out sigh. “I accepted the position of commander knowing it wouldn’t be easily accepted in shifter circles. Príoh McVane had ruled this territory for a long time and wasn’t ready for a young upstart wolf to usurp his power over the ESC packs. Becoming the Guard’s commander placed me above him under regional law but not under Ferwyn hierarchy edicts. I permanently maimed two challengers and killed McVane to earn that status.” Damn the old wolf for his stubborn pride. “He wouldn’t yield. Refused to stop fighting. He was bleeding out, hind leg hanging by a tendon and he still wouldn’t submit.”

Abby’s arms snaked around his midsection in a supportive hug. “It sounds like you didn’t have much choice.”

“We always have a choice, even if the other options aren’t good ones. I could have refused Rose’s request to lead the Guard. If McVane conceded obedience in matters solely concerning the region, I would have been happy for him to remain our Clan’s príoh. Sean might be alive today if he’d thought of himself first. But I didn’t walk away from what I felt was the right thing to do. And neither did they. Knowing I fulfilled my duty grants me the peace to live with what I’ve done. What I chose to do. You protected the senator and did your best to save his son. It has to be enough.”

Abby was silent, and Samuel didn’t push her, letting her process all he’d said.

“I’m scared for Conlan. I have to warn him about Faraday, but our next planned call isn’t for another week. If I break protocol, he won’t answer, thinking I’ve been compromised. He’ll come running and tip off his handlers.” She slowly exhaled. “But even if I’d agreed to spy on the queen, the director would never allow me to stay on the island indefinitely. I’m going to have to return to the facility…or run again if I can convince the queen to let me go.”

Samuel tensed, his entire body locking at the declaration. “No.”

“But—”

Fisting a handful of her hair, he tilted her head, turning her face up to his. “No, darlin’.” He dropped his lips to her cheek, skating them across the remaining smudges on her skin until his mouth reached her ear. “You’re not going anywhere. I’ve just found you.” And no way in hell was he letting her go.

He planned on giving Abby more time to accept what it meant to mate with a Ferwyn male before placing the first Mark on her. But between the attempted kidnapping and Faraday’s threats, the option to wait was gone. The prince was right—claiming her as his own was the only way to ensure he could always find her. Whether she was taken from him by force or felt there was no other option but to run, he wouldn’t risk her safety or chance losing her.

“Do you trust me to protect you?”

“The director won’t—”

“Do you?”

“But Conlan—”

“Abby,” Samuel interrupted sharply, pulling away and demanding her complete attention. “I will protect you always. I will guard your heart and those who are dear to it.” Ferwyn vows. Pledges he would give to his Ca’anam. But he was giving them now and meaning every damn word.

He caught the sour smell of fear rolling off her skin, and his anger spiked. No matter what else happened, he would destroy Faraday. And while he was at it, the mysterious director was next on his shit list.

Samuel watched conflicting emotions flit across her expressive face and willed her to believe in him. Her hesitation was a punch to the solar plexus. His wolf’s distress at her indecision was palpable in the way his fangs pressed for release, his fingertips stinging. Every base instinct screamed for him to take what he wanted. That he was the Clan príoh and this female was meant to be his.

He breathed in through his nose, keeping a firm grasp on his human form. He noted every subtle change in Abby’s scent as he inhaled, his nostrils flaring, teeth grinding in impatience. When her familiar floral aroma replaced the vinegary smell lacing the air, he almost groaned in relief.

Thank, fuck.

“Okay,” she relented on a quivery breath. Her large eyes filled with a faith in him that appeased his burgeoning beast.

“Okay,” he echoed.

Protectiveness welled deep within his chest, swirling to touch every part of him, imprinting on Samuel’s heart so powerfully it would never be erased. Lowering his lips to hers, he stopped just short of contact.

“I’m Marking you tonight. Do you understand why?”

Abby’s eyes closed, dark lashes sweeping the tops of her cheeks. “It will help keep my identity a secret. Other Ferwyn males will keep their distance once I’m bitten.”

“They damn well better,” he growled. “But that’s not why.”

Her eyes snapped open. “It’s not?”

“No.” Blood pounding in his ears, Samuel brushed her sexy cupid’s bow, then licked at her generous bottom lip. “It’s because I want you so badly I can’t wait another second to make you mine.”

“But, the Mark is temporary. Right?” She pulled her wet lip between her teeth.

God, he loved her mouth.

“Yes.” And it was, but Samuel didn’t plan on letting it fade anytime soon. If ever.

“Okay,” she said quietly, her body going pliant.

A well of emotions clogged his throat at her consent. As he devoured her with lips and tongue, Abby’s hands inched up his torso, her fingertips landing on the curve of his jaw in a butterfly touch so soft it made him shiver with lust and longing.

Sliding his rough palm up her slender back, he lowered her to the mattress. With his mouth slanting hotly over hers, and Abby’s frantic heartbeat keeping time with his own, he followed her down.

He needed to taste her skin more than he needed his next breath. Tearing his mouth away from hers, he pulled at the silken strands roped around his knuckles. Her neck and shoulders gave into the gentle encouragement, bowing off the pillow.

His gums burned at the sight of the submissive posture, and his cock became uncomfortably hard, pressing urgently against his zipper. Samuel ignored his growing need, determined to savor their first time together. Dipping to the delicate column of her throat, he scraped relatively human teeth over the vulnerable tendon running alongside her neck.

Her wildflower scent surrounded him, burrowing into his skin, infusing his blood. It permeated his very bones. The heady musk of arousal and her unique fragrance blended together to drive his wolf mad with the desire to claim her.

Releasing her hair, he pushed off the bed until he was on his knees, straddling Abby’s hips. He reached between his shoulder blades and removed his shirt, tossing it to the floor.

“I need to see you.” He craved it.

A blush stole across Abby’s cheeks, but she raised her arms timidly above her head, met his eyes, and waited.

A primal sound only an animal could make emanated from his vocal cords as

Samuel gathered the hem and dragged it up her slim body as slowly as his raging need allowed. When he drew the last of the material away, he lost his breath.

“So beautiful,” he choked out. “Absolutely perfect.”

The yellow glow of his wolf vision followed his calloused fingers as they moved in an almost reverent caress from the outside of her toned thigh to the flare of her hip, skimmed over her quivering stomach, and slid past her trim waistline. His hand flattened between her small, high breasts. He was enthralled by the manic beat of her heart underneath his rough palm. He lingered there a moment before returning to her throat, circling it gently—possessively.

“Beautiful,” he repeated, leaning over to take her mouth in another searing kiss, careful not to crush her.

Relishing her bare flesh against his, he cupped her breast, molding its softness while rubbing the peak with his thumb until it stiffened.

Abby inhaled sharply at his touch. Her passionate response to his light stroking had Samuel’s abdominal muscles clenching and his erection lengthening in anticipation.

He shifted off the bed without losing her mouth, undid his pants, and shoved them down his legs. Free from his clothing, he maneuvered between her thighs, making room with his hips. He grunted into her mouth, his throbbing arousal pressing into the concave of her belly in near painful pleasure. As he gave her some of his weight, the tips of her breasts grazed his chest.

Abby moaned sweetly into his throat.

He consumed the sound, the delectable vibration racing along his spine, igniting a fire in his gut.

His hungry mouth slid to her jaw, bit the underside of her chin, and tasted the edge of her collarbone. Scraping her smooth skin with his whiskered jaw, he traveled to her breast, his lips latching onto a dusky nipple.

Abby inhaled sharply, her fingers curling into his hair, holding his head tightly to her as he nipped and sucked.

Samuel shifted to the side, his hand seeking the silken heat of her sex. He pushed a finger between the slick folds, circling his thumb over her clit and loving every quiet hitch of her breath as the hunger built. He inserted a second digit inside her.

Abby’s back arched.

“So hot. So wet,” he murmured against her breast, swiping his tongue across the dampened tip. The only sounds in the dimly lit room were his loud uneven breaths and Abby’s soft pants.

Samuel thrust his fingers in and out of her tight sheath as she writhed beneath him. He held on to his control by a thread and reminded himself again that Abby wasn’t Ferwyn. He needed to be gentle, especially this first time.

He wasn’t sure if Abby understood all the Mating Dance entailed. If she genuinely believed he wasn’t Marking her to hide her heritage. And Samuel probably should admit he had no intention of the claiming being temporary. But his base nature told him none of that matter. She was his and nothing would change that.

“Abby.” Her heavy-lidded eyes were clouded with passion but focused on him. “Open wider for me.” Her pupils flared, the pale blue almost entirely obliterated by black. A blush colored her chest and neck, spread over her cheeks and the bridge of her pert nose. It was the prettiest thing Samuel had ever seen.

After a slight hesitation, she shyly yielded to him, her knees falling away from his waist. He grinned at her, heart full, and fastened their lips together once more.

Raising his hips, Samuel wrapped her calf around his back, opening her further. He pushed forward, sliding into her core in one smooth thrust. The breath exploded from his lungs as Abby pulsed around his cock in magnificent torture.

Buried to the hilt, he held himself still, allowing her time to adjust to his invasion.

“You okay?” he asked through canines that dropped into his mouth without permission.

Abby dipped her nose into the side of his neck and nodded. He felt the wisp of her lips grazing his Adam’s apple, her tongue darting out to taste his skin.

And just like that his control was gone.

Samuel palmed her butt, lifted her hips, and launched into a swift, steady rhythm. Abby met each thrust, tiny gasps of pleasure breaking free as he drove inside her, his pelvis grinding into her clit on every surging downstroke. Sweat gathered at the base of his spine as he pounded into her.

Lust consumed him, driving him hard.

His claws sprang free, and he yanked his hand away from her skin, afraid he might nick her in the mating frenzy. Samuel pressed his sharp nails into the mattress beside her head, slicing through the sheets. He forced his claws to retract with a strength he didn’t know he possessed. His blunted fingers returned to grasp her nape, gentling his hold so as not to bruise her.

Bodies fused, he sat on his haunches and brought Abby to sit astride his lap. Her nails dug into his broad shoulders, clinging to him. She was close to climaxing. Her head and torso thrown back in ecstasy, perfect breasts propelled forward by the elegant arch of her spine. The tips of her long hair grazed his thighs in a waterfall of white and gold. Her breaths came in short, rapid puffs as he rocked her against him.

So, fucking perfect.

He should turn her around to complete the ritual, but he wasn’t going to.

Ferwyn males usually made the first Mark from behind, the bite to the apex of the shoulder and neck a primitive act, more animal than human. But Samuel wanted to watch her come all over his cock. Have her sweet breath warming his neck as he sank his teeth into her tender flesh.

The images he conjured tested his tenuous restraint, and he couldn’t wait any longer to claim her.

Samuel’s grip tightened on her neck, pulling gently. She came to him gracefully, shoulders flowing back in an almost balletic dance. Her lashes lifted. Their gazes clashed.

Abby’s eyes were glassy, lips swollen and red from his kisses, face flushed with pleasure. He couldn’t have looked away if he’d wanted to. And he didn’t want to.

Samuel coiled his fingers in her hair, exerting mild pressure as he angled her neck.

The scent of her in his nose, the taste of her in his mouth, the silkiness of her skin, his cock filling her—all combined to drive him over the edge.

He pumped inside her roughly, unable to halt the powerful motion of his hips as the excitement of Marking her brought him close to bursting. His other hand grasped her hip.

“Not for the Clan. Not for the region.” His voice sounded like broken gravel. “I want you just for me, baby. For us.”

Abby bit her lip as he drove her on his hard length. She released her hold on his shoulders, her hands skating over his sweat-slicked skin until her elbows rested on his shoulders, bringing them heart to heart and stomach to stomach. Her fingers tunneled into his hair, tugging him to her bared shoulder.

Samuel growled in raw need, hips rolling upward until he was fully seated—and struck. Long fangs pierced her skin in the dip of her collarbone. A blast of magical heat so intense his gums felt singed ricocheted between them.

Abby drew in a harsh breath, her forehead dropping to the crook of his neck. His teeth bore down, and blood trickled into his mouth.

Although the taste of her life essence was welcome on his tongue, it was his teeth lodged in her throat throwing Samuel’s arousal into overdrive. He clamped down hard, canines buried deep.

Abby held her breath and shattered. Her core clutched him, her soft thighs shaking.

Samuel roared his release through clamped jaws, gliding his cock in and out until her tremors ceased. Gentling his strokes, he reluctantly retracted his teeth, releasing her with a small sucking sound. He licked the puncture wounds, healing the skin but leaving behind two half-moon shadows. His Mark. The symbol of their bond would remain visible until the next full moon. Or until he bit her again. And he would bite her again.

He set Abby down on the bed, sliding out of her warmth and rolling to the side, bringing her with him until she was on top. Then he wrapped his arms around her waist and reached out with his Ferwyn senses, flinging his net wide.

And there she was, the awareness stronger than he thought it’d be after one bite.

“Did I hurt you?”

She buried her face in his neck and shook her head.

“I’m glad.” He chuckled into her hair. “Because I plan on taking you again soon.”

“Um…”

“Sleep now.”

“Okay.” Abby pushed against his chest, trying to leave him. His hold tightened around her. “I need to…clean up.”

He drew her face up for a wet kiss before letting her go. She bent over and grabbed his t-shirt from the floor, his cock twitching at the lovely view of her shapely backside. She hurriedly pulled it on, covering herself.

That shit’s not happening.

He heard the sink run, the toilet flush, and several minutes later the bathroom door opened. Abby approached the bed nervously, yanking the extra-large shirt down her thighs. She slipped under the sheets and turned on her side. Away from him.

She squeaked when he stripped off the tee.

Tugging her close, Samuel tucked her against his heart, bare butt against his thighs. “Nothing between us while we’re in this bed, Abby.”

“Samuel, I can’t sleep naked.”

“You can.” This was something he wouldn’t budge on. Couldn’t. “I need to feel your skin on mine.”

He heard her huff in the dark, blow her bangs out of her eyes in exasperation.

“Is it a wolf thing?”

“You could say that.” It was a mate thing. Shifters needed the touch of their Ca’anam. It wasn’t a preference but essential to their well-being. And Samuel’s wolf was convinced Abby was his truemate.

“Okay, I’ll try.” Her body gradually softened.

“Thank you, darlin’.” He kissed the Mark on her shoulder, acknowledging her reluctant capitulation.

“Stubborn Ferwyn,” Abby mumbled, drifting to sleep in his arms. Right where she belonged.


Chapter 20


“Choose wisely. Be picky.”

Bridget MacCarthy

Abby twisted her neck awkwardly to see the crescent-shaped bite on her left shoulder, stuck her nose in close, and sniffed. Nothing.

Well, not exactly nothing.

The lingering reek from the fragrant moisturizer she slathered on in a mini-panic before leaving the apartment was technically something. Applying the coconut and mango lotion hadn’t accomplished a thing beyond making her stink to high heaven. Every shifter (and probably vamp) would still smell the príoh’s Mark on her and know what they’d done that morning.

And again that afternoon.

Abby smacked the lobby button in the elevator harder than strictly necessary. An uncontrollable blush warmed her cheeks recalling the soft, wet kisses that woke her only hours earlier. They’d peppered the line of her throat, Samuel’s stubble chafing the side of her neck. The contrasting textures of sandpaper and velvet luring her slowly out of dreamless sleep.

“Abby…” His warm breath tickled her ear from behind.

“Hmm?”

He gently tugged on the hair curled in his fist, drawing her face around for a kiss, uniting their mouths as though determined to learn every line and curve of Abby’s lips with his tongue.

As he deepened the kiss, roughened fingertips traced a languid course from her breastbone to her bellybutton, a tide of heat following in their wake. Abby tilted her hips when they began to tease between her legs, rubbing mindlessly against the heel of his hand as wild need surged inside her.

Samuel removed his fingers from her aching core, splayed his palm low on her stomach and rocked her into his full arousal. His mouth left hers on a rasping exhale, dropping to the arc of her neck. His tongue lapped at the hollow of her clavicle where her pulse beat madly, Samuel’s Mark throbbing along in tempo. Abby’s breaths came in soft pants as liquid flame licked her skin.

He wedged her trembling thighs apart with his knee, and she felt the corded muscles of his leg flex and lift. Her breathing quickened as he pushed into her welcoming softness from behind, gliding in smoothly. Keeping his strokes maddeningly shallow, he tirelessly stoked the blaze with every roll of his hips.

Her pulse quickened, and her chest tightened at the gentle onslaught.

The smell of broken pine needles on a cold winter’s day suffused the air, the crisp scent she associated solely with Samuel’s wolf filling her lungs. The sharp points of his fangs abraded the outline of his previous bite, the scrape of teeth on the Marked flesh searing her veins.

“So sweet,” he murmured thickly.

“Samuel…” A rush of affection thickened her throat as she drove back urgently, encouraging him to go deeper. Move faster. Thrust harder. And help her forget this relationship was temporary.

He growled a warning. Nipped at her earlobe. Telling her without words that he wouldn’t be rushed.

Samuel hauled her against him with a hand pressed firmly between her hips, rendering them motionless. He slipped almost free from her throbbing center, leaving only the crown of his cock inside her. His canines pierced her skin as he slid slowly back in, teeth embedded in her shoulder while his swollen length advanced and withdrew, unhurriedly despite her plea.

The bite should have been painful. Instead, it set her afire. The sensual act was utterly dominating. A feral possession Abby should have feared, but didn’t. Samuel’s raw strength and size made her feel safe and protected, wrapped around her body as securely as he was quickly wrapping around her heart.

She let her fingers tangle in the unruly locks at his nape, anchoring him to her throat. Her walls clenched around his thick intrusion, and she splintered apart with a silent cry, her head flinging back over his broad shoulder.

Losing his restrained pace, he plunged into her with frenzied snaps of his pelvis. Abby met him thrust for thrust, their bodies in perfect sync.

He penetrated deep, bucked, and emptied inside her on a drawn-out groan. The inarticulate sound traveled the length of her torso, hardened her nipples into tight peaks, and sent shivers racing down her spine. Samuel continued to pump in and out with a tenderness that made Abby’s heart swell and her eyes brim with moisture.

His jaw was still locked in the crux of her neck as he trailed his hand up her side and caressed her breast, playing briefly with the beaded tip. She sighed as fingers skimmed over her clavicle and rose to her throat where they settled. They stayed in that position until his sex slipped away, and his fangs receded. She missed him already.

“Go to sleep,” he said, nibbling at the side of her throat. “It’s still early. I’ll meet you later tonight in the café.”

“I should get up. There’s so much we need to talk about.” So much.

“There’s time.” He kissed her temple. “Sleep now.”

Abby roused a few hours later to find Samuel gone and a master keycard atop a folded t-shirt on the pillow next to hers. She used both and scurried down the complex’s hallway barefoot while praying no one caught her returning to her suite wearing nothing but an oversized tee. Eternally grateful when she arrived unseen.

After showering, Abby took time drying her hair, dressing with care, and meticulously applying her makeup. She was stalling, the reality of carrying Samuel’s Mating Mark finally hitting her.

“It’s temporary,” she said firmly, reminding her heart. The danger hadn’t disappeared overnight. As long as Abby was out in the open, no one was safe. Not the other Na’fhuil who would be hunted if their existence was made known. Not the queen who didn’t understand how far the director would go to ensure all halfbloods worked for the US government and no one else. And not Samuel who owed his loyalty to the region and his Clan. A single Mating Mark wouldn’t change anything, no matter how much Abby may wish otherwise.

Her feet shifted nervously as the elevator dropped to the main floor. Clasping her shoulder, Abby covered the brand and wondered if Samuel would bite her every time they had sex. Not that she minded, but the queen hadn’t mentioned multiple bites beyond the assumption of renewing the Mark once a month if the relationship continued.

If Samuel still wanted her.

If Abby was still around.

Pulling at her collar, she fiddled with the pastel pink sleeveless for the millionth time, ineffectually hiding the distinguishing marks peeking out of the open v-neckline. Only the first of Samuel’s bites remained visible, his bottom teeth leaving a curved, bruise-looking stain in the dip above her left clavicle while his upper canines had sunk into the merge between shoulder and neck. The bluish-gray shadows in front would be impossible to hide unless she decided to button the shirt to the very top or determined a turtleneck was a reasonable fashion choice for a warm Southern night in June.

“Well, crap. You’re going to have to suck it up, aren’t you?” she groused, the double doors sliding open with a musical ping to reveal the foyer. The sharp tapping of her high-heeled sandals on marble was swiftly muffled as they met the carpeted hallway leading to the island’s most popular eatery.

Mere yards from the entrance of the Riverfront Café, she stumbled to an ungraceful halt, her heart racing. Then she almost tripped getting to the nearest wall, the whitewashed brick beneath her hand the only thing keeping her from falling flat on her face.

Abby could feel Samuel inside the restaurant.

It was like nothing she’d ever experienced. It was a tug at the edge of her mind, a tingle at the base of her spine, a knowing in her heart. All three sensations blended to make her aware of the commander’s presence nearby. It was wondrous—and freaking scary.

Abby forced air to flow in and out of her suddenly compressed lungs as she flopped against the wall. Would the connection die on the full moon or fade away slowly? Would the possible return to the facility cause it to break immediately? Could she bear it if it did? Samuel asked her to trust him. Could she?

She fussed with the buttons of her shirt again, legs wobbling like jelly.

And how would the pack react when they noticed their Alpha had Marked her? Would they consider her a short-term hookup or a potential Ca’anam? More importantly, would they know she had sex with Samuel twice?

Gah! She was acting ridiculous.

Wiping her damp palms on the gray fabric of her slacks, she painstakingly draped her hair over the left shoulder, covering the symbol of Samuel’s claim on her.

A minute later—or maybe five—Abby walked into the café with her shoulders back, chin high.

The restaurant was half-full, fifteen or so customers seated at the Fae Touched-friendly wood and aluminum tables. Some were sipping coffee, eating fresh salads and sandwiches. Others were gathered at the counter, waiting for to-go orders and chatting amicably with the person next in line. That was the nice thing about living on Blood Island: everyone knew everyone else and they enjoyed being sociable, especially the shifters with their pack mentality.

The homey smell of baking bread and milk chocolate welcomed her, and she took a tentative step inside. Her stomach gurgled in hunger. She couldn’t remember when she ate last.

Abby spotted Samuel right away. He was staring straight at her from a seat at the back, his amber eyes crinkling at the edges in amusement. A cat-got-the-cream grin was lighting up his face. He held his hand out, welcoming. Waiting.

Logically, if she was aware of him, then he was aware of her and had known how long it took her to brave coming inside. No wonder he looked about to bust out in a fit of laughter.

Stupid príoh.

Abby locked her knees and strode into the room.

The heads of every Ferwyn male lowered as she walked amid the tables, their eyes fixating on the tile floor. The previous chatter changed to uncomfortable silence and hushed whispers.

Abby’s breathing became shallow and labored. Her steps slowed. She gathered the open edges of blouse together, hiding the Mark. The desire to flee was enormous.

A feminine giggle, poorly smothered, cut through her escalating panic.

Johnnie and the purple haired Guard, Vicky, were sitting with the commander, both females grinning at Abby like loons. Johnnie was practically bouncing in her chair, eyes twinkling with excitement. Tucker was by the pretty shifter’s side, which was where he always seemed to be, studying his shoes.

“C’mere,” Samuel encouraged in a deep baritone, his arm patiently outstretched.

“Abby,” Gregory called her name loudly in the quiet café, signaling excitedly for her to join him. She hadn’t even noticed the odd vampire was in the restaurant.

A full-throated rumble rolled over the relative silence.

Abby mouthed “later” to the now sulking Dádhe, and before she could change her mind, hurried to Samuel, placing her hand in his. Warmth, assurance, lust, and…happiness spilled from his fingers into hers through the newly-made bond.

“Hi,” she said softly.

“Hey,” he returned, promptly tugging hard enough for her to spill onto his lap. Abby’s butt met his firm thighs. She gasped, and his free arm wrapped around her waist, cementing her in place.

She tried to wiggle off, embarrassed by the public display.

He squeezed her middle, flexing his fingers around their clasped hands and loudly announced, “If you haven’t met her yet, this is Abigail.” He paused, scrutinizing every downcast shifter’s head. “And she’s mine.”

“Like hell, she is,” a male voice boomed.

Abby’s eyes widened, her gaze, along with everyone else’s, whipping to the tall, angry man filling the Café’s entrance.

Built comparably to an NFL linebacker, he would give Tucker a run for his money in sheer size alone. His hair was military short and pure white, the square angles of his jawline covered in reddish-blond stubble; the mismatch dramatically emphasized the bleached color on his head. He was dressed casually in worn jeans, and a wrinkled, striped button-down with the sleeves rolled to the elbows revealing tanned forearms.

“I don’t know who you think you are,” he said, standing loose-limbed, fingers slightly curled, knees bent—ready for battle. “But you need to get your hands off her right fucking now.”

“Who are you?” Samuel moved faster than Abby thought possible, standing and pushing her behind him with lightning speed.

Abby didn’t wait for his answer. She darted from behind Samuel and rushed toward the door. The move was so unanticipated, Samuel hesitated. She heard him yell for her to wait—but she couldn’t. While everyone around them seemed stunned into paralysis, she catapulted herself into the man’s arms. He caught her, and hugged the breath from her lungs.

Dropping her forehead onto his chest, she couldn’t stop the tears from falling, chanting over and over, “Oh, my God. Oh, my God.”

Samuel was the first to come out of his stupor, crossing the room with incredible quickness. “Put her down now,” he said, snarling, large body taut as a bowstring. His upper and lower canines were lengthened, wicked claws extended.

Abby tried to explain through her stream of tears. “It’s okay. It’s okay.”

“Last chance,” Samuel warned, disregarding her reassurances.

The commander was growling. There was no other word for the guttural noises reverberating from his chest. The gleaming eyes of his wolf flickered over her tearstained face and then returned to glower at the man holding her.

Abby thought she saw a flash of pain in the vivid yellow depths.

Wait. What?

“Samuel.” She sniffled, pushing at Conlan’s shoulder. He let her slide to the floor but didn’t release his grip on her arms. Wiping her wet cheeks, Abby turned to her brother and tried again. “Samuel, this is my—”

“Oh, hell no.” Conlan swore, scanning her bruised cheek with wild eyes, his visage ravaged. Her brother’s inspection dropped to her throat, pulling the collar of her shirt roughly aside to reveal the freshly made bitemark. His infuriated glare swung to Samuel. “Sonofabitch, I’m going to kill you.”

Giving her no chance to explain, Conlan’s grip tightened, and his magic flared, wrenching them violently into the Rip. The excruciating pressure punched into Abby’s belly like a Mack truck, robbing her of breath. Every inch of her skin was scraped raw before they bounced back out, landing on the opposite side of the café—away from Samuel.

Her vision swam, stomach roiling as Conlan propped her against the wall, let go, and Jumped without her.

Samuel roared, knocking aside tables as though they were Tinker toys. People scattered in the wake of the unbridled destruction. Only members of the Guard, any clanmates present, and Gregory held their ground. And they all wore matching bewildered expressions, probably assuming they were witnessing an illusion or magic trick. Most Fae Touched had forgotten the Na’fhuil existed at all, never mind knowing the abilities a halfblood possessed.

Abby breathed in through her nose to keep nausea at bay, thankful she’d been too nervous earlier to eat.

As though conjured from the air, Conlan reappeared in front of Samuel, jabbing at his larynx with stiff fingers. The force of the strike would have collapsed a human’s windpipe—incapacitating them with one blow.

The commander barely grunted.

“Conlan,” Abby called weakly, stumbling forward on rickety legs. “Stop it.”

She watched helplessly as Samuel retaliated, long nails swiping at her brother’s neck.

Her heart stuttered in terror. “No, please.”

Conlan Jumped before the lethal claws could rip out his throat, rematerializing in front of Abby a split-second later.

“Wait,” she gasped as he grabbed her around the midsection and pulled on his halfblood magic. They reappeared in the corridor outside the café, revealing the closely guarded secret that walls weren’t an obstacle for Jumpers.

“Stop,” Abby tried to yell, but her lungs were empty, and it came out little more than a whimper. She grabbed at his shirt, battling wave after wave of sickening nausea.

Her brother ignored her, sweeping her into his arms and Jumping again.

Her organs twisted and flipped, the crushing pressure of the Rip dragging her in, then brutally slinging her out. They landed thirty feet down the hallway, Conlan running for the exit.

The doors of the café burst open, Samuel’s Ferwyn speed catching up quickly. Conlan slowed and turned with Abby cradled close to his chest. He kept several feet between him and the furious shifter.

Tucker had converted into wolf form, his gray beast gnashing his teeth and dripping saliva. Gregory followed closely behind the beta, staring unhappily at her brother.

The remaining occupants of the restaurant poured into the passageway. Vicky’s fangs showed as she spoke into a comm unit on her shoulder. Johnnie stood next to her, wearing an expression of complete confusion and sporting two-inch nails.

Samuel stalked closer, Tucker lurking behind him. Gregory shadowed the shifters, holding out his arms as if expecting her brother to pass Abby over willingly. Two more wolves paced at Tucker’s flanks.

“No one takes her from me.” Samuel flashed his fangs. “No one harms her.”

Abby looked into Conlan’s face. He was pale from executing so many Jumps in a row, his limbs quivering from exertion. His mouth was a tight, straight line, tension bracketing his usually full lips. Though severely outnumbered, she knew he wouldn’t back down.

“You hurt her,” her brother accused Samuel. “Look at her cheek.”

“No, Connie.” Entering the Rip in a Jump wasn’t as debilitating as Walking, but it still hurt like crap and made her sick as a dog. “Samuel would never hurt me. He didn’t do this to my face.”

Conlan’s expression went hard as granite, his eyes falling tellingly to the teeth marks near her neck. His muscles flexed, and he Jumped, ending ten feet farther down the hall. His magic was depleted. “And I suppose he didn’t bite you either?” he asked over the Alpha’s bellow.

“Conlan…listen to me,” she pleaded, laying shaking fingers alongside his unshaven jaw. Some of her urgency must have gotten through because he allowed himself to be guided by the light pressure.

She peered into pale irises rimmed in navy, his eyes notably lighter than two years ago.

The color was once the same as their mother’s. The same as Abby still saw in the mirror every morning. Although unlike hers, Conlan’s were deep set and heavy-lidded with ridiculously long lashes. Exactly like her daddy’s. Mom had affectionately called them Elvis eyes.

Abby’s throat clogged; he would have to hide the unnatural hue with contacts soon.

“He did bite me, but I wanted him to,” she said, grappling with the bittersweet memories of her parents while determined to convince her brother to stand down. She couldn’t lose him too.

“Well shit, Gails.” Unable to stand upright any longer, he backed to the nearest wall and slid down. His lids half-closed. “What have you gotten yourself into now?”

“I’m sorry.”

His lips quirked, causing the dimples to show. “I’ve missed you, squirt.”

“I’ve missed you, too.” She reached for Samuel who was crouched in front of them, his body taut and radiating unsuppressed fury.

Ignoring her extended hand, the Alpha’s palm covered her neck in a purely possessive gesture no one could mistake for anything less than staking his territory.

“You’re Abby’s sibling,” he said, the words distorted by prominent fangs that hadn’t receded into his gums, his feral stare fastening on Conlan. “So, you do not die today.”

“Samuel—”

“But if you ever cause her pain.”

“It doesn’t hurt that badly,” she said, Jumping was nothing like being immersed in the Rip.

“Or dare to take what’s mine away from me again.” He proceeded as if Abby hadn’t spoken. “I will end you.”

“What? No.”

“Do we understand each other, Jumper?” Samuel slipped his other hand under her knees.

“Understand this, wolf.” Conlan’s hold tensed, his icy stare shooting daggers. “If you ever hurt her, they will never find your body.” He deliberately dropped his chin. The non-submissive act not lost on her or anyone else watching the spectacle unfolding.

“You’re both crazy,” she whispered incredulously.

“I will drop you in the Rip.” Her brother closed his hand over hers and squeezed, signaling her to shut up. “And let the void’s border tear you apart,” he finished, clipping each word.

Tucker’s responding snarl to the threat against his Alpha was long and terrifying. The wolves at his side wove back and forth in agitation, their jaws snapping at the air. Vicky pulled her gun, pupils glowing blood red. Three more Ferwyn had converted and were growling, upper lips curled to reveal vicious canines. Johnnie had lowered into a perfect three-point stance, ready to pounce.

“Conlan.” Furious, Abby yanked and jerked to dislodge the dueling grips, both males holding fast as they continued to glower at each other.

The two people she cared about most in the world were being total idiots.

“Nobody is killing anybody,” Abby screamed in frustration, temples pounding with its force. “I swear to God, Conlan, if you don’t shut up and listen to me, I will beat the ever-loving shit out of you.”

Johnnie broke the answering silence. “Did you just…curse?”

“She yelled, too,” Gregory said helpfully.

Abby took a deep, cleansing breath, lessons learned in her childhood repeating like a mantra inside her head.

A lady does not swear.

A lady does not raise her voice.

A lady never resorts to violence.

All she had left of her mother were memories. Memories she’d been honoring for the past decade. Ideals she believed in and had just blown to smithereens. At least she hadn’t hit anybody—yet.

“Samuel, this is my brother. You can’t hurt him,” she said in what she hoped was a reasonable tone. “And Conlan, you don’t threaten to kill my…” Boyfriend? Potential mate? “Clan Walker’s príoh.”

That príoh was still growling his displeasure, leaning forward menacingly when Conlan didn’t release her quickly enough. As a Ferwyn Alpha, he wouldn’t yield in this matter. She wasn’t sure if he could. But neither would Conlan unless she convinced him otherwise. Her empty threats weren’t going to cut it.

“Conlan?” She turned to her brother with false calm. He remained inflexible, refusing to back down from the male pissing contest. “I swear, I’m in no danger.” At least not from Samuel. He’d find out soon enough how badly his sister had screwed up. No reason to make matters worse until she had to.

He remained unbending for tense seconds, ultimately conceding the contest of wills by lowering his gaze to hers. “We aren’t done here, Gails. We need to talk.”

She exhaled in relief and then yelped, Samuel snatching her from Conlan’s lap as if she weighed nothing. He straightened to his full height, giving her a little bounce to settle her higher in his arms.

“Tucker, find Abby’s brother a room to clean up in,” he ordered. “We’ll meet in the queen’s office in an hour to debrief.”

Craning around Samuel’s broad back, she tried to catch a glimpse of Conlan. He appeared exhausted and was having trouble getting to his feet. Tucker had returned to human form and offered him a hand. Her brother took it.

“Samuel, put me down. Conlan needs a healer.”

“Tucker,” Samuel snapped without setting Abby to her feet or looking back.

“On it,” the beta replied.

“I can walk,” she grumbled. What was it with males wanting to carry her everywhere?

Samuel stepped through the broken doorjamb of the café and sat in one of the few remaining upright plastic chairs without relinquishing his hold.

“First, I need to feed you.” He pulled her close to his body, and Abby noticed for the first time how rapidly his heart beat underneath her palm.

Johnnie brought her a bottled water and a cup of ice. Her pretty hazel eyes filled with questions. She set the drink on the table, but before her friend could ask anything, Samuel sent the shifter away with an order for a quarter of the menu to be delivered asap. Abby wasn’t hungry, her stomach too touchy after Jumping to eat anything for hours.

She closed her lids and rolled the chilled glass across her forehead, hoping to cool her remaining aggravation and ease the Rip induced headache. Samuel’s knuckles grazed her bruised cheekbone, his breathing ragged and hot on her skin. She opened her eyes and met his, shining bright yellow.

Setting the glass carefully on the table, she didn’t protest when Samuel pushed her bangs from her damp forehead. He ran his fingers through the hair near her temple, funneling the length from root to tip. After repeating the action several times, he moved to the pulse point beneath her jaw, caressing it tenderly with his thumb.

Abby’s eyes stung as they roved the sharp planes of his face.

He’d been afraid for her.

“Okay.” A sweet pang settled beneath her ribs as Samuel dipped his nose to nudge the Mark on her shoulder. She stroked his tense shoulders. Petting him anywhere she could reach, hoping to ease his agitated beast. “Let’s eat.”


Chapter 21


“If you wouldn’t say it to someone’s face, then don’t say it at all.”

Bridget MacCarthy

“Not yet,” Abby said for the fourth time in less than half an hour.

Samuel tensed at the soft reply, his scowl deepening as he guided her through the open doors of the queen’s office.

She had only managed a few bites of a plain bagel earlier, and the Alpha wasn’t happy. No matter how badly Abby wanted to assuage his wolf, her system was in full revolt from the Rip Jumping and refused to cooperate. Placating him with the promise to eat as soon as her stomach settled hadn’t helped. He’d taken her literally, ordering a to-go bag filled with pastries and offering her one every five minutes.

Stubborn, sweet Ferwyn.

Stepping farther into the room, she was relieved to spot Conlan conversing peaceably with Lady Rose and Jenkins at the conference table. Her brother smiled at her entrance, dimples flashing in a freshly shaven face, his broad shoulders visibly relaxing. He had changed into dark jeans and a gray t-shirt, his recent shower leaving his hair slightly damp, dulling its shocking whiteness.

Her returning welcome dissolved, a brick weight pressing on her heart.

How many Jumps did it take for the natural strawberry blond to lose its color? For the blue of his eyes to drastically lighten to an almost unearthly shade in under two years? Hundreds? How much danger had he been in while she ran scared and licked her wounds?

“Goddammit, that hurts,” the prince griped.

“Quit being such a baby.” Regan removed her glowing palms from Lord Myles’ partially bared torso.

The Standish thlán was sitting on the edge of the queen’s desk, his dress shirt opened to the waist, the curvaceous healer standing between his legs. Several red lines in the distinct pattern of claw marks scored the expanse of his sculpted, lean chest.

Gregory was hovering beside the bickering pair, holding a suit jacket and tie.

“Maybe in the future, you should reconsider pissing off shifters who are bigger than you,” the witch said while leaving him.

“Size isn’t everything.” He buttoned the blue pinstripe and tucked it into his slacks.

“I see you’re delusional too,” she said with mock pity. “If you had listened to my advice last night and taken it easy, I wouldn’t be here at all as you would have already healed.”

Abby wondered which suicidal Ferwyn had dared attack the prince, then decided she didn’t want to know when she caught Samuel’s satisfied smirk.

Lord Myles popped his pressed collar and accepted the tie from his assistant, deftly knotting it around his neck. “And like last night, you took your sweet time getting here.”

“I told you I was busy with another patient.” Regan cleaned the blood from her hands with a disinfectant wipe. “And I don’t come at the snap of your fingers.”

The prince’s salacious gaze started at the healer’s sandaled feet, worked its way over her slender, bare legs to a pair of khaki shorts, lingered on the fitted tank top molding to her breasts—and landed on her mouth.

“Pity,” he said, his tone unashamedly seductive.

Gregory offered Lord Myles the navy coat with an unrestrained giggle.

“I suggested you call another healer.” Beyond her cheeks turning a rosy hue, Regan seemed to ignore the blatant innuendo. She tossed the disposable cloth in the trash, snatched the green blazer denoting her medical status from the nearby chair and tugged it on with jerky motions.

“You work for me, Miss Chandler.” The prince slid into his jacket. “Except for the queen, I will always be your priority,” he said, slicking the dark hair at his temples with the heels of his hands. “Get used to it.”

Regan turned to Lady Rose; her eyebrows arched almost to her hairline.

“He is my heir,” she answered the unspoken question, lips curving.

“And a narcissist.”

Abby gasped, but her sharp inhale was covered by Jenkins’ strangled laugh. The queen rapped the choking publicist soundly between his shoulder blades.

The prince’s chiseled face went hard. “I’ll expect another healing session before I retire for the day,” he said, pinning the beauty with a glare that would have frightened a seasoned warrior. “And that’s an order, sugar.”

“Whatever you say, milord.” Regan’s rich brown eyes met his glower without flinching. “Drink another half pint of blood. It’ll help the skin knit faster.” She paused at the door. “Puddin’ pop.”

Abby’s hand flew to her mouth. Regan’s audacity was going to get her fired. Or worse.

The witch waved goodbye and breezed from of the office without a backward glance.

No one spoke a word as Gregory marched to the liquor cabinet. He grabbed a thermos bottle from the mini-fridge and poured the chilled blood into a large tumbler with ice, adding a generous shot of whiskey.

The prince focused on the closed door, expression inscrutable. After a long moment, he nodded brusquely, lips slowly curling on his handsome face. “Mr. Hutchins, send the usual gift to Ms. Duval with my regrets,” he said, accepting the secretary’s proffered drink. “And while you’re at it, cancel any regional business outside ESC territory. I think it best if the queen and I remain within our borders until the situation has stabilized.”

“I’ll take care of it right away, milord.” Gregory left to carry out his orders.

Lord Myles strolled over to join the others already seated at the table.

“I think that’s wise.” Jenkins faced Abby. “It’d also be a good idea for you and your brother to stay on property until things settle down.”

“Is my sister in danger?” Conlan asked quietly. Too quietly.

“Yes, actually, she is,” the prince said calmly, sipping his bloody drink. “And so are you, now that you’re home.”

The significance of the word home sent Abby’s heart into panicked thundering. Did they expect her brother to swear allegiance to the ESC? And what would happen if he refused?

“What’s going on?” Conlan gained volume as he studied her face—her hair. “Why the hell are you on Blood Island at all?”

How did you get caught? Did you use your magic? Please tell me you weren’t that stupid?

Abby heard the accusations as though spoken aloud.

“I can explain,” she said, wanting to dispel the fear and disappointment in his voice.

“Watch your tone, Jumper.” Samuel’s forearm crossed over her collarbone from behind, cupping her shoulder possessively. “She’s been through enough. I won’t tolerate any more.”

“Exactly what has she been through, wolf?” Conlan shoved his chair back, surging upright. “And I still don’t know how the fuck she got the bruises on her face. There’d better be a damn good explanation or we’re gonna have issues beyond your hands and teeth being all over my baby sister.”

“Glad to see you took my advice, Commander Walker.” The prince rubbed at his recently treated injury and made a toasting gesture with his drink. “One problem solved.”

Samuel’s chest vibrated in warning, a low growl emerging from his throat.

“Myles, now is not the time.” Lady Rose laced the command with cold steel.

Abby’s cheeks burned with embarrassment, but she didn’t cover the Alpha’s Mark.

“I’m sorry.” All she seemed to be doing lately was apologizing. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.” But it had, and now they knew Conlan was a talented Na’fhuil.

Her brother sighed, the anger draining from his eyes, sadness replacing the earlier hardness. “No, I’m sorry,” he said, straightening his chair and sitting heavily. “I should’ve come for you sooner.”

“It wouldn’t have changed anything. But what about you?” She stared meaningfully at his hair, the blanched strands impossible to hide as they couldn’t be dyed. “You pushed your magic too far today.” And evidently not for the first time.

Her brother glanced away, scrubbing his scalp. “I shouldn’t have Jumped so many times with you along for the ride.”

“No, you shouldn’t have.” Samuel let Abby go and dropped the bag of pastries on the table, retrieving a giant muffin and napkin. “She can’t eat,” he practically snarled, pulling her toward the food she could barely stand to look at, let alone smell.

The friction between Samuel and her brother was tangible, the arrival of a grim-faced Tucker doing nothing to improve the undisguised tension.

Noah shuffled behind the beta with his eyes glued to the hardwood floor. The flirtatious and confident shifter unusually subdued.

“Commander—”

Samuel held up his hand, halting whatever Tucker was about to say. He waited for Noah to draw near before clasping the side of his neck and bending until their foreheads were almost touching. “Noah, say hello to my Abby.”

The shifter’s demeanor did a complete one-eighty, head popping up, megawatt grin training on his Alpha and then swinging to her. “Hey, gorgeous.” His nose went high, chest expanding with an exaggerated inhale. “You stink.”

“I…I what?” Abby sputtered.

Noah took her hand in both of his, placing it over his heart as Buck had at the shooting range. His light brown eyes were bright. “You smell like my uncle,” he said cheerfully. “And it’s about damn time, too.”

Conlan made an unhappy choking noise and cursed under his breath. Samuel cuffed the unrepentant shifter upside the head and told him to take a seat.

Noah threw her a wink, and Abby tried not to smile.

“So, Lieutenant Tucker,” the prince cut in dryly. “Before we discuss Mr. MacCarthy’s fortuitous arrival, what did you find out about the fire in Germantown that was apparently started by a witch?”

“Nothing left,” he said and began to pace. “No proof.”

“There wouldn’t be, would there?” The prince swirled his drink.

“It had to be a catalyst spell fueling the fire,” Samuel said. “Nothing else explains why the flames spread so quickly.” He yanked out the chair next to Conlan and sat, bringing Abby onto his lap with an easy tug.

Flushing to her roots, she sat stiffly on his knee. His lips came to her ear. “Stay,” the utterance a heartfelt request as much as a demand.

Blowing a nervous breath, she nodded.

“The house was nothing but smoldering embers by the time we arrived”

“It had to be the same spell used to ignite the queen’s forest over six weeks ago and the BBQ restaurant this past winter,” Noah added.

“You have witches working against the Fae Touched?” Conlan asked, tension rolling off her brother in waves. “And the newscast said it was rogue vampires who attacked the queen?”

“Yes, to both. You know something.” Samuel made it a statement, not a question.

“Maybe.”

“If you have any information at all,” Lady Rose beseeched him, “please tell us.”

Samuel pulled Abby farther into the crook of his body.

“You trust everyone in this room, Gails?” Conlan asked, glaring at the arm embracing her protectively. His chest rose and fell in agitation, ruddy color slashing his high cheekbones.

She smiled wanly at her brother, forced her spine to relax, and considered.

Did she trust them?

She trusted the three shifters without reservation and believed in Lady Rose. The queen had confidence in Carter Jenkins’ loyalty, but she also had complete faith in her heir. Abby? Not so much.

Reading her hesitancy, the prince brought the grisly cocktail to his exquisite mouth, watching her coolly over the rim. He tipped the glass and drained it in one gulp, his gaze never leaving hers.

“No, not really.” She bit at her lower lip. “But I think we need to.”

Accepting the banana nut pastry from Samuel, she pinched off a small piece and forced it into her mouth. She chewed. Swallowed. Tried not to gag.

“How much do they know about the facility?” Conlan observed her closely as she ate, his brow wrinkled in concern. “About halfbloods?”

Saliva gathered on her tongue. Her stomach pitched.

“Some.” His ability to Jump through barriers wouldn’t have gone unnoticed, and her brother knew it. “More after today,” she said, breathing shallowly through her nose and out with her mouth.

“Yeah.” His lips firmed stubbornly. “I’m not saying another word until I know how the hell you were injured.”

Abby broke off another portion of the muffin, stared at it defiantly and brought it slowly to her lips. Samuel grasped her wrist, halting its progress. He removed the tiny bite and tossed both parts into the sack. She shuddered at the reprieve.

His ensuing sigh as he gathered her hair and smoothed it down her spine was long-suffering. Samuel delved knuckles deep into its thickness, sifting through the length while he updated her brother on the events beginning with the assassination attempt, still stroking rhythmically as he ended at the attempted kidnapping.

“Let me see if I’ve got this straight.” Saying Conlan wasn’t happy would be an understatement. “Ambassador Faraday is working with the director. He’s using me to blackmail Abby into spying on the queen and eventually returning to the facility. My sister’s ribs were cracked and her jaw almost dislocated by a blood-crazed vampire. Someone else,” he said, looking bitterly at Samuel, “tried to abduct her for her magic. And none of you have any idea who was behind the attempt?”

“That about sums it up, Mr. MacCarthy,” the prince said, setting his empty glass on the table and leaning back in his chair. “But your sister has been in our employ for weeks. I’d like to know why you’ve waited so long to come to her rescue? Frankly, I expected you to show up long before now.”

“I lied to him. He was out of the country and didn’t know I was brought to the island.” Abby grabbed her brother’s hand. “I’m sorry, I didn’t want you to worry.”

“Gails, I wasn’t out of the country. I haven’t been for months.” He squeezed her fingers and let go. “And you’re not that good a liar.”

“What?” Abby felt Samuel go rigid.

“I suspected you were in trouble when you missed the deadline and then didn’t mention the incident at La Bella when you finally called.” Conlan dragged a hand over his weary face. “I was hoping you weren’t working in the store after sundown that night, but the second I heard your voice—”

“You knew I was lying.” Her throat closed, and moisture filled her eyes. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

Why didn’t you come for me?

“I was in the middle of a crucial assignment for the facility,” he explained. “There was no exit for my charge except in a casket if I bailed. But I would have discovered a way if I thought you were in danger. They assured me you were safe, and would stay that way as long as I finished the mission.”

“Assured by whom?” The queen demanded to know.

“The director.”

“The facility knew where I was?” And Conlan hadn’t told her? “How long have they known?”

“Since Massachusetts.”

Abby shook her head in denial. “But they didn’t catch me in Boston. I got away. You sent me a new identity, and I made it to Vegas.”

“Squirt…” Conlan held her gaze, his jaw working as though chewing glass.

“They knew where I was the whole time,” she whispered. “And you let me believe I was free? Why?”

“I’m your big brother and you were hurting,” he said, his pain a raw scrape on Abby’s skin. “You needed a break after the assignment with the senator went sideways. So, I did what I had to do to make that happen.”

“I knew it,” Noah murmured.

“You traded your safety for mine.” Abby’s mouth felt like it had filled with sawdust and she struggled to swallow. Samuel rested his chin on the top of her head, the weight somehow reassuring.

“And I’d do it again.”

“Won’t the facility come after you?” Jenkins asked.

“They can kiss my ass. As far as I’m concerned, my contract has officially expired.”

“The facility may have been willing to ignore my absence for a while because I’m just a Walker, but they want me back now that others know what I am,” Abby reminded him. “And as a Jumper, you’re more valuable to them than I ever was.”

“The director forfeited any claim on me when he didn’t uphold his end of the bargain.” His voice lowered, softened. “And you will always be more important than me, squirt. Always.”

Abby wasn’t stupid. A skilled Jumper like Conlan could have escaped when away on assignments. Her brother only stayed because she had no way out.

When in the compound, he’d been forced to wear an iron bracelet; the toxic metal diminished his ability to Jump with a passenger, which effectively preempted any attempt at the siblings fleeing together. Controlling a Jumper’s family had been the facility’s preferred method for keeping a captured Na’fhuil in line for centuries. But Conlan continuing to work for them after she’d run should have clued Abby in that something was terribly wrong.

Had she been so selfishly consumed with pain and regret that she didn’t once question why her brother hadn’t left the facility when finally given the chance?

“What deal did you make with the director, Conlan?”

He ignored Abby’s question and addressed Lady Rose. “Any idea how somebody else found my sister?”

“I am not sure. Besides Consul Monroe and his second in command, both of whom I trust implicitly, knowledge of Abigail’s origins is limited to those in this room. What about the facility?”

“They’ve managed to keep our kind under wraps for more than a century. It’s hard to believe they’d share the reemergence of the Na’fhuil with any of the Fae Touched leaders. What about the vamps who tried to kill you?”

“Doubtful,” the queen said. “Samuel beheaded the one who might have figured it out. The others would have been too busy defending themselves to notice what your sister did. Even if they suspected something unusual happened, I do not think they would have come to the correct conclusion.” Her tone hardens. “Now, what do you know about the rogue Dádhe in my region?”

“The ESC is not the only territory dealing with an influx of unidentified vampires.”

“What?” Jenkins half-rose from his chair. “We would have heard something if that was true.”

“Have you informed anyone outside this office that none of the country’s Dádhe Houses will claim the five would-be assassins?”

“No.” The liaison’s mouth pinched above his trim beard. “And all deny having any vampires unaccounted for, which would imply those in our territory weren’t rogues, but illegally Infused humans.”

Abby couldn’t imagine anything that would be worse for the magical community, besides killing the Untouched outright—like someone tried to do at Chess.

Dádhe laws regulating feedings and restricting Infusions had been in existence since the end of the European Blood Wars. Subsequent agreements over the years were refined to accommodate individual countries’ requirements for peaceful cohabitation, but worldwide, the punishment for an unauthorized transition remained unchanged: the public execution of the Infusing vampire.

“Turning random humans is risky as transitions often fail,” Lady Rose said. “And forming an unsanctioned House does not make sense. What would be the purpose?”

“Fae Touched all over the world feel oppressed by the human governments surrounding them, despite our sovereign status,” Conlan said. “They believe nonhumans are the superior species in everything but numbers and should be in power. Can you think of a faster way to bridge that gap than by creating more Dádhe?”

“The magical population will never exceed the nonmagical one,” the prince said. “It’s not possible, and the radical groups who think we could win another race war are delusional. Even if thousands of humans were transitioned under the governments’ noses, the fledglings wouldn’t be trained warriors.

“The Anwyll make up the largest segment of our community, but along with their recent complacency and the scarcity of ingredients for stronger ink,” he continued, gaze running deliberately over the Ferwyn at the table, “fewer every generation are taught battle magic. Shifters are undeniably fierce warriors but aren’t prolific breeders and never will be. The Fae Touched preternatural strengths won’t be enough to overcome modern weaponry, and a skilled sword arm won’t stop them as it did long ago. We’d be decimated within weeks without a powerful military ally backing the rebellion.”

“I am still finding it hard to believe any Fae Touched would want to help humans start a war we cannot win,” Lady Rose said.

“The evidence is proving otherwise.” The prince rose and put his hands in his pockets. “And the informant we discussed sending to investigate has confirmed it.”

“You chose an operative without consulting me?” Samuel asked, bristling. “And then deployed him without my approval?”

“I am the prince, Commander Walker. I don’t need your approval.”

“It’s my job to protect this region.” Abby felt Samuel’s barely restrained anger through the developing mating bond.

“And it’s mine to protect the queen,” he snapped. “And that is exactly what I’m going to do.”

“Samuel,” the queen said with a calmness belying the tense atmosphere. “I would appreciate if you waited to tear my heir into pieces until after he explains.”

Samuel managed a brusque nod.

“As I was saying, the informant is being recruited by a small subgroup of the Knights of Humanity. A group that harbors more than the occasional witch or two.

“As we suspected, Ferwyn outcasts have also turned against our kind, but how they remain sane without an Alpha’s bond is still a mystery. The answer to that riddle along with who is organizing them for the knights is something we still need to discover.” The prince paused, the magnitude of his statement settling hard on everyone in the room. “And before you ask, I will not be disclosing the agent’s identity.”

“Like hell you won’t,” Samuel fired back, his arm tensing around Abby’s waist.

“Did you tell Monroe his name?” Lady Rose asked, her posture stiff.

“Yes, as the Standish caraidh, Consul Monroe needed to be apprised in case something happened to me.” His expression was remorseless as he addressed the room. “I’m the informant’s only contact on the outside. And it needs to stay that way.”

“Why, Myles?”

“Commander Walker would not agree with my choice, though it was the logical one. I have no doubt he would have tried to overturn my decision and impeded the success of the mission before it began.

“And I won’t place the burden of a possible death on your shoulders, my queen. This male is in a precarious position. Although I’m heartless enough to sacrifice anyone to defend your rule without disturbing a single day’s sleep, I would prefer he survived the experience.”

“As would I.” Lady Rose’s lips compressed in annoyance, but she inclined her head. “Samuel?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“You do not,” Lord Myles replied.

“Then I’ll let the identity of the agent slide for now.” The Alpha’s jaw stretched to make room for the enlarged canines muddling his speech. “But I want your vow to share every scrap of intel received immediately.”

“Done.”

Abby pried Samuel’s clawed fist open, rubbing his palm hard with her thumb. He blew out a rush of air, sharp teeth and even sharper nails slowly retreating. “But if you hold anything back, my prince. All bets are off.”


Chapter 22


Samuel heard Abby singing from halfway down the hallway and covered the remaining distance to her apartment with his first grin in days. He entered the suite unannounced, muting the mating connection to hide his arrival.

His little halfblood was cooking, her thick ponytail swishing like a metronome as she danced at the stove. Her sweet, but off-key voice rose above the strains of an old rock song he could hear blaring inside her wireless headphones. She had changed from work attire into minuscule, khaki shorts that displayed toned legs and a surprisingly shapely butt for someone so petite. Samuel couldn’t see her feet behind the kitchen island, but knew they’d be bare—they always were when she was alone.

He dropped his leather bag soundlessly to the floor and shut the door.

Although his wolf’s nose revealed the truth at Chess weeks ago, he’d just returned from their lab in Nashville with indisputable proof the Fae Touched community had turned on itself. The tar-like substance responsible for the riot had been analyzed and verified as magically corrupted human blood.

Samuel also met with the Alpha of the Music City pack. Two more clanmates had been outcasted. Like James, the impetus to break with the Clan was the vehement opposition to Rose’s perceived lack of response to the escalating poor treatment of the Fae Touched by humans. A queen who’d ruled the ESC for decades with little disapproval.

And it wasn’t only the Nashville pack. All of Clan Walker’s Alphas were reporting more Ferwyn outcasts in the past six months than the past six decades. His fellow priohs across the country admitted the exodus was happening in their territories as well.

The exiled shifters swiftly fell off the grid, but Alphas from the other eight regions weren’t receiving binding requests. Were these outcasted joining this subgroup of the knights when usually the threat of turning feral dictated they became loners when not seeking a bond with another region’s pack?

Damn, he was tired.

Samuel left his boots beside the duffel and padded silently to the main living area. Abby’s pretty ass swayed side to side, drawing his immediate interest. He leaned his hips on the back of a gray striped chair, crossed his arms, and stretched his legs, determined to forget his problems for a short time and enjoy the show.

Abby sang while rhythmically shaking the contents of a small jar into a shallow pot. Jerking her free hand to her ear, fingers in the universal shape of a gun, she snapped her arm straight and belted, “We’ll give it a shot.” Without missing a beat, she set the shaker on the counter, grabbed a wooden spoon, and held it to her mouth like a microphone. After singing a few discordant notes, she dipped it into the saucepan and stirred while chanting, “Ba oopa oopa doop. Ba oopa oopa doop.”

Since Samuel first met Abby, she’d endured the agony of Walking the Rip to rescue a queen unacknowledged as her own. In gratitude for the selfless act, they’d taken away her freedom. She had been bruised and battered attempting to save yet another stranger from harm, and then almost drowned under his watch.

The tracker Tucker planted on Owen outside Babydolls had winked out soon after the knight’s thug fled Rachel’s store. His last known location was West Memphis, Arkansas—Sinclair’s territory. If the neighboring Dádhe king and his witches were involved with the Knights of Humanity, the ESC had acquired a powerful enemy within the Nine. Samuel had to assume Sinclair knew about the Na’fhuil, and could be behind Abby’s abduction the night of the news conference.

A cold knot formed in his gut, creeping into his heart and turning it into a block of ice. Forcing his muscles to relax and his sharp canines to recede, Samuel reminded himself Abby was right in front of him. Safe. And she would stay that way if he had anything to say about it. No one was taking his halfblood away from him again. She was his, and he would protect her with his life.

Abby continued to massacre the song’s melody, completely unaware of her solo audience.

Samuel pushed his dire thoughts aside, enjoying the enchanting sight of curvy hips gyrating and sinking into a low crouch. His lips, along with his cock, twitched when she sinuously straightened again.

After executing her last dance move, Abby dropped the spoon in the pot, raised her arms over her head, and spun for what he assumed was the big finale. She spotted him mid-turn. Unable to halt her momentum, Abby did a complete three-sixty before finally facing him again.

“Samuel.” Her hand flew to her heart. “You scared me half to death. I didn’t expect you before dawn.” She hastily removed the earphones.

“Sorry, I couldn’t resist.” He wasn’t sorry at all.

“How long have you been standing there?” she asked, fiddling with the power button of the headset, pink staining her cheeks.

“Long enough to know you can’t sing worth a lick,” he said with disproportionate male satisfaction, delighted to discover another of Abby’s little-known facets. He wanted to uncover them all. “Bon Jovi?” He already knew the answer but asked to distract her from his less than complimentary observation.

“He was one of my mom’s favorites. We grew up listening to his music.” Her embarrassment slid away with the recollection, her lips tilting up. “She had a huge crush on the lead singer. Said he had a great butt.”

“Is that so?”

“Still does,” she added, eyes sparkling. Twirling, she turned off the gas and covered the pan. “I’m making spaghetti.”

“For breakfast?”

She shrugged, slipping her feet into the discarded heeled sandals left by the fridge. Hauling a step stool from the corner, she used it to delve into one of the higher overhead cabinets and retrieved a set of drinking glasses and two ceramic bowls.

“What time did the queen let you go?” Samuel asked, frowning at seeing her strain for the everyday staples. Why hadn’t she moved them to a lower shelf, rearranged the kitchen to suit her five-foot-nothing height? Abby had been living in the apartment since she’d arrived on the island over a month ago.

“Around four.” She set the cups and dishes on the center island. “Oh, guess what?”

“What?” He couldn’t help smiling at her enthusiasm, ignoring the niggle in his brain telling him something wasn’t quite right.

“You remember my friend Penny? I worked with her at La Bella.”

She was hard to forget. Penny was a tall, painfully skinny woman with a wealth of curly red hair who held the misconception that the word fuck was an acceptable replacement for a comma. The latter trait he’d discovered when she arrived unannounced at the complex to check on Abby after the attack on the queen, and was flatly refused entry.

Two more dissimilar women you’d be hard pressed to find.

“She called me yesterday.” Abby lifted the lid on a larger pot, adding a generous handful of salt. “Guess who she’s dating?”

“Who?” His wolf was distracted by the sweet smell of his female underneath the savory scent of simmering tomatoes, hamburger, and garlic.

“Derek Cull,” she said excitedly.

“The cop?” Samuel uncrossed his arms, eyes narrowed, not forgetting how the young officer had reeked of lust when he had been near Abby. “Darlin’, c’mere,” he said abruptly, the command gruff with what he accepted was unwarranted jealously.

“What?” She scrunched her dainty nose. “Isn’t that great? He seemed like such a nice guy.”

“Need you in my arms. Now, baby,” he warned when she didn’t move fast enough.

Abby’s head tilted at the urgency of his demand, but reset the lid and started toward him. “She wants to meet downtown for a girl’s night out, tell me all about it. I think she really likes him.”

“Take Hop Blackwater with you and make it a late lunch. I don’t want you off-island at night without me.”

“That kind of defeats the girls and night theme,” she complained halfheartedly, aware any argument would be a losing battle.

“Right.” Abby sighed when he didn’t comment, halting a few feet away. “I suppose it’ll be more than just Hop?”

Samuel ignored the ludicrous question. He wouldn’t let her off-site with fewer than three of his best Guards accompanying her. Maybe not even then with things so unstable.

Unwilling to wait a second longer to touch her, he yanked her into his arms, Abby’s light weight hitting his chest. His thick body engulfed her tiny frame, reminding him of her fragility.

“Why haven’t you eaten yet?”

She blinked at the sudden change of topic. “I was waiting for you.”

“Did you have lunch?”

“Well…” Her gaze left his.

“Abby?”

“I forgot.”

“You forgot?” he asked, incredulous. “In the one-hundred and twenty years since I was whelped, I can guarantee I’ve never once forgotten a meal.”

“We got busy. And I wasn’t really hungry.”

“You need to eat more.” He squeezed her hip, letting her know it wasn’t a request.

Abby would lose some of her humanlike weaknesses after becoming his Ca’anam, the mate bond connecting more than their lifelines. But until then, he would make damn sure she took care of herself.

“If I ate as much as you wanted me to, my backside would be as big as a house. I don’t have a Ferwyn’s metabolism, you know.”

“Your backside is perfect.” He grabbed her delectable ass, easily lifting her to lay against his torso.

“And I want to keep it that way, thank you very much.”

He ran his nose alongside her cheek and kissed her temple. “I’ve missed you.”

“I missed you, too,” she said shyly, her forehead landing on his chest.

“Any contact from Faraday?”

“No.” Relief was clear in her tone. “Maybe the ambassador hasn’t called because he knows Conlan is on the island, and he can’t follow through with the threats on my brother’s life.”

“He’ll call eventually.” Samuel rolled his day-old scruff over the crown of her head, renewing her scent on his skin. “The facility won’t give up that easily.”

“No, they won’t,” she said with equal amounts of bitterness and resignation.

“When Faraday contacts you again, tell him you’ll spy on the queen if he will let you stay on the island.” He slid his hands to the backs of her bare thighs, encouraging her to wrap her legs around his hips. “Giving the ambassador meaningless details concerning her schedule won’t hurt Rose but will show your willingness to cooperate. And when the time is right, we can use the trust you’ve built to divert or mislead him when we really need to.”

“But if he finds out you’ve…” She kept her head bowed, cleared her throat delicately and said, “Bitten me. Will he really believe I’ve turned against you?”

“He’ll believe you’ll do anything to prevent returning to the facility. You’ve proven that by escaping the first time. A temporary Mark wouldn’t change your mind about working for them again.”

“Right. Temporary.” Her hold on him tensed as he walked them to the kitchen. Eyes still avoiding his, she asked, “How did it go in Nashville?”

“Pretty much as we suspected.”

“So, not good?”

Samuel placed her on the butcher-block island, his hands settling on her waist. “The bags of blood that dropped from the ceiling at Chess had cells altered by dark magic.”

“The Dádhe were as much victims as the people they were trying to kill.” Abby’s voice went tender with compassion. “Why would someone do that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Any idea who was behind it yet?”

“No,” he said, unable to hide his frustration. “But we’re beginning to suspect King Nathan had something to do with your recent dip in the Mississippi.” Although he tried to make light of the near miss, he couldn’t suppress the low growl in his voice.

“You’ll figure it all out.” Her fingers trailed through his hair in slow, sweeping motions from forehead to nape, her nails lightly scratching his scalp.

“And then I’ll stop them,” he promised, gravitating to her touch and absorbing her warmth like a man denied the sun for far too long.

“I know you will.” Her hand dropped to his chest, and she sighed. “I saw Sarah last night. She looked better. Is her mate back? I was afraid to ask and upset her.”

“No, not yet.” He couldn’t keep his reply from sounding harsh. How could James have left his Ca’anam? His son? It was hard to reconcile the male he’d considered a friend for decades with the actions his brother-in-law had taken. But Abby was right. Sarah’s health had improved since the incident at Chess. His sister’s skin was less pale, her eyes clearer. She had gained a little weight. Maybe Sarah would be one of the rare female shifters who could survive separation from her mate.

Or maybe James was nearer than anyone thought.

“Did you give Hop any trouble while I was gone?” Samuel asked, running the pad of his thumb over her full lower lip. He’d turned the topic again, not wanting their reunion spoiled by the turmoil that seemed to go along with his job as commander and his birthright as Alpha.

“He’s a big old grouch and has no sense of humor. Zero. Zilch. Nada,” she said with a pretty pout. “You’d think he expected a horde of vampire ninjas to come and whisk me away from the nail salon, in the middle of the afternoon. It was ridiculous.”

“You took Hop Blackwater to get your nails done?”

“I already had the appointment. And I told him to wait outside.”

“But he didn’t.” He couldn’t. Samuel ordered him to guard Abby with his life.

“It wasn’t my fault a little girl suggested he paint his nails pink.”

“What?” He coughed, choking at the image of the stern Guard getting a manicure.

“I might have encouraged it somewhat,” she said sheepishly. “She was only four years old and couldn’t figure out why else he’d be in the shop. She told him quite solemnly that it didn’t hurt a bit to get your nails colored.”

Her bowed mouth lifted, voicing the child’s logic. “I couldn’t disagree with her, now could I? The manicurist didn’t have another client waiting and was willing to do it for free. And then Johnnie’s mother who owns the place and the other customers all agreed he should and—”

“He gave in?” Samuel glided his palms over her hips and thighs, down her calves, then removed her shoes, and tossed them aside.

“It was a lovely shade of pink.” Abby’s entire face lit up, crystalline blue eyes igniting with mischief, plush lips dark rose, laughter light and feminine.

She took his goddamn breath away.

“You should have seen him. His expression…” She released Samuel and leaned on the stone surface, bare legs dangling over the island’s edge. “It was priceless. You’d think he was going to the electric chair, or he’d swallowed a very large, very hairy bug. I’m not sure which.”

Samuel leaned in, touched his mouth to her smiling one because he couldn’t resist. “That wasn’t very nice of you.”

Her breath hitched, but she left her lips on his when she answered, “I know, but it was so…” She pulled away suddenly, her brow creased. “Wait. Did you use your key to get into my apartment again?”

He went in for another kiss, but she nudged him back before he could deepen it.

“You can’t just come into my suite whenever you want, you know.” She looked adorably serious. “I know we’re…um…sleeping together, but—”

Samuel collared her nape, his other hand smoothing over her ribs, thumb barely touching the underside of her firm breast while lightly stroking the swell through her thin green blouse. “We do more than sleep,” he teased, duly rewarded when a lovely flush crept over her cheeks.

“Yes, well, you need to knock,” she said a bit breathlessly.

“Why?” He nuzzled her throat, his nose burrowing in her flowery scent. “You’re mine.” His lips skimmed the sensitive skin, nipping at the tendon alongside her neck, licking wherever his teeth encountered supple flesh. He felt her shiver under his tongue. “I’m yours.”

“Until the full moon.”

Samuel stilled, his fingers tensing beneath her ponytail. Did Abby think he only wanted her for a few weeks? Is that why she hadn’t changed a thing in her apartment? She still planned on leaving the island the minute she could? Leaving him?

To hell with that!

He’d begun thinking of Abby as his future Ca’anam, a second bite would only prove him right. Didn’t she want that too? If not, he needed to set things straight. Should have set things straight during their first mating.

Leaning down until they were nose to nose, he asked, “What part of your mine didn’t you get when I started the Dance two weeks ago? Have I done anything in that time to make you think I’ve changed my mind?”

“No. I don’t know,” she whispered, vulnerability making her voice thin. “I was hoping if I was still here when this Mark goes away, you might want to…” Her eyes closed. “Bite me again.”

Samuel wrapped the lustrous length of her bound hair around his fist, canting her head to the side and placing his mouth on the first Mating Mark beneath the silky material of her blouse. He bit gently, careful not to break the skin but dampening the fabric. Then he moved to the shell of her ear while his hand trailed to her inner thigh.

“Oh, I’m going to bite you again,” he said, brushing his knuckles close to the apex of her thighs. “Here.” He heard the tempo of Abby’s heart kick up at his promise, scented her arousal. “Yes?” His tongue traveled the length of her jawline, dipping to press against the beating pulse below. “Or no?”

“Now?” she asked, voice high and breathy. “But a possible truemate would never betray the pack. Our plan to fool Faraday will fail if the bite is…successful.”

“Only my local clanmates will know we’ve moved beyond the first Mark unless you tell someone. My strong bond with the pack and the change in your scent will be too much to hide.”

“What about the Dádhe?”

“Vampire noses aren’t as good as a Ferwyn’s. They can’t tell the difference between our bites.”

“Isn’t it too soon to try? We’ve barely started…dating.”

“No, it’s not too soon.” He took her earlobe between his teeth and lightly tugged. “Actually, I’ve been taking things slowly because I wanted to give you time to adjust to being a Ferwyn’s mate.”

“Two weeks is slow? Sleeping in my bed every night is slow?”

“Snail’s pace for a Ferwyn male.” Fucking glacial. “Tell me you want this as much as I do? That you feel the incredible pull between us.”

“But if a second bite proves a couple can’t become truemates, Lady Rose said they almost always separate.” She worried her bottom lip. Samuel kissed it.

“That won’t happen.” He had no doubts when it came to taking the next step in the Mating Dance with Abby. The second bite would strengthen the emotional tie and escalate the already scorching sexual heat between them, tying them together more tightly than she could ever imagine. And this Mark wouldn’t disappear anytime soon. The binding could only be broken by weeks of separation with absolutely no physical contact of any kind.

“You can’t know that for sure. And I don’t…I’m not ready for us to end.” Her huge eyes were wet. “Not yet.”

Not ever.

“Trust me,” he said with unconcealed desire, leaving her thigh to cup her breast. “Yes?” He swept his thumb across the tip, and it hardened instantly. “Or no?”

Samuel barely contained his wolf as he waited for her answer. The last thing he wanted to do was scare her with his dominance. A shifter’s primitive need to mate roughly, to bite hard. To claim and possess.

Abby exhaled slowly, placing two fingers beneath his stubbled chin and guiding him forward until their lips met. A quietly spoken okay tickled his throat, arrowing straight to his heart.

Samuel crushed his mouth to hers, turning what started as a tender kiss into a ravenous one. His tongue darted in to taste and tease, to demand and request. Take. Give.

Breaking the savage melding, he ran his lips over her closed eyelids, down her face, and along the curve of her throat. He undid the top of her shirt, impatiently stretching the silk over her shoulder. At the sight of her bare skin, his canines homed in on his original bite, nipping once before piercing it with his sharp teeth and branding her all over again.

Abby gasped at the unexpected invasion, delving into his hair, holding him close as he renewed his claim.

Withdrawing his teeth, he lapped at the puncture wounds with quick, healing strokes. Hunger devoured him and he yanked her shirt open. Her soft moan was accentuated by the staccato ping of broken buttons bouncing on the hardwood floor.

Riveted on the enticing shadows of her dark pink nipples beneath the sheer bra, Samuel licked one through the delicate lace before using a fang to slice the center of flimsy yellow material apart, uncovering her breasts.

Fuck, she was beautiful.

Samuel tugged on the silky blond strands of her ponytail, urging her to arch and grant him better access. He didn’t hesitate, closing his lips around a taut peak, scraping it with his partially converted teeth and then laving it with his tongue. Switching to the other breast, he gave it the same attention, drawing the tip into his mouth.

Abby squirmed, her fingers twisting in his hair.

Releasing her nipple with a last, long lick, Samuel tracked his lips over her stomach. His claws deftly shredded the remnants of her shirt and bra as he dropped to his knees. Hitting the floor with a dull thud, he grasped Abby’s hips and dragged her to the edge of the wooden countertop. Popping open her shorts, he slipped them off her slim legs, leaving her in nothing but gauzy yellow panties.

Capturing her gaze, he fixed his mouth on the bright fabric and sucked—hard.

Abby hissed, neck falling back on her shoulders. Her legs trembled.

The subtle but intense reaction stiffened his erection to painful levels. His shy female was as sexy as hell, and no other male would ever get the privilege of seeing the quiet, but fiery passion hidden by a soft voice and ladylike manners. Her delicate cries of pleasure belonged to him. Only ever to him.

God, he was a lucky bastard.

A flood of proprietorial feelings swamped him, and his fangs lengthened in response. He pulled back and inhaled until her scent drenched the very marrow in his bones.

Grabbing her knees firmly, Samuel spread her wide.

Abby’s breathing lurched. Her dark lashes fluttered; big, gorgeous eyes liquid with want. The tips of his large canines grazed the softest portion of her inner thigh. He inhaled again, checking for doubt in her scent, detecting only the subtle fragrance of a lush field after a gentle rain. Humbled by her faith in him, he held her eyes, drew his tongue languidly across her skin—and bit.

The coppery tang of blood hit his tongue first, the fury of magic slamming his senses less than a second later. He sucked in air through his nose, his canines maintaining their grip on her flesh. He was bombarded with a myriad of emotions almost too intense to bear. Confirming what he’d never once doubted.

Abby could be his truemate.

The potency of their binding made his cock swell, his lungs expand, and his heart stutter. Abby’s legs quivered beneath his palms, her breathing rapid and shallow. Her fingers slipped from his head to rest limply on his shoulder. Samuel didn’t let go, his hands running soothingly over the tops of her thighs, her hips and belly, anywhere he could reach while growling unintelligible reassurances.

Once he was certain the bond was completed, he gently removed his teeth and licked the wound clean. He kissed his newly-made Mark, then pushed to his feet, cradling Abby’s face as he took her mouth. He drank her in as a maelstrom of emotions rocked him to his soul. His feral impulses rising to a level he’d never experienced. He felt raw and primal, protective and proprietary. And turned way the hell on.

“Samuel.” She frantically scrabbled to remove his shirt. He accommodated her by whipping it off and rejoining their lips in less time than it took to blink.

He couldn’t get enough of her and never would.

Samuel pulled her close, the brush of her pebbled nipples on his bare skin sending an electric jolt straight to his groin. He ground his heavy arousal against her center.

Abby’s arms wrapped around his neck, her mouth eager, and her body pliant. He lifted her from the counter, planning to bring them to her bed. But his entire frame shook with the need to sink inside her body, the primitive call overwhelming. He pressed her to the nearest wall instead.

Abby clawed at his shoulders. “Samuel?” She tore her mouth from his, fear tarnishing the heady scent of desire. The sexual ferocity of the second Marking was scaring her.

“It’s okay, baby,” he rasped, laying his forehead on hers, wheezing hard. “I’ve got you.”

Samuel tried to slow down, but it was impossible. The mating frenzy fired every nerve. Pervaded his skin. It inflated his lungs until the very air he breathed was saturated with Abby’s scent.

“Hurry,” she cried on a sob.

With one hand he unbuttoned his pants, freeing his cock. Throwing his head back, he closed his eyes, blocking the sensual visual of the nearly naked woman in his arms, trying to gain some measure of control.

Abby bit at his elongated throat, his chin. Her breath was warm and sweet. His hips bucked. “I’m not going to last long.” He wanted her too badly.

“I don’t care, come inside me.” Her fingers ran along his engorged length and then squeezed him gently.

Samuel tore her panties apart.

If she touched him again, he’d completely lose it. He encircled her fine-boned wrists with one hand and held them above her head.

She sighed sweetly. He loved her submission. Her trust. He’d never abuse it. Never take the precious gift for granted.

Poised at her entrance, he gritted his teeth and pushed into her tight silken sheath. His fingers bore into the flesh of her hip, his restraint paper-thin.

“Fuck, hold on,” he said, his voice guttural, his cock pulsing inside her.

He withdrew slowly and slammed into her slick warmth. Sweat slid down his back as the rhythm of his powerful thrusts increased. He drove into her, staving off his climax by stubbornness alone. Samuel listened intently for the betraying inhalation preceding Abby’s release. That sharp breath right before she hurtled over the edge into sensual bliss. He lived for that bewitching sound.

“There it is,” he said, hearing the telltale catch. “Let go for me.”

Abby quivered, convulsed around him. He dug in with his hips, rubbing her clit and prolonging her orgasm.

He growled, his control gone, his strokes erratic. Tilting her pelvis, he sank into her as far as he could go, jerked once, and came hard.

He released her wrists, and Abby collapsed onto his chest, her hot tears coating his skin. The riotous emotions he sensed through the strengthened bond were too big for her to contain.

Gliding his mouth over her damp cheeks, he captured each salty drop with his lips and tongue. Still intimately fastened, he brought them to her bed.

Moving the blankets aside, he laid her on the mattress and reluctantly slipped from her body. Abby’s lids were closed, half-asleep from physical and emotional exhaustion.

“I think you’re going to make me fall in love with you,” she murmured drowsily.

The profound words were spoken so quietly he had to use his wolf’s heightened senses to hear them.

“I know I’m gonna fall in love with you,” he told her slumbering form, heart beating so fast against his ribs he thought it might explode.

Removing his jeans completely, he crawled in beside her and gathered her close, pulling the blankets over their naked bodies. Incoming texts from the phone in his duffel bag across the room produced a steady stream of beeps and vibrations. The entire pack would have sensed Samuel’s joy, his elation at finding his Ca’anam broadcasting to every local clanmate through the Alpha bond. The ribbing he would get later that day would be brutal. Samuel smiled into her hair. Poor Abby would be mortified.

She’d blush.


Chapter 23


“Treat each other how you did in the beginning of the relationship, if you want to keep the relationship.”

Bridget MacCarthy

The fluttering in Abby’s stomach started the instant she stepped into the lobby, her hand pressing to her abdomen to ease the nervous ache. She took a deep breath and smiled at Hop who waited patiently at the door. The shifter would be accompanying her to meet Penny at the restaurant for an early dinner.

It’d taken the better part of the two weeks since the second Marking to persuade Samuel to let her venture off-island. Understanding his concern, Abby promised to stay downtown, take as many of the Guard as he deemed necessary, and return before sunset. She was embarrassed to admit she still had to resort to whining to get him to agree.

Sneaking off without Conlan protesting the short outing had been ridiculously easy in comparison—she just never told him she was going. Abby never worried Samuel would disclose the information as the obstinate males hardly spoke, each still nursing a grudge.

The flowing hem of her slate-blue sundress swirled around her knees as Abby quickened her stride. The Mark on her inner thigh throbbed, and her breasts grew uncomfortably sensitive beneath the lightweight cotton of the fitted bodice. The intense reaction of her body alerting her that Samuel was nearby.

Lady Rose warned her what would happen after the second bite was made, but Abby ignorantly assumed the tales of insatiable need were exaggerated. She’d been wrong. Dead wrong.

She couldn’t get Samuel out of her system. No matter how often their bodies came together—and it was often—it was never enough. The continued awareness of him when they were apart was comparable to a tongue worrying at the gap of a lost tooth; the space unnatural and impossible to ignore. And beyond the physical craving, there was the emotional to deal with as well.

She was in love with Samuel Walker.

Head over heels, intoxicatingly besotted, madly enamored, and embarrassingly smitten in love. The once-in-a-lifetime, happily-ever-after, fairytale kind of love. The kind her parents found in each other.

And it scared the crap out of her.

Hop was careful to avoid any physical contact as he opened the door and she exited into the glare of the late afternoon sun. She stopped on the sidewalk to enjoy the rare summer breeze coming from the river.

Abby dug into her purse, moving aside the gun to retrieve her oversized sunglasses. The dulcet sounds of Samuel’s laughter poured over her body like warm honey, raising the hair on her arms despite the heat. Her heart did a funny little flip as the internal radar riotously pinging beneath her skin automatically homed in on his rich baritone. Unable to deny the visceral pull a second longer, she turned.

The commander stood alongside the waiting vehicle with Tucker and a female Guard she didn’t recognize. The Anwyll was tall and sinewy, exceptionally attractive, and had her intricately tattooed hand on Samuel’s arm.

Abby had the witch’s wrist in a viselike grip in a matter of seconds. “Hands off,” she heard herself hiss, upper lip curled in what could only be classified as a snarl.

The female’s eyes widened. Her stunned expression shifted to Samuel, then dipped to the Mark on Abby’s shoulder. Comprehension dawned, and she stammered, “I’m sorry. I would never…I wasn’t…”

Tucker’s deep chuckle freed Abby from whatever insanity possessed her body and soul. She released the Guard’s arm as if it’d turned into a poisonous snake, horrified by her actions. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

“Abby,” Samuel said, his tone filled with suppressed laughter, his palm smoothing her hair from crown to tip.

She twisted away, practically lunging for the idling SUV, wanting desperately to escape. Her hand trembled as she tried to wrench the door open.

“Abby,” he repeated sternly, all amusement gone.

She yanked futilely on the rubber-protected handle. Samuel’s large hand covered her shaking one.

“I growled,” she said in mortification. “I assaulted her for touching you. What’s wrong with me?”

“Nothing’s wrong with you.” He gently peeled her fingers from the door and opened the vehicle, urging her inside with a light push. “Did you think I was in this Dance alone?”

Scurrying to the far side of the leather seat, she kept her lips tightly closed, not knowing what to say. Samuel followed her in, ordering the driver out.

She recognized the smooth brown head of Mikhail before he left them alone, giving them the appearance of privacy. Samuel was bringing out the big guns assigning one of the queen’s regular sentries along with Hop to protect her.

“I attacked her.”

“Abby,” he said soothingly. “You didn’t hurt her. Evelyn is a fully trained member of the Guard and a talented witch. She could have stopped you at any time if she’d felt threatened.”

“Doesn’t matter,” she whispered miserably, refusing to face him. “I don’t act that way. Ever. That isn’t me.” Her genteel mother would have been shocked at her behavior. “I don’t understand what happened. It was as if my body wasn’t my own.”

Samuel lifted her sunglasses from her nose, settling them on top of her bowed head. “Look at me.”

She did as he demanded and met the metallic eyes of his wolf.

“We’re mating. The magic is affecting you as much as it is me, but it’s also changing you.”

“What?” Abby jerked her head up. “How?” She hadn’t heard anything about a Marking turning someone violent.

“If the second bite is made with someone outside our race…” He paused as if trying to find the right words. “Certain Ferwyn attributes can cross over. Slightly enhanced hearing and extreme jealousy being the most common to appear first.”

“I growled and bared my teeth,” she said, hearing the hysteria in the rising pitch of her voice and wrestled it to a hushed cry. “And I don’t even have fangs.”

“Don’t you think I want to throttle every male who looks your way? Kill anyone who dares touch what’s mine? I can barely do my job because all I think about is being inside you. I’m semi-hard all the fucking time. I can’t get enough of your smell, the taste of your skin, the sweet sound of your voice. I sense you on the edge of my consciousness, the insistent buzz in my head unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. And I’m the príoh of an entire region of shifters.”

He leaned in and ran his nose through her bangs. “I search for you everywhere I go, hoping to catch a glimpse of those amazing blue eyes, and am royally pissed when I know you’re near but I can’t be with you…can’t touch you.” He brushed his lips across the recently renewed Mark on her shoulder. The thin straps of her dress did nothing to hide the bruised-colored ring. “I’m glad you’re feeling the same possessiveness toward me that I do for you. It’s only fair,” he added with more than a hint of satisfaction.

She took a tremulous breath. “So, this is normal?”

“Completely.”

“Any other changes I should expect?” she asked with strained nonchalance, distracting herself by pushing her fingers through his habitually messy hair, working it into some pretense of order.

“Not until after I’ve made you my Ca’anam.”

Abby froze, heart leaping at the implied promise. Samuel had informed her somewhat smugly the morning after he’d made the second Mark that they could become truemates. But she had avoided the discussion when he brought it up, knowing they might never get the chance to complete the bond.

Could she want something so badly it hurt? Knowing she couldn’t have it, at least not anytime soon? Yes, she really could, because Abby did—so much.

Resuming her grooming to keep from meeting his eyes and giving away her conflicting emotions, she asked her next question with a lightness she didn’t feel. “If we finish the Dance, what other embarrassing scenarios should I expect? A lady should always be prepared.”

The muscle in Samuel’s jaw bunched, the vein in his temple suddenly pronounced. “When,” he said, all stubborn male. “When I make you my Ca’anam, your sense of smell will heighten. You’ll heal faster than you do now, and your life expectancy will be attached to mine.”

“I’ll live as long as a shifter?” She let the hand in his hair fall forgotten to his shoulder.

“The magic in my bite keeps you tied to me. Did you think I only wanted a few decades together?” His face softened, though his tone did not. “Abby, I’m a selfish male. Get used to it, and getting bitten, frequently.”

Heat suffused her cheeks and chest, her body aching for him again at the pleasurable reminder of his teeth sinking into her shoulder just hours earlier. She pushed the poorly timed urge aside and mumbled, “I hadn’t thought…”

And she hadn’t, refusing to permit herself to reach that far into the future, to hope for forever with him. If she suddenly disappeared after they were irrevocably bound, Samuel could lose himself to his wolf. Even if they were mated for a short time, the breaking of a completed claiming eventually resulted in the shifter going Glaofin. His loss would devastate the region, his Clan, his queen—and it’d kill Abby.

“Do you understand me? You’re mine.” He squeezed her nape. “Mine. And I will fully claim you. Soon.”

Her heart was too full to answer; the tears clogging her throat making speech an impossibility anyway.

Samuel gripped her neck more firmly and rubbed his bristled cheek across her smooth one. “You okay?”

“Yeah, I’ll be fine.” She was proud her voice didn’t shake as she fought the persistent fear that those who coveted a Na’fhuil and would do anything to get one, could shatter the dream of being together. She shoved playfully at his solid chest and finally said, “I need to get going, or I’ll be late.”

He kissed her forehead and said with a tender command, “Be safe and do everything Blackwater tells you.”

“I will.” She pushed harder, heart clenching, encouraging him to leave before she begged him to stay. “Get out now, please. I’m sure you have some príoh things to do, and I have a short-tempered redhead waiting for me.”

“Príoh things?” he asked curiously, climbing out of the SUV and turning to lean against the doorframe. He had a grin on his handsome face, the sharp angles of his jaw covered in a light stubble, warm gaze once again a mellow amber.

Her heart trembled just looking at him.

“Yes, you know, Alpha things. Commander things, head honcho things,” she said with feigned casualness, flicking wrist and fingers in a dismissing motion.

Mikhail reoccupied the driver’s seat, and Hop climbed into the passenger side.

“Sunset’s at a quarter past eight. Have her at the complex no later than seven forty-five, Blackwater.”

“Bossy male things…” Abby added, dramatically rolling her eyes.

Samuel chuckled and tapped the hood of the truck. “Seven forty-five and not a minute later.”

“Copy that,” the older Ferwyn replied, adjusting the strap across his chest that held his inverted dagger. A larger, wicked-looking blade rested along his spine and was partially hidden under the thick rope of Hop’s single braid. Knives of varying lengths and widths were attached to both thighs and ankles. A curved sword hung at his waist, a rounded shield fastened to his belt. The Guard was formidable even without the American government-banned firepower.

“You left this.” Evelyn slid in and handed Abby the purse she didn’t remember dropping.

The Anwyll had a knife at her waist but no other visible weapons, unless you counted the rows of intricately designed runes embedded in her skin.

The brunette didn’t seem upset by what transpired outside the complex steps, but Abby was compelled to apologize again. “I didn’t mean to—”

“No worries. My best friend’s a shifter and truemated. Trust me, I’ve seen the insanity that goes along with the Dance.” She used air quotes. “I’ve known that she-wolf since we were in diapers, and the bitch still beat the ever lovin’ stew outa me after deciding I’d looked a little too long at her male.”

“She didn’t.”

“She did. Becky threw a conniption fit,” Evelyn confirmed. “Oh, she felt bad about it afterward. I gave as good as I got, but damn those wolves are crazy. But what can I say? Thomas looked good in a tux, and I told him so.” She laughed with surprising fondness. “Weddings are so much fun.”

“It was her wedding day?” Abby asked in horror.

“Yes, ma’am. For some unknown reason, she got it in her head that it’d be romantic to wait until after they were married for the final claiming bite.” Evelyn shook her head. “Becky doesn’t have the sense God gave a goose.”

“Becky Cavanaugh?”

“One and the same.”

“I’ve met her and little Thomas. She seemed very nice.”

“Oh, she is usually.” Evelyn’s grin was huge. “The fight did a number on our dresses.”

“I’d imagine so,” she said, frankly shocked by the picture the female painted.

“We’re here,” Hop announced as they made a left onto Madison Avenue. Entering the city had gone smoothly, the protestors gathered on the Memphis side of the bridge trickling to a few diehards over the weeks since the incident at Chess. Although the accused vampires were still trapped on the island for their safety, relationships between the locals and the rest of the Fae Touched had mostly returned to normal.

Felicia Suzanne was a fine dining establishment located on South Main. The downtown trolley line—when operating—was the only motorized vehicle authorized on the cobblestoned street, the restriction requiring Mikhail to sidle up to the corner and drop them off.

Hop made a quick survey of the area before opening the door for Abby. Evelyn scooched awkwardly across the seat behind her, choosing to stay close rather than walk around.

They headed south, reaching the catty-cornered entrance of the restaurant within moments. Opening one of the red double doors, the shifter gestured for them to proceed through the parted scarlet drapes. Despite the fantastic food, white tablecloths, and velvet chairs, Felicia’s had a casual, well-worn atmosphere Abby loved.

It was early for the Friday night dinner rush, and several tables were empty, making it easy to see Penny seated near the windows. Her friend waved, and metallic bangles slid to her elbow, catching the sunlight. Abby went to join her, but Evelyn blocked her, insisting she wait for Hop to indicate everything was secure before allowing her farther into the room.

“Hey,” Penny greeted once they reached the table. She wore an emerald, sleeveless top and white slacks, her unruly mass of burgundy hair pinned ruthlessly to the crown of her head. “Is inside okay? I thought it might be too hot to sit on the patio.”

“This is great.” And her only option, the team prohibiting her from being in the open for any length of time. Sitting across from her friend, Abby had a view of Main Street where a passing horse and buggy was transporting a pair of tourists.

Evelyn and Hop took a soldier’s stance directly behind her chair.

Penny regarded the dangerously armed shifter with her slightly pudgy nose in the air. “Are you waiting to check my purse? Or maybe I’ve got a bomb stuck in my bun. You can never be too sure.”

“Not necessary, ma’am,” Hop replied, wide nostrils flaring. “I’d sense if you had anything worth hiding.” Stormy gray eyes flicked to her small bosom and back to her outraged face.

“Are they joining us for dinner?” Penny’s milky skin blanketed with freckles flushed with ire, her expression a thundercloud. “If they are, then he’s paying.” She pointed a coral tipped index finger at the unrepentant Ferwyn. “We missed the twenty-five-cent martinis, and I’m going to need a drink, or six if he’s staying.”

“No,” Abby said, shooting Hop a stony behave look. “Although we won’t have much privacy. They have orders to remain close.” She busied herself by placing the cloth napkin onto her lap. “But I’m sure they’ll give us as much space as they can.” The firm declaration intended sounded more like a plea.

After a brief hesitation, the shifter nodded at Evelyn, and they moved the short distance to the bar, taking positions at opposite ends. Blackwater’s attention stayed on their table; the witch’s panning everywhere else.

“Tell me the truth, how much danger are you in? Do you really need babysitters?” she asked, her expertly made-up blue eyes filled with concern. “Because hot boyfriend or no, if you need me to send in the cavalry and get you the hell out of Dodge, I will.” And by the cavalry, she meant her three ex-army ranger brothers.

“Just say the word.” Penny hadn’t raised her voice but hadn’t lowered it either. What would be the point with shifters nearby?

Abby covered her friend’s hand where it rested on the table, giving it a quick squeeze. “You know I’d do the same for you, but it’s not necessary. I’m good. Samuel’s being cautious because there’s a lot going on with Lady Rose right now.”

“The attempted hit at the store?” Penny picked up her water glass. “What does that have to do with you?” She took a small sip, revealing the tiny gap separating her front teeth.

“I work for the queen.”

“And what? The commander thinks the attackers would use you against her somehow?”

It was as good an explanation as any and only a little white lie. “Probably not, but Samuel doesn’t want to take any chances.” His protectiveness was a hundred percent true.

“You’ll let me know if things change? If living on Blood Island gets to be too much,” she said, zeroing in on the bite on Abby’s neck, worry making her speckled forehead crinkle. “Or wolf boy crosses the line?”

“I will.” Abby averted her face. She’d never put her friend in danger.

“Promise me.”

“I promise.” She brought her goblet to her mouth, meeting Penny’s scrutiny as steadily as she could. She was a terrible liar.

“Hmm, we’ll see,” Penny replied doubtfully before her unconventionally pretty face relaxed, replaced by arched eyebrows and a comical leer. “Now dish. How’s the sex? I hear a Ferwyn male can go for-fucking-ever and be ready again in a matter of minutes. Confirm or deny?”

Abby choked on her sip of water.

“What? I’m dying here. You gotta give me something,” she said, leaning over and pounding Abby on the back. “Besides, you owe me.”

“For what?” she croaked, trying to catch her breath.

“Getting too sick to work that nightshift at La Bella,” she said with a straight face. “You’re welcome.”

Thankfully the waiter chose that moment to interrupt—or not—since he wouldn’t meet her eyes. As a shifter, he must have heard every embarrassing word.

“Hi, I’m Scott. I’ll be your server tonight,” the male said, stiffly angling toward Penny. Abby didn’t recognize the young Ferwyn but guessed he was here to start U of M’s summer session. As long as they stayed in the region, shifters often left home to attend college. He probably hadn’t had a chance yet to integrate with what would be his temporary pack. “Can I get you ladies something from the bar?”

Guard Blackwater eyed the waiter with a puzzled frown.

“I’ll have a large glass of the house chardonnay,” she answered, her pointed chin lifting at the audible, disdainful grunt from Hop.

“And your friend?” His nostrils flared, but his regard remained on Penny as if his life depended on it.

Her full mouth turned down. “Why don’t you ask her?”

“He can’t,” Abby said, thumb rubbing away the smudge marks her pink lipstick left on the edge of her glass.

“Why the hell not?” She probably thought Abby was being snubbed for some unknown reason.

“Would you please tell him I’d like an iced tea?”

Penny gave the server an impatient look. “She’ll have tea.”

“Sweet or unsweet?”

“Honey, do we look like Yankees to you?” she said with a twang. “Sweet, of course.”

“I’ll be right back with your drinks and take your order.”

“You do that.” The Ferwyn had barely taken a step when Penny turned back to her. “Spill.”

“I’m going into work after our dinner, so no alcohol for me.”

“Don’t even,” she said at the obvious attempt at misdirection.

Abby sighed heavily. “He can’t ask me himself because Samuel Marked me and any bitten female has to be introduced by their potential mate to any other male in their society before they can interact.”

Penny said nothing, staring at Abby as if she’d grown three heads.

“It’s only for the length of the Mating Dance,” she explained and immediately regretted it. Abby didn’t need to justify the Ferwyn way of life or her relationship with Samuel. There was nothing to defend, and it was no one’s business but their own. Switching her attention from her drink to Mikhail who was patrolling outside the window, she determined no matter what Penny’s reaction, she wouldn’t hold it against her, knowing it would be coming from a good place.

“Well, hot damn.”

Abby’s attention snapped to Penny. The slender woman’s shoulders were slouched against the brown velvet bench. The expression on her face could be described as envious.

“You don’t think it’s insane for someone to dictate who you can talk to and who you can’t?”

“If it was a human man and it bothered you, or if I thought you were in an abusive relationship, then I’d say yes, ‘Run, Forrest, run.’ But a Fae Touched? An Alpha? The dominant shifter in the entire region?” A devilish smile lit her from the inside, turning a uniquely interesting face into a striking one, one that could walk a fashion runway in Paris. “All I have to say is, where do I get one? Just think, all that growly possessive male attention on moi.” She dramatically fanned her face. “Whew, honey, is it getting hot in here?”

Abby laughed at her momentary foolishness, ashamed she expected to be judged for her choices by someone as big-hearted as Penny. She should have trusted her friend more. “But you have Derek now, isn’t one man enough?”

“It’s new. We’ve been dating a couple of weeks, but he’s been wonderful, attentive, sweet. A real Southern gentleman.” Her voice dropped to a whisper, gaze straying to the bar behind Abby where Hop spoke with their server, Scott. “Maybe too gentlemanly if you get my meaning. I wonder how chivalrous a shifter would be before getting to the good stuff?” She winked.

The next couple of hours flew by in a satisfying stream of easy conversation and great food. The restaurant was packed by the time Evelyn signaled they needed to wrap it up.

“We should do this more often.” Penny fished her credit card from her purse and placed it on the plastic tray along with the bill. She insisted it’d be too much trouble for the waiter to cope with Abby paying the check.

“My treat next time then,” she said, scooping the remainder of their shared coconut bread pudding with her spoon.

“Deal.” Penny swiped the last bite right out of Abby’s hand, downing the decadent dessert herself.

“Thief,” she exclaimed with a laugh.

Penny licked her lips clean with an equally decadent moan.

Scott returned quickly, hovering at Abby’s left elbow while her friend signed the receipt. It was the closest he had been to her all evening.

Penny was returning her Visa to her wallet when a loud cry followed by the crash of broken glass interrupted the steady drum of chatter. All heads turned to the sudden commotion at the bar. Abby pushed her chair back and stood, almost plowing into their server.

Patrons were swarming the U-shaped bar and peering over the counter at something on the floor. Evelyn crouched on its top, the white light from an activated tattoo near her collarbone filtering through her black tee. Then she dropped into the pit and disappeared as shouts of “Call 911” rang out.

“I think the bartender fainted or something.” Penny stood and scooted halfway between the neighboring table and their own, increasing her considerable height by raising on tiptoe to get a better visual.

Abby searched for Hop through the gawking diners crowding the area. A scream lodged in her throat when she spotted him a second later.

The powerful shifter was on his knees, a red dart sticking in his neck. His normally warm complexion was pallid as he clumsily groped at the slim projectile.

A clawed hand grabbed Abby’s bare shoulder from behind, locking her in place. She struggled in the firm grip, uncaring when sharp nails dug in and drew blood. The woodsy scent of fern trees pervaded her nose as Scott covered her mouth and muffled her scream. He jerked her chin high, forcing her onto her toes and putting an abrupt end to any thoughts of escape.

Helpless in the shifter’s uncomfortable embrace, she watched Hop collapse. He fell onto his face like a felled tree, parting the tightly clustered customers with his large body. He convulsed, eliciting several screams. Penny cursed, the expletive cut mid-oath by a second male clamping his palm on her forehead. The tattoos on his hand glimmered a dull steel hue, instead of the usual witch white, and her friend’s knees went liquid under the light touch. Eyes rolling back into her head, her lanky figure slumped. The Anwyll guided Penny to the upholstered bench, mumbling under his breath.

Disposing of her friend with a surprising amount of care, the black-haired witch turned to Abby. The unusually colored magic winked out, leaving behind unmarked skin. He met her gaze evenly; his straight brows lowered over eyes dark as coal. He raked his thick mane from his forehead with long fingers, revealing a widow’s peak and high cheekbones.

Memories of the Dádhe kneeling to remove her shoes assailed her. His eyes had burned red when he towed her into the river. She was sure of it. So, how could he be the same person? A witch couldn’t become a vampire. A vampire couldn’t become a witch. Could they?

Strong but oddly gentle fingers wrapped her arm. A set of complex cursive designs lining his jugular pulsed while she gaped at him, his throat tattoo-free only seconds ago.

Her shocked gaze slid to the window. Empty. Where was Mikhail? Had they killed him to get to her? Was Hop dying while she remained frozen in place? Abby would never forgive herself if either shifter were harmed. Unadulterated panic made it hard to breathe, but she inhaled as deeply as her constricted lungs would allow and reached for the Rip.

Nothing happened.

She reached again.

“Make sure the witch doesn’t interfere,” the Anwyll—or vampire—told Scott, referring to Evelyn.

A fog of confusion muddled Abby’s brain. Her heart slammed inside her chest, battering her ribcage with every consecutive failed attempt to touch her magic.

Why wasn’t it working!

The shifter waiter removed his nails slowly, drawing out the discomfort. Abby didn’t acknowledge him or the warm liquid trickling down her back, too frustrated and scared by her continued inability to help her friends.

The Ferwyn’s other hand dropped from her mouth, his thumb brushing her lip before trailing her throat in flagrant mockery of Samuel’s claim.

The hybrid’s upper lip curled, and Abby saw pointed fangs. The smell of wet dirt and peat filled her nostrils, overpowering the acrid scent of pine and the lingering odor of anise. The shifter abruptly let go and dashed for the bar, never once meeting her eyes.

Coward.

Abby’s determined kidnapper dragged her to the exit. No one noticed them leaving; all eyes trained on Hop or the downed bartender. A few observers were on their phones, presumably calling for help. Others callously snapped pictures or video for social media.

There was no sign of Evelyn.

Abby couldn’t prevent the sound of distress at the sight of the proud, virile shifter lying on the floor, unmoving and helpless.

“He’s not dead, and neither is the human. Leave with me now, and no one gets hurt.” He spoke softly, drawing her up the steps, holding her close. He opened the door for her as though they’d spent the evening on a pleasant date. “And as long as I’m touching you, the spell I’ve activated on my neck will block access to your magic.”

They walked outside into the heat of summer. He didn’t flinch.

She licked dry lips, tried to swallow, looked at the sun that hadn’t yet set, and back to the kidnapper escorting her into the street. “How is this possible?”

“I’m a witch,” he answered, jaw hardening.

She caught sight of an unmoving Mikhail lying on the stone thoroughfare mere feet from the steel tracks of the trolley line. A dart identical to Hop’s sticking in his chest.

A car idled nearby. The windows of the sedan were blackened, the rear door hanging open. He urged her inside, his hand solicitously covering the top of her head.

“And unfortunately for you, and my mother, I’m also a vampire.” The tattoos on the back of his hand gleamed a cloudy sapphire again. He placed his palm on her forehead, his lips moving silently.

The cloying scent of licorice engulfed her senses and everything went black.


Chapter 24


“Where is she?” Samuel shouted, hurling the flimsy chair across the room. Drywall exploded, the wooden frame buckling on impact and landing like broken matchsticks on its demolished twin.

The prisoner didn’t flinch.

Grinding the flat of his hand over his sternum, Samuel rubbed at the internal ache worse than any physical blow he could ever receive.

He felt Abby’s suffering keenly; the tie to a mate’s emotions would be the last link to break. Whoever was responsible for her pain—for taking her away from him—would die. And Samuel didn’t give two shits if it was one of the Nine or the President of the United States.

He approached the captured shifter, nostrils flaring and chest heaving, battling for control of his beast.

The male was chained to the lone intact chair in the room. He was shirtless and bloody from Tucker’s inventive interrogation methods. Despite the iron manacles suppressing his ability to heal or convert fully, there was a smattering of brown fur on his skin, and semi-elongated nails sprouting from his fingertips.

Two endless weeks passed without Abby before Myles’ unnamed spy finally came through with information they could use. A meeting was scheduled between a senior member of the Knights of Humanity and an outcast Ferwyn who belonged to the order they now knew as the Athair. The prince’s insider had enlightened them on the dangerous dynamics of the interspecies organization. They weren’t a faction of the knights as they’d first assumed, but a separate entity that worked in conjunction with the human hate group when it benefitted their agenda.

It’d taken all of Samuel’s considerable restraint to maintain his distance during the clandestine meeting between a Memphis city councilman and the traitorous outcast. He hadn’t wanted the latter to sense an Alpha nearby and run, unwilling to risk even the slimmest chance of escape.

Grabbing the subdued prisoner by his matted hair, Samuel yanked him close. “Where. Is. She?”

After hours of merciless questioning, it seemed that the shifter was about to give up the last of his secrets. He licked his split lips and murmured, “Texas. She’s in Texas.”

His beta stiffened; his previously relaxed stance instantly alert.

Tucker’s birth Clan was from Texas. His old pack Alpha was his littermate. And his previous king was Nathan Sinclair, the Dádhe ruler of the WSC region.

It wasn’t unusual for a Ferwyn to change packs within a territory, leaving to advance their dominance status within a smaller social circle or to seek out a truemate. Opportunities for better jobs or higher education was encouraged and coordinated between Alphas within a region, the clanmate free to return to their original pack whenever they wished. But to break the bond with the Clan you were born into altogether was virtually unheard of for a male. If banished for any reason, his kind was more apt to choose death over exile.

Tucker had left Texas willingly.

Six months after Samuel became the region’s príoh, he found his future beta almost feral and starving, wandering on four paws near the Mississippi River. Only the pack bond Samuel offered enabled Tucker to regain control of his animal nature and reclaim his human form.

Although Samuel was aware of the reasons his friend made the improbable move, the Clan was not. They thought the quiet shifter an oddity among their race—an aberration.

And now Tucker’s former vampire king was in all probability involved in Abby’s disappearance.

His beta pounced on the semiconscious Ferwyn, shoving his converted claws deep into the muscle beneath his shoulder joint. The prisoner screamed and tried to break free. He didn’t get far, his arms chained behind the chair, his ankles tethered to its legs.

“Sinclair?” Tucker growled.

“I don’t know.” The shifter’s head hung low, exposing an inverted Y branded on his nape. The mark was about an inch long and a quarter inch wide, done in flowing lines with flourished serifs and a pair of solid triangles staggered, one above the other, in the arc of the reversed stem. “Our master did not tell us.”

Master. Father. Athair.

The only piece of information they didn’t have to pry from their captive once they discovered the brand was that the outcast believed—though he hadn’t met him in person—that his leader was an ancient Sídhe, a full-blooded Fae.

Samuel glanced at his lieutenant. Tucker removed his claws, leaving the shifter’s flesh to heal on its own, or not.

“Do you know why your master wants the girl?”

“We need her,” he said, panting. “To go back.”

“Go back to where?” Samuel was afraid he already knew the answer, but not how his mate fit in with this alleged Sídhe Lord’s plans.

“Home.” The Ferwyn’s swollen lids opened. “Brother wolf, think what it would feel like to run through the Wilds of Faery again.”

“I’m not your brother,” Samuel’s canines lengthened nearly to his chin. “Why her?”

“Only the Fae child can open the way.” He coughed blood.

“Fae child?” It was the first time he referred to Abby as nonhuman.

“Meascach,” he rasped, a derogatory Irish word for half breed, the term nonexistent in the Fae language.

“Don’t ever call her that,” Samuel barked. He kicked the male in his freshly wounded shoulder, knocking the chair off its legs. His skull cracked on the tile floor, knocking him out cold. “Ever.”

“Done?” Tucker asked, arms crossed loosely over his massive chest.

“For now.” Samuel left the unconscious Ferwyn were he landed, a puddle of blood forming beneath him.

“Should I send a healer?”

“No.” He practically mowed over the warriors stationed at the door on his way out. “Return him to his cell and remove the iron cuffs on his ankles. Leave the ones on his wrists. No water. No food.”

Samuel peeled off his blood-splattered t-shirt and banged into his crowded office, heading straight for his private bathroom.

The queen sat behind Samuel’s desk, Jenkins and the prince hovering on either side of her like bookends. Noah and Buck stood by the sole couch.

Buck was in charge of the firing range. He was also the ESC’s leading munitions specialist. After Abby was taken, Samuel brought him up to speed on the return of the Na’fhuil, the mysterious facility, and the harsh reality of a group of Fae Touched working against their species. His expertise would be needed on the rescue mission.

“Does he know where Abby is?” his nephew asked.

“Somewhere in Texas,” Samuel said, seething, washing away the blood under his fingernails in the sink.

“Holy shit.” Noah’s concern for Abby resounded down the Alpha bond. “That’s a lot of territory to cover.”

Samuel slipped on a clean black tee and grabbed an identical one from a small closet for Tucker before rejoining the others.

“Sinclair,” Myles said with a sneer, pupils enlarged and fiery red. “And without the final Mark on Miss McCarthy, we’ll need to get you to within what? Fifty miles or so to pinpoint her exact location?”

Samuel nodded, the weight of worry sitting on his chest, making it hard to breathe, much less speak.

“What else did you learn from the outcast?” Rose sounded tired.

They were all exhausted, getting little-to-no sleep while searching for Abby and ferreting what the notoriously tight-lipped other monarchs knew or didn’t know about the activities of the Athair in their respective regions.

“He has a brand on his nape, and it’s done in Fae script.”

Her eyes went wide. “It cannot be,” she said softly.

“What am I missing here?” Jenkins’ gaze followed Buck as he abruptly left the office.

“What do you know about the history of Ferwyns before coming to Earth’s realm?” Samuel asked, handing the other clean shirt to Tucker.

“Not much beyond the Sídhe using your kind in battle,” Jenkins said.

“All pureblood Fae live a very long time, but they have trouble conceiving.” Samuel couldn’t seem to stand still, taking up his beta’s habit of pacing when upset. “But their children are exceedingly rare and initially fragile.

“Too many Fae were dying due to the Sídhe courts’ endless squabbles and petty wars. The population steadily declined with all the needless deaths, but the ruling lords continued to hunger for power and land. Needing loyal foot soldiers to take the brunt of the casualties, pad their armies, and insulate their young, they captured ordinary forest wolves and enhanced them with Fae magic. They became faster, stronger, bigger, and more intelligent than any beast in the Wilds of Faery. They mated and had pups, who then died at the whims of their Sídhe masters.

“For over a millennium, my ancestors absorbed the magic of Faery. It seeped into their bones and further changed their genetics.” Samuel’s fists clenched and unclenched by his sides. He needed air—he needed Abby.

“The first conversion was brutal, the new Ferwyn species having no real knowledge of how to manipulate the enhanced magic. The shift was long, bloody, and agonizingly incomplete. The male who tried died within hours. But they didn’t give up.”

“So, you came by your stubbornness honestly,” Jenkins quipped, attempting to break the suffocating tension in the room. “Good to know.”

Buck returned, and Samuel stopped pacing. He was sweating again. The short-lived fevers were a warning the second binding was failing. Muscle soreness, headaches, and lack of appetite would follow the increasingly incessant spikes of heat. The cooling sheen of sweat covered every inch of his body like a second skin, the accelerated healing of his species compensating for the sudden rise in temperature. Given enough time without skin-on-skin contact with his mate, the link would eventually sever.

“A she-wolf completed the first truly successful shift,” he said, ignoring the uncomfortable symptoms. “She gained human likeness and lived, but along with the other females who successfully converted, couldn’t fully return to her natural form. Nor could their future daughters. We presumed the inherent magic evolved so that she-wolves could carry pups as even the controlled shifts of today would kill a fetus.”

“Did every wolf choose to convert?” Jenkins asked.

It was Buck who answered the queen’s liaison. “Many considered the human form an abomination, but the vast majority of our race were tired of being trained dogs. Although it took a hell of a long time to become more than Fae fodder and have a choice in whom they served.”

“And how did the Fae Lords take the change in their pet soldiers?” Myles asked.

“We’re here, aren’t we?” Noah’s lips tipped into a cocky grin.

“They kicked the Ferwyn out of Faery?” Jenkins looked astonished.

“After the third insurrection.”

“The fourth,” Tucker corrected.

“How does the brand come into play, commander?”

“Wolves have always lived and fought in packs. The Sídhe Lords and Ladies needed a way of distinguishing an enemy’s wolves from their own. So, they stamped them with their family’s crest.”

“Sort of like cattle?”

“No, exactly like cattle.” Samuel’s bitterness regarding the treatment of his race in the past was hard to hide.

“Hold on a minute.” Jenkins shook his head in stunned disbelief, the small gold hoop in his ear winking as it caught the light. “You think a pureblooded Fae branded this outcast?”

“The door between realms has been locked for a thousand years,” Myles said, coming around to stand in front of the desk. “Are you suggesting the Fae have returned to Earth?”

“Or never left,” Tucker said.

Rose’s face lost all color. “Because Abigail would know if the portal was no longer closed.”

“Yes,” Samuel said with certainty. “The Athair believes Abby’s unique Walker magic is the key to reopening the pathway connecting our two worlds.”

“Can she break the magical seal, Samuel?”

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe the Fae Lord and his brand are fakes.” Noah sat hard on the sofa, collapsing against its leather back with a thump, dazed.

“It’s a possibility.” Although Samuel didn’t think so. He tore his fingers through his hair in frustration. “But the script is authentic old Fae. I’ve seen these types of brands before.”

“Where have you seen them?” Jenkins asked.

“It does not matter, Carter.” Rose grabbed the liaison’s hand and squeezed, asking him silently to let the subject drop.

“I checked the prisoner’s brand, and I think it’s legitimate.” Buck stepped into the center of the office; sad eyes soft on the queen. “It’s alright, milady. I’ll show him.”

The old shifter turned and lifted his shoulder-length hair. The raised scar on the skin beneath his hairline formed a half-moon within a circle of stars. “My sire was killed when I was young. My grandsire raised me, and his sire never let go of the old ways, never gave up hope his Sídhe master would return and take them back to the Wilds,” he said, expression vacant as though revisiting something painful, his body separating from his mind for the telling. “When I was five, he used a cattle iron and marked me with the same lord’s symbol he received from my great-grandsire, wearing it with pride until the day he died.”

Buck let his gray hair drop to cover his collar and the old burn.

“The realms must remain separated,” Rose said. “If the creatures of Faery invade Earth, it would mean war. Millions of humans and Fae Touched alike would die when the Sídhe Lords demanded a return to the old ways. The days when we were subservient to their every whim.”

“We need to find Abby, like yesterday,” Jenkins said after a long moment, hand scrubbing over his mouth and short beard.

“I have an old buddy who’s an Alpha in that part of the West South Central.” Buck’s features might have been grizzled, but his mind was still sharp. “I know he’ll help us and keep it quiet. He owes me a favor.”

“You have seventy-two hours to get him on board and pull together whatever supplies and weaponry you think we might need,” the prince said.

“Forty-eight,” Samuel contradicted, teeth gnashing. “I’m not waiting a second longer to go after Abby.” Not one goddamn second!

“Seventy-two,” Myles repeated, displaying sharp incisors. “We may only get one shot at recovering our property and saving the region from potential disaster. We need enough time to prepare properly. So, stop thinking with your dick—”

Samuel’s gums split, his flesh stretching tautly over his cheekbones. His vision swam in a sea of yellow. His wolf wanted out, thirsting for the prince’s blood.

“Easy, son.” Buck gripped his shoulder. When had the Ferwyn moved? “Ignore him and think about Abby. We’ll get our girl back, but she needs you to hold it together a little while longer.”

Samuel breathed in deeply, the silence surrounding him dense with the combined smells of green forest, rich loam, and the spicy scent of a witch’s activated magic.

Through the haze of white-hot rage, Samuel saw the bright glimmer of runes on Jenkins’ forearms, the liaison’s hands grasping tightly to the back of the chair where Rose remained remarkably unruffled.

She met Samuel’s wild gaze clear-eyed and without a hint of fang. “Abigail is tougher than she looks.”

Samuel nodded at the queen, unable to speak past the tightening of his throat. The weathered warrior stepped aside, and Tucker took his place.

“We hunt, my Alpha.” Tucker cupped the side of Samuel’s neck, expression grim with resolve. “With or without them.” His simple vow was more than it appeared, the promise potentially pitting him against old clanmates—against his brother.

Myles tugged on his jacket lapels, met his aunt’s imploring gaze, and capitulated ungracefully. “We’ll leave at sundown in two nights if everything ready.” He turned his attention to the region’s liaison. “Mr. Jenkins, I take it you’re planning on staying with the queen?”

“I am,” he answered firmly. “I’m also sending for Monroe while you’re gone.”

“I do not need one babysitter, let alone two.”

“We’ll require another battle witch to replace you for the operation,” the prince continued, undaunted. “Can you recommend one who’d be discreet?”

“I have someone trustworthy,” Jenkins said, playing right along. “And he’s damn good.”

“Are either of you listening to me?” The queen crossed her legs, high-heeled foot swinging in agitation. “I can take care of myself.”

“Excellent, tell him to meet with Commander Walker immediately for a briefing.”

“What about Abigail’s brother?” Rose scowled at Jenkins. “We need to inform him about his sister. He will want to be there when she is rescued.” Not if, but when.

“Conlan’s not convinced the facility isn’t behind Abby’s kidnapping and has gone after the director,” Samuel told her. “He went dark, and we can’t wait for him to report in.” He wasn’t waiting for anyone.

“Do you think they’ve hurt her?” A wealth of emotion seeped into Noah’s voice.

His nephew was no longer a pup, reaching his Ferwyn majority the past winter. As a member of the Guard, he’d learn of worse things happening before his service was done. Samuel’s duty as commander was to make sure Noah was emotionally and physically trained for the job. But as his uncle and Alpha, he wished to protect him from the ugliness of the world awhile longer.

Samuel reached for the pack connections he had purposely dulled.

Tucker’s guilt and anger lashed at his consciousness like a snapping rubber band, while Noah’s worry and Buck’s calm determination plucked at its outer edges. He took a deep breath, opening himself further, seeking the dissipating tie binding him to Abby.

Blistering pain pulsated down the weakening link. Whatever they’d been doing to her every other day for the past two weeks was starting again.

“Abby’s been Rip Walking. Over and over again.” Samuel kneaded at the searing underneath his ribs. “They aren’t just hurting her…they’re torturing her.”


Chapter 25


“Take a deep breath, then slap some lipstick on, and suck it up.”

Bridget MacCarthy

Abby’s fingers shook, and the mascara wand wobbled. Steadying her hand, she applied another coat of black to her lashes, replaced the cap, and dropped the tube into the bag containing cosmetics in her favorite brands and colors. Zipping the pouch, she set it on the chipped toilet tank and stoically carried on with her evening routine.

She unwrapped the damp towel from her head and draped it over the shower rod. After untangling the knots in her wet hair, she gathered her hopelessly overgrown bangs, divided them into three sections, and weaved in the longer lengths to form a single plait. Securing the braid’s tail with a rubber band, Abby stared into the cracked mirror above the rusted sink, barely recognizing herself.

Large pieces of newly whitened hair framed hollow cheeks and translucent skin. Purple smudges underscored unnaturally pale eyes; the shade of blue no longer reminiscent of Abby’s mother. Shallow grooves bracketed lips pulled taut from weeks of constant pain and nausea.

The clothing they provided emphasized her rapidly thinning frame. The stretchy material of the calf-length leggings called attention to her skinny thighs, while the pink athletic bra accentuated a shrinking waistline, pronounced ribs, and bite-free sunken collarbones.

Abby wrenched her gaze from the expanse of unblemished skin on her left shoulder, eyes pricking with unshed tears. She staunchly refused to indulge in another pity party, her sole breakdown occurring about ten days after being kidnapped. The day a cold sweat covered her skin, indicating the bond with Samuel was slowly splintering. She wouldn’t cry again.

Taking a deep breath, she brushed at her inner thigh, gaining comfort in the surviving Mark hidden beneath the clingy fabric. She leaned closer to her reflection and smoothed the snowy strands nearest her temples, making sure the blood had washed out.

As prepared as she would ever be, Abby limped into the former executive office serving as her prison.

A full-sized mattress and box spring sat directly on the worn carpeting, placed between boarded windows. A thick, white comforter and gray satin throw pillows nearly identical to those found in her Harbor Complex apartment covered the frameless bed. A pedestal fan rotated futilely in the corner, its blades circulating humid air. The stifling heat almost made her appreciate the lack of hot water in the tiny shower. Almost.

The office’s remnant desk was shoved to the far wall. Utilized as a substitute dresser, its surface was stacked with dozens of identical spandex capri pants, pastel sports bras, and a rainbow array of lace-trimmed boy-shorts. Next to her limited clothing choices was a manicure kit that included her favorite summer nail polishes and a cafeteria tray holding a hamburger sans onion, fries, a chocolate shake, and a can of Diet Coke.

Disregarding the uneaten meal, Abby sat at the foot of the mattress and tucked bare feet under her butt. Her captors hadn’t supplied shoes or real bras, and she felt incredibly vulnerable without them.

She bit her lip and stretched to retrieve the black t-shirt from beneath the mounds of pillows, bringing the freshly washed fabric to her nose. It no longer smelled of wild forests and Samuel—but it had once.

Since starting the Mating Dance, her bossy Alpha insisted on sleeping naked, stripping away the pajamas Abby obstinately put on every day. But no matter what Samuel thought of her persistent modesty, he never failed to place a tee over the footboard for her to slip on whenever leaving their bed. Never. Not once.

Abby regained consciousness wearing one of those shirts.

It was as though her jailors hadn’t wanted Abby afraid upon awakening in a hostile environment, the recognition of Samuel’s smell meant to ease her initial panic.

But why did they care if she was scared or not?

King Nathan’s possession of Samuel’s shirt was undeniable proof there was a traitor on Blood Island; someone in Sinclair’s employ within harm’s reach of those she cared about most. The t-shirt’s very existence was enough to ensure her cooperation. The Dádhe ruler only mentioned once how simple it’d been to obtain—Abby hadn’t needed another warning.

And why did they bother to surround her with familiar things? Accommodate her likes and dislikes? Were they meant as a daily reminder of their unlimited knowledge and access to her life as a unspoken threat? Or did the small kindnesses assuage their guilt for making her Walk against her will?

Ignoring a throbbing headache, Abby opened her mind and heart, searching for the telltale thrum of awareness and failing to find it. Samuel must be too far away—from wherever she was—to feel their connection. Which was good news, she told herself firmly. It meant he was safe. But it also signified the shattering of the mating bond, and Abby hated its impending loss. Hated it so much she wanted to scream, to rant, and to rave. To pitch a royal hissy fit and then hit someone—preferably Sinclair—really, really hard. And to have one last chance to tell Samuel Walker how much she loved him.

She’d withheld those three little words for what seemed like legitimate reasons at the time.

Emotional self-preservation was one excuse. But not saying the words out loud hadn’t made them any less real or the thought of walking away from Samuel easier. Her heart wouldn’t hurt less when finally forced to choose whether to return to the facility or hide among humans again for everyone’s safety.

Survival instinct and her conscience were two more. Living among the Fae Touched meant embracing her magic and its baggage: the pain, the responsibilities, the limitations—the failures. It would mean the inevitable exposure of the Na’fhuil to the world and the consigning of her brother and the Jumpers still in hiding to a lifetime of being hunted for their abilities.

But the reasons for holding back didn’t matter anymore. Abby was just grateful Samuel hadn’t made her his Ca’anam. And it was absolutely for the best that he hadn’t said he loved her either, especially if they never saw each other again.

That’s what she told herself. Repeatedly.

At least without the third Mark, the imminent breaking of their bond wouldn’t cause the commander to yield to demand of the Glaofin. And for that Abby was genuinely thankful.

Right on cue her stomach cramped, and a film of perspiration coated her forehead.

“Bless it all anyway,” she said aloud, wiping the sweat from her face with her wrist as heavy footfalls headed her way.

She quickly refolded Samuel’s tee, tucked it under the pillows, and straightened her spine, resting her hands calmly in her lap.

Mason O’Donnell opened the door after a perfunctory knock and stepped inside. Sinclair’s thlán looked as if he’d recently rolled out of bed, thick red hair sticking straight up and smashed to the side of his head. A wrinkled t-shirt with a huge smiley face design and jeans with holes in the knees covered the vampire’s lean frame.

“Ready, Abby?” he asked, light brown eyes taking in her untouched dinner. He glided to the desk, gait fluid, a frown on his unshaven face. “You didn’t eat.”

Picking up the melted shake, he held it out to her. “You need to keep up your strength, or you’ll be no good to us.”

“I can’t.” She stood almost gracefully, doing her best to hide the soreness in her limbs. “It’ll just come back up. And I can’t say I particularly care if I’m any use to you or your king.”

Auburn eyebrows rose, crinkling his forehead. “I think that’s the rudest thing you’ve ever said to me.” He waggled the cardboard cup. “Drink.”

“No.”

In a snap, Abby was back on the low mattress and sitting in Mason’s lap.

“Drink,” he repeated, tugging her firmly to his chest when she tried to scramble off.

She stopped struggling but stiffened. “Tell me about Chess, and I’ll try.”

“I’ve already told you the truth. The WSC had nothing to do with what happened at the club.” The straw floated near her mouth. “Three sips.”

“Then who did?” She took the cup and drank a small mouthful. Her stomach protested, but she kept it down.

“It’s the same answer it was the last time you asked me. We don’t know. Two more.”

“But you have a guess?”

Mason and Sinclair suspected someone, but they refused to tell her who that might be, no matter how many times she questioned them since being kidnapped.

“Have you noticed any difference in the pathway? Any sign it’s reopening?” he asked instead.

Gagging on the second swallow, Abby could only shake her head.

“I know this is hard on you, and I’m sorry it has to be this way.” Mason’s palms rubbed briskly at the chilled skin on her upper arms.

“Then let me go.”

“The leader of the Athair,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken.

“Why not tell me his name? What would it matter—”

“The leader explained the Rip is a bridge between the human and Fae worlds, so only someone with the blood of both races can access it.”

“A Na’fhuil.”

“Not any halfblood. The only magic that affects the Rip is Walking, and you’re the only Walker.” He gave her a light squeeze. “We need that gate opened, Abby.”

“No matter whom you have to hurt to do it?” She twisted to look at him over her shoulder. “Or how much your principles get bent in the process?”

“Yes,” he said simply and with finality.

“Then I’m the one who’s sorry for you.”

Mason went rigid, but he pushed the cup closer to her mouth. “Take the last one, so we can go.”

Abby took the last sip.

As soon as she’d complied, he helped her stand.

She took several long breaths, inhaling through her nose and exhaling through her mouth. It would serve the vampire right if she tossed her cookies all over his sneakers.

“You okay?” He cupped her shoulders and leaned down to see the truth in her expression.

“No,” she said honestly. “But apparently that doesn’t matter.”

“Abby…” The corners of his eyes were tight.

“Can we get this over with, please?”

Mason’s lips formed a narrow line, but he nodded brusquely and guided her past the two Guards outside her door. The tall Dádhe shortened his stride, purposely matching her measured pace until they entered the area she spent far too much time in over the last few weeks.

Like in her makeshift jail cell, the windows in the room were entirely covered in heavy plywood, blocking the sun and any hope of discovering her location. The walls were dirty, the once white paint yellowing. The floor had been swept but was still sticky with grime. Cement pillars and electrical outlets poked through the stained linoleum at uniform intervals. Abby squinted into the bright lighting, imagining cubicles with telemarketers laboring under the harsh glare.

She caught several of the WSC’s Guard scurrying like cockroaches to the exits at her arrival. Soon only King Nathan and his healer remained.

Nathan Sinclair wasn’t dressed like a monarch, wearing black jeans, a worn gray Henley, and scuffed cowboy boots. He stood with his hands stuffed into the pockets of the faded denim, the casual stance stretching the shirt across his muscled torso. His sleeves were pushed up, displaying vein-laden forearms. The buttons at his throat were undone, exposing weather-tanned skin, and a silver chain with dog tags hanging in the opening.

Beside the ruggedly handsome vampire, the raven-haired Anwyll waited with her medical bag, a folding chair, and a wide-mouthed bucket with several wet hand towels draping its lip. The witch’s dark eyes filled with sympathy as they followed Abby’s slow progression into the large, open space.

Her heart rate increased at the visual reminder of what was to come, but she approached the pair with her chin lifted and posture a ballerina would envy.

“Tinker Bell,” Sinclair greeted, employing the nickname he bestowed the first day of her captivity, declaring she reminded him of the storybook pixie. The king never used Abby’s name. Maybe it was easier sending her into the Rip repeatedly if he thought of her as a displaced inhabitant of Faery instead of someone to protect if only born on his side of the Mississippi River. “Are you ready to begin?”

“No, not really, milord.”

Sinclair frowned and said bluntly, “She looks ill.” He hadn’t seen Abby in over a week, and the obvious deterioration of her health in the short period seemed to come as a shock.

“I told you Walking makes her sick,” the young healer said heatedly. “The magical backlash is brutal. She needs longer breaks between trips into the Rip. My healing spells provide a temporary fix—a shot of adrenaline to keep her going until she finally collapses. And a day of rest. No, that’s a lie. It’s not resting. I won’t soft-sell what we’re doing here. Even to myself.” She toed the pail disdainfully with her sandaled foot, scooting it several inches across the peeling tiles. “A day to recover isn’t enough time. Her body can’t adjust that quickly.”

“Then do a better job of healing her. It’s why you’re here,” the king said. “Do you think I like this, Grace? Any of this? But we have no choice.”

“He’s right. My father grows impatient.”

Startled at the unexpected interruption, Abby’s eyes widened when she recognized the newcomer. “Derek?”

“Hello, Abby.” The policeman swaggered in. “Surprised to see me?”

“He’s not your father or your grandfather,” Mason replied flippantly. “Not your great-grandfather either. Can you even count how many generations you’re removed from each other?”

“I don’t understand.” Abby hugged her arms, suddenly freezing. “Why are you here? Is Penny okay?”

“Jealous?” Derek grinned, the boyish smile she once found attractive now ugly and cruel.

“That’s how you knew I’d be at the restaurant,” she whispered, the pieces sliding into place. “You used my friend to get to me.”

“Of course. Why else would I date her?” He came closer, too close. “When someone infinitely more attractive and suitable was nearby?”

“And the attack on the queen at La Bella?”

“Let’s just say we’ve been keeping tabs on you for a while,” he said, fingers curling near her temple before trailing down her cheek with deliberate slowness. “And when the perfect opportunity presented itself for us to meet…”

Abby stood her ground. “You took it.”

“But Queen Rose ruined the plan by moving you to the island,” Sinclair said. “And kept you there.”

Derek brushed the dark circles beneath her eyes in mock tenderness. “We didn’t think you’d use your magic under any circumstances.”

“You thought wrong.” She held immobile as his hand dropped to her neck, callously grazing the unmarred skin on her shoulder.

“And then Walker complicated things even more by Marking her, didn’t he?” Mason added snidely.

“The commander was tenacious when it came to Abby’s security, I’ll give him that,” he said tightly. “But he lost you and won’t be getting you back.” He lightly grasped the hilt of a dagger he wore at his waist. “Ever.”

“I see you brought your new toy with you.” Mason indicated the knife with a negligent wave and tsked. “Afraid Walker hasn’t given up on his female or don’t you trust us? Which is it, Cull?”

Derek’s focus left Abby and turned to the redheaded vampire. He pulled the double-edged weapon free from its burl wood scabbard, the sheath’s swirling grains varnished to an otherworldly shine. The metal blade was a glossy black, the handle a discolored ivory of fossilized bone, streaked with shades of amber and brown. The dagger reeked of magic, ancient and oily and…wrong.

Its tainted power oozed into Abby’s pores, layering her skin with an invisible filth and coating her tongue with foul bitterness. The back of her hand flew to her mouth, her stomach churning at the sour taste.

“Neither. My father values me greatly,” he said, seemingly immune to the putrid magic, and stressing a meaningful familial connection Abby didn’t grasp. “This token just proves it.” He strolled to Mason, brandishing the point near the center of the vampire’s chest.

“If you want to keep your gift, I’d suggest putting it away.” Sinclair’s shoulders flexed subtly. Beside him, Grace clutched at his arm, terror marring her pretty features.

What power did the dagger hold to warrant the witch’s fear for an almost indestructible Dádhe male? And why did Abby appear to be the only one physically affected by the corruption spiraling around them?

Derek didn’t take the king’s advice. “One good slice would be all it took, O’Donnell.”

“You think there’s a chance in hell you’d be fast enough to make me bleed?” The vampire leaned his breastbone into the blackened tip, outwardly unconcerned. “You got the stones to try?”

“Maybe we should find out.” He dragged the knife over the rumpled tee until it rested over Mason’s heart.

Grace gasped and moved to intervene.

Sinclair held her back. “I won’t ask again.” His warning was filled with menace, patience clearly at an end.

Derek smiled smugly at the stone-faced thlán but sheathed the blade.

The nasty taste in Abby’s mouth disappeared with its concealment. The greasy film on her flesh vanished.

“What are you doing here, Cull?” the king asked, gesturing for Mason to take his spot beside the healer. Abby’s pride and her daddy’s inherited stubborn streak kept her rooted in place as Derek and Sinclair moved to within a yard of her bare feet.

“I’m here for a progress report on the reopening of the gate. My lord grows impatient for results.”

“I have no idea how to make that happen.” Abby had the childish urge to stomp her foot. “Nothing has changed. The Rip is the same as when I was fifteen.” Frustration leaked through the crumbling facade of dignity she resolved to maintain since her capture. She was just so sick and tired.

Tired of hurting.

Sick of missing Samuel.

Derek scowled and grabbed her bound hair, yanking on the thick plait, forcing her head back. She held in a yelp as her neck arched uncomfortably, loathe to give him the satisfaction of knowing how much it hurt.

“But you’re going to keep trying.” He bent down, mouth near her lips. “Until it does change or I tell you to stop.”

“I recommend you release the halfblood,” Sinclair said.

“Remember who I am,” Derek hissed. “And whom Abby belongs to.” His enmity was unmistakable.

“I don’t give a damn who you think you are, boy. The Na’fhuil is under my care. Her welfare is my responsibility, and I don’t recall giving you permission to touch her.” Scarlet replaced the bluish-gray of his eyes. “And it’s you who need to remember who I am.”

Sharp incisors arced over the king’s bottom lip. The pointed tips depressed the skin and drew blood. His power surged, flooding the room with the smell of tilled soil and fresh river water. The immense energy rolling off Sinclair hammered into her flesh. Abby’s knees shook. She locked them, gritting her teeth.

“Just break his fingers already, and be done with it.” Grace panted, gasping for air along with the other occupants in the room. “I won’t add manhandling to our list of crimes against her.”

Cull suddenly winced, and Abby was promptly set free. The MPD officer stepped away, vigorously shaking his hand and cursing a blue streak.

She waited for the pressure of Sinclair’s magic to dissipate. For his eyes to return to a smoky blue and his fangs to vanish.

For her breathing to normalize enough to ask, “Is Derek a Jumper?” How did she miss it?

“Hardly,” Mason spit out, the powerful Dádhe no less impervious than the rest of them to his House patriarch’s outpouring of power. “He’s a carrier and basically human.”

Derek’s gray-tinged face flushed. “I bear the royal blood of a Sídhe. With the right mate, my children will inherit the active Na’fhuil gene and a promised kingdom. I’ll get my legacy and reward soon enough,” he said, his bright blue eyes roving Abby’s body with an intensity that made her skin crawl. Then he readdressed the king with a disparaging grin. “As will you, milord.”

“Not all of us are doing this out of greed or a thirst for power,” Sinclair said.

Funny thing was, Abby believed him.

She had gotten the impression that the king and Mason regarded themselves on the right side of an inescapable conflict between the species. Sinclair appeared convinced he had no choice but to take a stand against what he considered the increasing oppression of his people. She couldn’t imagine what the Athair leader had promised in return for opening the doorway to Faery, but it had to be something substantial if Sinclair thought the magical community had a chance at winning a war against the American government.

“Not all of us are here by choice either,” Grace snapped, removing an elastic band from her wrist and pulling her long black locks into a ponytail. “Are you planning on sticking around for the show this time? Or don’t you have the stomach for it tonight, my king?”

The muscles in Sinclair’s bristled jaw bulged, but he nodded once and said between clenched teeth, “Be ready, witch.”

Threading his fingers through his dark blond hair, the king exhaled and asked Mason to fetch a bottle of water. He turned to Abby with a shadow of regret lurking in the depths of his eyes. Sliding his hand beneath her braid, he gently grasped her nape and walked her to a point about fifteen feet from the aluminum seat. “Knock over the chair and stay in the Rip as long as possible.” The deceptively simple instructions were spoken softly, his rich bass oddly soothing.

“Are you insane? It’s too far,” Grace protested instantly. “She won’t be able to stay inside long enough to get to the damn chair.”

“She will if she wants to keep that Jumper of hers safe.”

Abby sucked in a breath. He knew about her brother?

Derek walked to the other side of the room and leaned his shoulder on a concrete column.

“You’re such an asshole,” Grace muttered, but no one refuted his threat.

Mason uncapped the bottle of water and offered it to Abby.

She shook her head, fearing she might beg for a reprieve if she opened her mouth.

“Take a few swallows, Bell. It’ll be easier if you have something in your stomach to throw up,” the king said not unkindly, lightly massaging the tense muscles at the base of her neck.

Abby’s hand barely shook at all as she accepted the water and drank.


Chapter 26


Samuel was on his stomach, elbows digging into the flat roof of the vacant hotel, the pitted cement still warm though the sun had set over two hours ago. He scanned the exterior of the shorter building next door with infrared binoculars, the thermal heat signatures outside the front and rear entrances manifesting orange on a blue-violet background.

He heard the lone car before it rounded the corner, the few unbroken streetlamps dimly illuminating the ancient Mustang’s passage. Music thumped through the open windows, the driver blowing through the sagging, red stoplight and disappearing from view.

The recent recession had hit hardest in this part of the city. Small business owners couldn’t keep their heads above water with the economic downturn and either closed shop or relocated to more fertile environments. The exodus had a domino effect, transforming the neighborhood into a virtual ghost town over the past decade with only the stray bar, liquor store, pawn shop, and low-income housing units surviving the financial collapse.

Ethan Hall, battle witch and cage dancer at Chess, used his forearms to slither on his belly to Samuel’s left side. Tucker was on his right.

“Four shifters are patrolling the perimeter,” Ethan said. “Not counting Sinclair and O’Donnell, there are six vamps guarding the interior.” He readjusted his bulletproof vest. “Damn, I hate this thing.”

Ethan complained bitterly at wearing the additional protective layer. It was bulky, and the extra insulation acted like a mini furnace when it was already as hot as Hades outside. But Buck wouldn’t be swayed. The Anwyll weren’t nearly as impervious to a stray gunshot as their fellow Fae Touched without a magical shield in place.

Ethan lifted a few inches and pulled at the Velcro binding around his trim waistline. The ripping sound carried, and he froze. “Shit, sorry.” He pushed the band silently back into place and tugged his cap low over his dark hair. The heavily lined hat hid the activated rune on his scalp that allowed him to see at night as well as any Dádhe. “Sinclair’s healer is inside along with an unidentified civilian male, approximately five-foot-ten. He entered the structure wearing jeans and a sleeveless hoodie that covered most of his face.”

Tucker grunted in obvious displeasure, the beta disliking the addition of an unknown player this late in the game.

“There was something familiar about the human,” Noah said. Samuel heard his nephew’s irritation through the comm. “I feel as though I’ve seen him somewhere before.”

“It’s odd Sinclair would trust an Untouched with the halfblood when he’s only permitting his blood-bound vampires and the witch inside the building.” Myles was street level, three stories below Samuel’s location.

“Should we abort until we find out who this guy is?” Buck asked.

Throughout the exchange, Samuel’s canines dropped unbidden at the reminder of the Anwyll and why Sinclair required her presence. The elongated teeth distorted his speech, so he kept it short and tried not to growl at the suggestion. “Negative. Noah?”

“In position.”

“Jones?”

“Ready.”

Ezekiel Jones, Buck’s WSC friend, was parked in a van two structures over. He had joined their small group when they crossed the border into his territory. The Lubbock Alpha had come through with flying colors, supplying invaluable intel on the current Touched politics of the area and a temporary home base.

After three frustrating days of searching what felt like all of North Texas, Samuel finally caught more than a vague trail to follow, the mating link piloting him to the outskirts of a midsize city near Dallas. A county outside of Ezekiel’s domain.

Samuel would never ask a shifter to go against his king or Clan príoh, but Jones insisted on helping with the rescue attempt. Although he wouldn’t engage clanmates, the Alpha volunteered to be their driver, promising to get them safely out of the territory after Abby’s retrieval.

Another twenty-four hours were spent on the reconnaissance of the defunct department store where they held his mate. The only way Samuel could function without going off half-cocked was to keep his connection with Abby on lockdown.

But he was done waiting. “We go in three…two…one.”

A soft crack filtered through his military-grade headset.

“One down,” Myles perfunctorily informed them.

Breaking the neck of a shifter or vampire wouldn’t kill them, but it’d take them out of the equation in a hurry. Samuel was getting Abby back tonight and hoped to accomplish it without spilling an excessive amount of blood or igniting an interregional war. Unless it was Sinclair’s blood, then all bets were off, and he didn’t give a shit if killing the bastard started World War III.

Ethan sprang from his prone position and moved in a semi-crouch several feet away from the ledge. Mumbling an incantation under his breath, he took a running start and leaped to the adjacent building.

Samuel remained in place, making no move to follow the witch. Tucker nodded his understanding and cleared the thirty-foot span from a standstill, landing next to Ethan with a soft crunch of gravel.

“Two down,” the prince said over the sound of a body hitting the ground. A pause. Another crack. A thump. “Three.”

“Exterior clear. Going in hot.” He heard Buck distantly, the team obeying his orders to use bullets instead of the customary but deadlier blades.

Samuel pushed to his feet and braced, opening the bond with Abby.

Her agony rammed into his brain, stabbing at the base of his skull like pistons in an overheated engine. Everything else went silent as the blood rushed in his ears, her pain threatening to bring him to his knees.

Samuel bellowed in rage and vaulted across the yawning gap. His claws gouged into the rough surface as he touched down hard. Ignoring Tucker’s shout to wait, he bounded to the rooftop hatch, ripped the metal door from its hinges, and dropped to the floor below.

Stealth was a tricky thing with the heightened senses of the Fae Touched. But he no longer cared about the element of surprise. His only concern was getting to his suffering mate.

Two vampires rushed him, their swords drawn.

Samuel ducked underneath the swing of the first katana aimed at his throat. Pivoting behind his attacker, he grabbed the Dádhe’s chin with one hand and a chunk of his hair with the other. He snapped the Guard’s neck in a classic hangman’s fracture and turned to meet his next opponent.

The vampire was already down.

Tucker stood over the second of Sinclair’s warriors with his tulwar still in its sheath and a small caliber pistol in his hand. A clean hole pierced the middle of the vampire’s forehead.

Ethan torpedoed through the roof’s torn opening, tattoos ablaze, figure semi-blurred by a body shielding spell. His combat boots thunked a mere fraction of an inch away from the lifeless-looking vamp’s head.

“Damn,” he said. “That could have been messy.”

The ratta-tat-tat of gunfire and an unfamiliar woman’s scream signaled Noah and Buck had breached the interior.

Ethan took off running toward the din of battle.

Samuel surpassed him easily, storming the hallway with Tucker tight on his left flank. The bond spiked rhythmically the closer he got to Abby, weakly tugging him to her like a puppet on a threadbare string. He ran faster.

His beta surged ahead at the last second, entering the main room first. He held a Glock in each fist, big body positioned in front of his príoh. Ethan came in low, one hand holding a Beretta M9, the other outstretched with electricity dancing on his fingertips. His shield deactivated.

Myles and Sinclair were in the middle of the ensuing chaos, engaged in ruthless hand-to-hand combat, raining blows on each other at hyper speed. Fists, elbows, and knees connected with smacking thuds, the males absorbing the lethal hits in unnatural silence.

Noah was on one knee near the elevators, partially protected by a cement column. He was firing calmly and methodically at the Guards who were trying to get to their king. There was no sign of Buck.

“Mason, get her out of here,” Sinclair ordered, eyes never leaving his opponent. “Now.”

Samuel tore past his beta through the battle zone. No one was taking Abby anywhere.

Ethan swore, the Anwyll’s lightning whizzing past Samuel’s shoulder and slamming into the warrior firing a semiautomatic in their direction. Samuel barely felt the bullet that grazed his bicep as he wasted several seconds disposing of a Dádhe who tackled him from the side. Snarling at the delay, he dug his claws into the vamp’s belly and then slashed out, his hand now covered in gore.

“I’m not leaving—” O’Donnell didn’t get a chance to finish his protest.

“I’ll be right behind you,” Sinclair yelled. “This shouldn’t take long.”

Ignoring the king’s boast, Samuel broke the gutted Guard’s neck and tossed him aside.

The redheaded thlán scowled his displeasure at the order but bent to the females at his feet. He picked the angry, dark-haired one off the floor and threw her over his shoulder.

“Wait, wait,” she cried. The healing runes glowing above her heart sputtered and died as she fought. “Put me down. I’m not done yet.”

Securing the shrieking Anwyll with an arm around her thighs, O’Donnell ran to the nearest exit and away from Samuel’s incoming charge. His nephew kept his rifle on point but didn’t shoot at the fleeing pair. The lithe vampire leapfrogged a WSC felled warrior and pounded down the stairwell with the witch screeching at the top of her lungs.

Samuel’s focus narrowed to a pinpoint, every fiber of his being homing in on the frail female left alone in the center of the room. She was on her hands and knees, arms and legs shaking violently. Her white-blond head was bowed, and she was gasping for every breath.

Abby.

She turned at his approach. Otherworldly eyes the color of a cloudy morning sky and filled with pain met his wolf’s yellow. Bloody tears streaked her gaunt cheeks. Her bottom lip was caught between her teeth, stifling her sobs.

She was thin. Too goddamn thin!

Samuel’s human form shimmered, fur rolling over his forearms and upper back. Closing the remaining distance with a bestial roar, he slid the last few feet on his knees, remembering at the last second that she couldn’t be touched after coming out of the Rip.

Howling in frustration and fury, he dug his claws into the cheap tile near her shaking limbs, fighting the overwhelming need to hold her close. The only thing stopping him was the knowledge that the contact would hurt her.

“Fuck, baby,” he said, gutted. “Lie down. Goddammit, stay still.”

“I missed you, too.” A tremulous lift of her lips almost broke him.

“What have they done to you?”

“Like the new hair?” Bending her elbows, she lowered herself awkwardly to her side with a grunt. “L’Oréal.” Her chest heaved with effort. “Pixie blond.”

“Yeah.” He swallowed hard. “I like it.”

Samuel divested himself of his gun harness and sword belt, afraid the gear might accidentally brush her skin. He let it clatter to the floor before placing his palms flat on either side of her torso, hovering above her curled body.

In his periphery, he noted the battle was over. Sinclair was gone, his warriors incapacitated. Noah was moving quickly in the direction of the stairs and the sound of Buck’s M4 discharging on the level below. Tucker spoke into his shoulder mic, calling for Jones to meet them out front. Ethan followed Noah, orange fire replacing electricity in his hand. Myles raced into the hallway, probably chasing after the king.

Samuel didn’t care about anyone or anything except the female beneath him.

Abby looked up, luminescent eyes circled with bruises and pinched with pain turning soft as they landed on his face. She swept the hair from his forehead, then tenderly cupped his jaw, thumb lightly rubbing his bristled chin.

She was pale and too damn skinny—but the loveliest thing he’d ever seen.

“You forgot to eat again,” he said, pushing the words through a clogged throat, dropping his lips beside her temple, allowing only his breath to caress her.

“It’s a good thing you’re here to nag me then,” she murmured.

He felt the bond throbbing to life, his wolf finding solace in having her near again. The clamoring emotions of his Clan quieted.

“Alphas don’t nag, we encourage.” His nose dipped to within a breath of the pulsing vein at her throat. He longed to stroke the rapid drumming, tempted beyond all measure to reaffirm life with his fingertips. His nostrils twitched. The desire to drink in her wildflower scent stalled by the knowledge he would be helpless to stop the sourness of pain tainting her sweetness. “Vigorously.”

She sighed, her fingers slipping along his jawline to tangle in the hair at his nape. “Thank you for coming for me.”

God, she was killing him.

“I’ll always come for you.” Didn’t she know that? “Always.”

Unable to resist a second longer, he inhaled.

Fear.

The stagnant scent spiked in warning, and he rolled away, placing himself in a defensive crouch in front of his weakened mate.

But he was too late. A current of magical energy similar to static electricity cascaded over his body. His skin prickled. The air in front of him distorted, and his vision blurred.


Chapter 27


“If you find a love that’s real—hold on tight and never let go.”

Bridget MacCarthy

The sweet familiarity of having Samuel’s nose stuck in her neck brought fresh tears to Abby’s eyes. His broad body all but covered hers while meticulously avoiding skin-on-skin contact.

He came for her.

Lightly brushing Samuel’s nape, she tangled her fingers in his hair, pulling gently and releasing rhythmically while sharp pinpricks stabbed the tips. She didn’t care one iota, needing to touch him more than she feared the painful repercussions.

Given a second chance with her stubborn Ferwyn, Abby refused to waste it. Telling Samuel she loved him in the middle of an abandoned building following a bloody battle wasn’t exactly ideal. And saying it for the first time while looking like something the cat dragged in, wasn’t a girl’s dream scenario. But she needed to let him know how much he meant to her. How much he would always mean to her.

A flash of movement from the far side of the room grabbed her attention before she could get the words out. She stilled, and the corded muscles of Samuel’s neck tensed beneath her hand.

Derek stepped from behind a bullet-riddled pillar, his face contorted in rage. The magically tainted knife was poised above his head, fingers pinching the sides of the blackened blade. The macabre handle was aimed at Samuel’s back.

The commander lifted his head, dislodging her fingers.

Derek threw the dagger.

Abby didn’t hesitate. Didn’t think about the agony to come, knowing from Grace’s reaction earlier that if it met its mark and drew blood, Samuel would die.

The nauseating smell of lilacs nearly choked her.

Spears of ice cut into her flesh without mercy, the Rip’s immense power dragging her into the cold abyss. It took precious seconds for her sight to return and her brain to function through the blinding pain. The frozen image she faced caused despair to instantly grab ahold of her heart, crushing her more thoroughly than the Rip’s boundless pressure.

Samuel was on his haunches, stationed protectively between her and Derek. The substantial breadth of his torso angled perpendicular to hers. He had moved swiftly, but not swiftly enough, the sharp tip of the ancient blade halted an inch from his chest. His hand was in the process of either slapping the dagger away or capturing it in a clawed fist.

Samuel was fast. He was the príoh of an influential territory, a powerful male Ferwyn in his prime, a dominant Alpha, and an experienced warrior. But even if he somehow prevented the knife from sinking into his flesh, there was a chance he’d be cut in the process.

Determination fortified her spine. No way was she taking that chance.

Shoving aside the mind-numbing agony, Abby began the torturous journey to her knees. Standing would be an impossibility, so she didn’t even try.

The simple task of getting onto all fours was miserably slow, her body forcing its way up through an atmosphere as thick as quicksand.

Raising her hand through the freezing mud-like substance tested her will. Punching it through the bitter cold to grip the knife almost broke her.

The Rip fought her every step of the way, prolonging her torment until she felt her lungs shrinking beneath her ribcage. She needed to breathe—so badly.

But she couldn’t fail. Not again. Not with Samuel’s life at stake.

Clenching her teeth, she pushed.

Her heart rate dropped to almost nothing, her chest cavity filling with blood and fluid. She pushed again. Pressed forward until she finally grasped the dagger’s bone handle.

Muted colors seeped into the grayness of the Rip, mellow greens and hazy blues appearing on the very edges of Abby’s rapidly narrowing vision. Tall trees superimposed the walls at the fringes of the room, their bark turning from pewter to brown, their branches breaching the ceiling and stretching higher than she could see.

The blade in her hand changed from dull ash to shiny black, its hilt to spotted ivory. Vile magic soaked into her palms, filled her throat with bile, and lanced her barely beating heart.

Abby ignored everything and pushed.

Her eardrums ruptured, and her shoulder joint popped, but the knife’s point dipped away from Samuel and toward the floor. A floor that was eerily shifting from dirty gray linoleum to the olives and umbers of a lush forest.

Using her final ounce of strength and will, she turned to the male she loved, knowing she had driven her body too far this time.

Samuel’s canines were down, his skin ashen, blond hair a washed-out gray. But his irises gleamed yellow, lighting the fragmenting shadows of the changing Rip, the bright metallic color infusing Abby with a strange sense of peace amid the excruciating pain.

She’d done it. Samuel was safe.

A bittersweet smile parted her lips, and the last of her air escaped.


Chapter 28


Abby appeared out of thin air, face down, right arm dangling like a sparrow with a broken wing. Samuel caught her on reflex before she hit the floor, the dagger plummeting harmlessly to his feet. Its wielder nowhere in sight.

He turned Abby over with careful hands, terror robbing him of the ability to retract his claws. Arranging her limp arm gently across her waist, he tucked her side against his stomach, stabilizing the limb while scanning for additional injuries.

Blood seeped out of her nose, her eyes, her ears.

He gently removed the bloody leakage above her lips with a bent knuckle. Fury, helplessness, and fear all warred inside his mind for supremacy, making it difficult to think.

Sinclair was a dead man walking; he just didn’t know it yet.

Abby’s eyes fluttered open, then closed again.

“Look at me.” Samuel infused his voice with compulsion, utilizing the crippled mating bond to add to its force. “Right now, Abby. Do it.”

“Bossy…Alpha,” she rasped, lids lifting slowly.

“Keep them open.”

“Can’t.”

“You can, and you will.” He rearranged her slight weight, attempting to keep the dislocated shoulder from jarring while he prepared to set her down. Releasing her was the last thing he wanted to do, but knowing his hold was inadvertently hurting her left him no choice.

“Don’t,” she said, tensing, “Don’t let go.” She weakly grasped his shirt. “Please.”

“I won’t,” he said, relenting. Lowering himself to his knees, he cradled her like a newborn pup. “Tell me why.”

Why had she gone back inside the Rip?

“Had to. I think the knife is cursed.” She coughed, fresh crimson dribbling from the corner of her mouth. “Couldn’t let it touch you.”

He swept the blood on her chin away with another light rub of his thumb, scarcely sparing the dagger a glance. His clanmates sensed their Alpha’s anguish and rushed to his side.

“Tucker,” he said, his whole world centered on the female in his arms.

“I got it.” Tucker carefully collected the deadly knife by its handle, and Abby went boneless the moment it slid into an empty sheath on his lieutenant’s belt.

“Noah, give me the fentanyl,” he ordered through ever-thickening canines.

Noah handed him the auto-injector, and Samuel emptied the painkiller into her thigh.

She gasped, spine arching in obvious agony.

His claws lengthened further, gums burning anew. Fur erupted on his hands, and Samuel was helpless to stop it, his failure to protect his mate making it impossible to control his wolf.

Abby shuddered, expelling a long sigh. Her breath smelled of copper and iron. Long seconds passed as he waited for her chest to rise. To take that next precious inhale. It didn’t.

“No.” Samuel leaned in until his nose touched hers. “Breathe for me, baby. Dammit, breathe.” He clamped his lips on hers and blew, pushing air into Abby’s lungs.

The prince barreled into the room, and then skid to a stop.

Abby’s ribcage expanded feebly.

“That’s it,” Samuel encouraged, relief surging through his veins. “Breathe.”

Her lids quivered, and her eyes opened. “Samuel?”

“Shhhh…” He pressed her cheek to his heart, her slack arm trapped between their bodies. “Don’t try to talk. Just rest now.”

“But I need to tell you.”

Samuel cupped the crown of her head; the stark disparity between his tanned fingers and bloodstained claws coiling around her lily-white hair was brutally grim.

“What?” he asked, dipping to skim his lips over her temple. Her cheek.

“I love you.” The words were said on a breath as soft as feather down.

Samuel drew back far enough to see Abby’s face; the eyes he loved, no matter what color, brimming with emotion. A brief smile touched her lips, and then her lids flickered closed. Her heart stuttered, its stalwart tempo faltering in paltry beats.

His brave, beautiful mate was dying.

Samuel clutched Abby close, threw back his head, and howled. His rage and pain emanated through the pack bond, his unfettered emotions bringing Noah and Buck to all fours, forcing a conversion.

“Mr. Hall, can you heal?” Myles asked calmly.

Too damn calmly.

Samuel could barely hear Abby’s feeble heartbeat. He tried to regain a measure of control, but his grief was too great, and he couldn’t block it from his clanmates.

Tucker swayed where he stood, clawed fists clenched at his sides, legs spread wide as though buffeted by a storm. Ethan grabbed ahold of his elbow to keep the lieutenant upright.

As Tucker continued to fight the change, the battle witch shook his head. “I only have the basic, first aid rune. I’m sorry.”

Noah and Buck whined, the wolves trotting in erratic, fast-paced circles near Samuel and Abby.

“Claim her.” Tucker stumbled from Ethan and plopped next to Samuel, landing heavily on his tailbone. He covered his head with gray pelt-covered hands. “Final Mark ties…”

“Her life to yours,” Myles finished for the struggling Ferwyn. “Excellent idea. It could work if you do it quickly. The halfblood doesn’t have much time left.”

A traditional claiming was a private affair, the ceremony binding two souls intensely personal. It usually involved sex, the third bite coming at the apex of a physical joining. Sinclair robbed them of that cherished moment, and Samuel swore the vampire king would answer for its loss.

He moved Abby away from his chest, her spine bowing as he lowered her with a palm between her shoulder blades. Her head fell back, and the newly whitened tip of her braid brushed the floor. Samuel bent to touch his mouth to the hollow of her throat, then slid his lips to her breastbone.

“Don’t leave me,” he begged, his heart squeezing painfully.

Abby’s lashes fanned bruised skin, her bloodless lips parting, fighting for the next breath.

Samuel sensed the intensity of Myles’ scrutiny.

“Turn away,” he snarled at the prince.

He didn’t give a shit who witnessed the claiming if it saved her life—but Abby would. Most of her chest would be bared to leave his Mark, and his shy female would be mortified by the exposure. Samuel couldn’t give her much under these fucked up circumstances, but at least he could ensure her modesty remained intact.

The vampire lifted a dark brow and turned around.

Tucker had already spun away, his face buried in his folded arms. Noah and Buck remained in wolf form, muzzles tucked near the beta’s feet. Ethan walked to the far side of the room, leaned his shoulder on a pillar and gave them his back.

It was the best Samuel could do.

“Abigail Colleen,” he said solemnly, tenderly brushing a bloodstained lock away from her cheek. “I will love and protect you always.” He traced the length of her curved throat, pausing over the shallowly beating pulse before carefully wedging a clawed finger under the strap of her sports bra. “I will guard your heart and those who are dear to it.” He sliced the stretchy fabric, peeling the torn material down and uncovering her left breast. “My Clan is your Clan, my pack, your pack.” His mouth hovered above her heart, breath whispering against her skin, “I freely seal my soul to yours and claim you as my own.”

Samuel opened his jaw wide and bit the inside swell of Abby’s breast. His upper canines pierced the flesh at the crest, bottom teeth thrusting into the softly curved underside. She jolted in his embrace, and he buried his fangs deeper.

The taste of her blood exploded on his tongue, and he drank. The smell of wildflowers and rain curled in his nostrils, and his lungs flooded with her scent. The mating bond dilated, the link vibrating between them akin to a tuning fork seeking the right pitch—the right tone. His heart rate soared, teeth and gums throbbing as more of Abby’s essence trickled down his throat.

The magic reverberated through his bloodstream, its power building to a crescendo inside his skull, latching onto his soul. The link tugged, stretching his spirit like warm taffy, enlarging it to encase Abby underneath its protective shell.

A claiming didn’t tear a Ferwyn male’s soul in half. It amplified it, expanding to shield its mate’s, fastening the two wholes together as tightly as sinew to bone.

The connection solidified, hard as diamonds and just as unbreakable. The pressure in Samuel’s head receded, and the terrible ache in his chest eased. His pulse slowed, heartbeat syncing with his Ca’anam in perfect harmony.

He removed his fangs and licked the wounds clean, healing them instantly. His bite had encompassed most of her small breast, stamping opposing sickle-shaped stains on her satin skin. The brand was large, the color of a fresh, ugly bruise, and wondrously permanent.

“Samuel?” Abby sounded tired and weak but her heart beat strongly, its rhythm steadfast and sure. “Did I miss something?”

“Nothing worth mentioning,” he lied smoothly, but couldn’t hide his broad grin. He pulled his tee off and maneuvered her into it. The black cotton concealed her from chin to knee.

The bond was completely open, emotions flowing unchecked and unguarded, dousing him in a multitude of sensations. All of them good. He kissed her softly, clawless fingers on the pulse at her throat.

She kissed him back, and his happiness spilled over the mating bond, coursing down the pack link in a deluge. Noah and Buck regained their human forms, faces beaming. Ethan sped over and clapped a recovered Tucker on the back.

“Nothing exciting, huh?” Abby repeated when their mouths finally broke apart, taking in the bloodied vampire bodies strewn across the floor.

“We’ll discuss it after you’ve seen a healer for that shoulder.” Samuel’s arm slipped under her knees, sweeping her up. He stood carefully, mindful of her injuries. The claiming had saved Abby’s life, but she still needed her dislocated joint reset along with time to heal from the numerous Walks in the Rip.

“Pfft…I’m fine.” Her good hand was absently petting his bare skin. “It hardly hurts at all.”

Samuel grunted but didn’t argue. She was going to the healer. End of discussion.

“I’m just tired.”

“You can rest on the way.”

“Stubborn Ferwyn,” she said on a warm exhale, her cheek on his naked chest. “Can’t we go home now?”

It was the first time Abby had referred to the island as home.

“Soon, darlin’,” he managed to say after swallowing hard. Boosting her higher in his arms, he rubbed his chin over her hair, reabsorbing his mate’s scent into his pores. “I’ll take you home soon.”

Samuel was already there.


Chapter 29


The fine hairs on Daimhín’s arms raised in warning, the unanticipated precursor of incoming magic making him frown ferociously. He didn’t like surprises.

Activating the locking ward on the outer doors, he allowed his human glamour to fade, exulting in the return of his true form. He shook his head, and the long fall of his platinum hair swished pleasingly against the small of his back. The pinna of his ears extended to fine points while his neck elongated gracefully. He sat straighter behind his desk as his torso and legs lengthened, waist thinning to willowy proportions, shoulders broadening; his expensive suit adjusting to the change as though made of quicksilver. The skin on his face smoothed into an ageless visage, his cheekbones sharpening and irises lightening to an almost colorless silver hue. His pureblood Sídhe features were that of the ethereal beings mistaken throughout Earth’s history as gods and angels.

The pressure in the room shifted. An alteration so subtle only the eldest of the Fae nobles would take note. The slight fluctuation identified the type of power being utilized, infuriating Daimhín further as he recognized its finite source.

The popping of displaced air was quickly accompanied by a thud and the ominous sounds of gagging.

“Vomit on my Persian rug and you’ll be licking it clean with your tongue,” he promised the man who landed on hands and knees in the center of his office. A dull gray rock the size of a chicken egg disintegrated as it rolled across the floor. It had once been dark red, soaked in his magical essence.

The visually stimulating threat broke the last of the human’s precarious control, and he lurched toward the bathroom, barely making it to the toilet before spewing the contents of his stomach. The sickening odors and mumbled apologies between bouts of loud retching brought Daimhín’s already stretched patience to an end.

“If you’re done puking your guts out, tell me why you wasted a travel stone to visit uninvited?”

The faucet squeaked on, and he heard running water, slurping, and spitting before his unexpected guest replied unsteadily, “I had no other choice, milord. They would’ve killed me if I’d stayed.”

“Stayed where?” he asked sharply.

“Texas.” Derek stumbled into the main room, his complexion waxen. “I wanted to check on Abby’s progress.”

“I gave no such orders,” he replied, voice low and sinister. “Sinclair keeps me well informed.”

“I know, but I didn’t think—”

“You never do. How even a drop of my blood runs in your veins is a mystery of epic proportions.”

Daimhín had been tracing the rare Na’fhuil lines for generations, waiting for halfbloods with the mutated gene to be born. But the overwhelming majority were virtually worthless carriers like Derek, useful for little more than breeding roulette. Of course, the first Rip Walker produced in a thousand years would be from that bitch Niamh’s line, while his stock spawned a meager two Jumpers in the past four hundred years.

Derek’s position with the MPD was convenient for keeping an eye on local island politics and for monitoring Abby while in Memphis, but he certainly never planned to pair the uniquely gifted female with his magically impotent progeny. He had a Jumper in mind for the role when the time came.

If Derek had a brain in his head, he would question why they hadn’t bred the halfblood years ago and then ask why Daimhín would ever mate the only Walker to a biological dud.

“It doesn’t matter now,” he said in a strangled voice. “She’s gone.”

Daimhín rose slowly from his chair, reigning in his fury. “Príoh Walker?”

Derek nodded. “If the king’s hybrid succeeded in capturing Abby sooner, she wouldn’t have acquired the second Mark that enabled the wolf to track her to Sinclair’s warehouse. You promised Abby to me, and now she’s with him again.” His voice gained reckless volume in his anger. “We have to retrieve her quickly. What if they are truemates and the Ferwyn impregnates her?”

“If she whelps a pup, we’ll kill it.”

“You vowed I’d be transitioned to Dádhe in my prime.” He sniveled, wiping his still-watering eyes and wet mouth with the back of his hand. “She has to bear my heirs before I’m made infertile.”

“She will,” Daimhín lied easily. The inability of his race to tell a falsehood was another untruth the Fae intentionally cultivated from the moment they entered Earth’s realm. “But first she has a more important duty to perform.”

It had been laughably easy to manipulate the unwitting director into allowing Abby to remain free. And it was absolutely necessary. The facility took too many chances with their Na’fhuil operatives. The deadly hazards began to outweigh the advantage of growing the halfblood’s power through repeated usage, daily training, and age. It also conveniently separated her from her brother.

Daimhín’s plan for the female to mature safely and ignorantly underneath his thumb had gone perfectly. Until Abby’s unexpected presence during the attack on a momentarily vulnerable Rose ruined everything. He lost the oldest and most skilled member of his bastardized House that night along with temporary control of an irreplaceable asset. In hindsight, a more expendable Ferwyn outcast should have been sent to do the job. Or maybe a witch would have been better suited to the task? Though getting an Anwyll prima donna to jeopardize their anonymity was like pulling pixie teeth.

And yet, he still might have taken the chance on a preemptive strike against a queen who would fight his ultimate vision. The odds of an emotionally scarred Abby revealing her existence had been infinitesimal. He underestimated the petite halfblood. It wouldn’t happen again. “And Sinclair?”

“He ran from Prince Myles before I transported. Why you put so much trust in that arrogant vampire—”

“Am I correct in assuming your cover has been, how do they say, blown?”

Derek’s faced paled, sweat forming on his upper lip. “Yes, but I can still be of service. As a cop I can help the Athair behind the scenes and—”

“Silence,” he ordered the insignificant whiner, stalking forward. He halted when close enough to sense the absence of the ancient relic’s magic. “Where is the dagger?”

Derek fell prostrate. “I’m sorry, milord. I…I was angry. I wanted the commander dead. I threw the knife and Abby…”

“Abby what?” he seethed. Entrusting the human with the priceless artifact had been an impulsive mistake. One he would be correcting shortly.

“She entered the Rip.” He raised his head from the carpet, dared to meet his eyes. “And saved the bastard. That’s when I used the stone.”

Daimhín crouched onto the stiff toes of his shiny leather wingtips in front of the prone man. He used three slender fingers, curling them under Derek’s chin and lifting until the human’s neck stretched unnaturally.

Derek gasped in pain but didn’t dare protest.

“Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you now for disobedience?”

“I saw something,” he said, licking his lips.

Quick as a striking viper, Daimhín seized Derek by the throat and rose, hoisting his weakling progeny until his feet dangled off the floor.

“You saw what?”

“Will you spare my life if I tell you?” He gasped again, face turning purple. He clutched at Daimhín’s wrist to relieve the pressure. “I can still…help. My father is—”

“Rich and powerful. Yes, I know.”

“His influence in the government—”

“Talk and you’ll live another day. What did you see?”

Daimhín lowered him to the ground, granting just enough leeway for Derek to speak. “Something was different when Abby Walked that last time.”

“Explain.” He released the worm, wiping his palm on his pristine suit coat.

“Trees. I think I saw trees,” he said, taking a step back and rubbing his bruised throat.

“Faery?” Daimhín breathed. After centuries of waiting and plotting, could he finally be close to success? Close to his people retaking their rightful place as gods among mortal men? “Are you sure?”

“I think so. It all happened so fast, but I had the impression of a forest before Abby collapsed at the Ferwyn’s feet.”

Daimhín slammed Derek against the nearest wall, palm over his heart, keeping him in place. “Does the halfblood live? If your impulsiveness cost me her life, I will make you wish for death before I am through.”

“I don’t know.” His eyes were wild and filled with fear.

Daimhín pushed against Derek’s torso, and his breastbone cracked. “Does. She. Live?”

“She must.” Tears ran down his face, breaths coming in shallow gulps.

Daimhín fingernails sharpened and dug into Derek’s flesh, drawing blood. “But you don’t know for sure?”

“The wolf wouldn’t let her die!” Derek screamed, fighting in earnest. Shrieking in pain.

Daimhín used his other hand to slowly unbutton his cuff, methodically rolling his sleeve along with his jacket up his forearm while continuing to exert enough force to pin the struggling human.

Once his arm was bare, he spoke a phrase in the Fae language—and then drove metal-like talons into Derek’s chest.

He held his descendant’s heart as it pulsed, kept unnaturally beating by an ancient spell.

“You said I’d live.” Derek gurgled, mouth agape with horror, gaze morbidly fastened on the fingers inside his chest.

“I lied.”

Twisting his wrist, he tore the organ from its warm, wet cavity and let the body drop. Murmuring another complex casting, Daimhín set the empty husk on fire from the inside out, turning it into a small pile of ash within seconds.

He held his arm straight to avoid dripping onto his clothing as he walked into the bathroom, dropped the pulverized pulp in the toilet, and flushed. Carefully washing and drying his hands, he set his sleeve to rights and returned to his desk. Happy to see none of the blood on his favorite designer suit.

The sting of magic engulfed his lithe frame as he reverted to the more cumbersome human facade. Opening the top drawer, he grabbed a bandage and applied it to his index finger before disengaging the sealing ward on the door and calling for his secretary.

She entered his office after a soft knock. “Yes, sir?”

“I’ve had a bit of an accident, Mrs. Burns. I’m afraid I’ve cut myself and need housekeeping to clean the small mess I made on the way to the washroom. If you could take care of that for me, I’d be grateful.”

The diminutive older woman rushed forward, blanching after spotting the trail of blood on the hardwood floor. “Do you need stitches? Should I call the driver to take you to the emergency room?” Her brow furrowed, the toe of her sensible shoes shifting through the gray powdery substance alongside the red splashes.

“That won’t be necessary, it’s nothing,” he said, showing her the clean adhesive strip wrapped around his knuckle. “I’m just a heavy bleeder.” He flashed the killer smile that garnered many of his past human broodmares, displaying perfect white teeth and completely distracting her from Derek’s chalky remains.

“Anything else, sir?” she asked, pushing her thick glasses up the bridge of her nose, flustered by his flirtatious attention.

“Yes, notify my pilot to have the jet ready in…” He glanced at his wristwatch. “One hour. I’m heading to Memphis and want to be in the air by midnight.” He needed to meet with his associate, make sure the halfblood had survived her premature success.

Abby had nearly reopened the pathway to Faery. Daimhín felt it in his bones. But she had pushed herself too far too quickly in her desire to save the príoh and would require a secure place to recuperate. Who better to keep her safe while she regained her magical strength than a Ferwyn mate?

Maybe what Daimhín initially thought was a failure was in actuality a boon. He’d leave the Na’fhuil alone for the foreseeable future, knowing he could collect the female whenever he desired. After all, he did have an ace in the hole on the island.

Daimhín was nothing if not patient. Centuries of expanding his secret army while waiting for a Walker to be born, maneuvering the right people into place like pieces on a chessboard in both the human and Fae Touched worlds, gaining their loyalty with real and false promises—it all required boundless perseverance. A decade anticipating Abby’s majority and the fullness of her powers only to discover she wasn’t ready was disappointing, but not catastrophic. What was another year or so in the grand scheme of his immortality?

“Right away, sir,” his secretary interrupted his musing, already halfway to the exit. “Will there be anything else, Ambassador Faraday?”

“No, Mrs. Burns, that will be all.”


Epilogue


“Being a lady is not about how you look or speak. It’s about choosing to respect yourself and others every day. It’s about outward kindness and inner strength. Grace and compassion. It’s about keeping your heart soft when life gets hard.”

Bridget MacCarthy

“It’s gorgeous.” Johnnie was practically squealing, her high-pitched vocals piercing the otherwise quiet stretch of Greenbelt Park. “Not every Ca’anam gets a ring. Most of our males think the permanent Mark is the symbol of their love.” She rolled her eyes and snorted. “Seriously? How stupid can they be? Why do you think so many of their mates want a human ceremony along with the traditional claiming celebration? What’s a wedding reception but a big fancy party anyway? Might as well combine them. Get the white dress and a big rock in the bargain. Am I right? Or am I right?” Her enthusiastic friend held Abby’s wrist, waving her hand around as if it were an extension of Johnnie’s arm.

“Well…”

“I’m so happy for you,” she said, releasing Abby long enough to hug the life out of her. “Have you chosen a date yet? Can I help plan the wedding? Do you prefer roses or calla lilies?” She snapped her fingers. “Or maybe buttercups? Then we can refer to them as ranunculus. It’s such an awesome word. You like yellow, don’t you?”

“Yes, but no, we haven’t picked a—”

“We will have so much fun!” Johnnie came to her knees on the thick quilt they’d spread over a partially shaded patch of grass. She recaptured Abby’s hand, turning it this way and that, reflecting the rays of the hot summer sun with the diamond on her finger. “Look at it sparkle. Did I mention how gorgeous this is?”

It was breathtaking.

Johnnie chattered happily while Abby followed the glittering, bobbing engagement ring Samuel had given her only hours earlier.

Cool metal sliding over her knuckle and a hot mouth sucking on her neck roused Abby from sleep. Drowsy lids stayed shut as she arched and drove her hands into Samuel’s hair—felt the weight on her finger.

Froze.

Her heart lurched, thudding madly beneath her ribs. She tried not to hyperventilate.

“I love you, Abby. More than anything in this life, or the next.” Lips feathered over her jawline. Her cheek. Mapped her throat. Samuel palmed her bare breast, thumb stroking her nipple. “Marry me, my Ca’anam.”

Abby opened her eyes, even though he’d see they were wet. “I thought I pretty much already did.”

Her mate was braced on one forearm, the full length of his muscular, naked body covering hers, his hips seated between her legs. His gaze was intense, focused on her face, but his lips were curved in a sweet smile.

“You missed our joining.” Then he frowned, forehead creasing. The golden luster in his eyes dimmed. “Let me give you another kind.”

“It’s all right. You don’t have to,” she said, smoothing away his scowl. Then she stopped and stared, spreading her fingers wide.

A round-cut solitaire with tiny white diamonds encrusting the band encircled the ring finger of her left hand. The brilliant stone was at least two carats and canary yellow, the hue so pure and rich it reminded her of Samuel’s eyes. His wolf’s eyes.

“Marry me,” he said again, head lowering to work his teeth at the spot where shoulder met neck, and a recent bite mark showed darkly against her fair skin. “I want you to be mine in every way.”

Abby didn’t need the human piece of paper to prove she belonged to Samuel, but Lord did she want it. Wanted it all. Wanted anything that bound them together more tightly.

Wanted everything her parents had once.

“Okay,” she said on a wisp of air, heart rate rabbiting.

“Okay?” Samuel’s wide grin was infectious as his sword-calloused hand skated to her waist, abrading deliciously over her hip and down the outside of her thigh.

“I love you…so much.” A single tear escaped to roll down her cheek, but she smiled at the stunning male hovering above her, tangling her fingers in the jagged strands of his hair, and tugging his face closer to hers. “Yes.”

“Thank you, darlin’,” he said against her lips before taking her mouth fast and hard. Entering her body slow and easy.

Another rib-crushing embrace from Johnnie returned Abby to the present, the heated memory bringing a blush to her cheeks.

“We could go to Nashville for the dress. Make it a girls weekend,” Johnnie was saying enthusiastically. “It could be your bachelorette party. I bet Lady Rose would pull some strings with the Standish House’s representative in the city and get us a table at Fuse; Pater Quinn Buchanan’s nightclub is always jam-packed.”

There was no shot of Abby leaving the safety of the island on a road trip anytime soon, but she didn’t have the heart to burst Johnnie’s bubble quite yet.

As far as they knew, Nathan Sinclair and the Sídhe Lord weren’t aware Abby managed fleeting changes to the Rip.

Sídhe Lord!

Although not confirmed, Samuel believed the leader of the Athair was a pureblood Fae. It made horrifying sense, justifying Sinclair’s level of cooperation and expectation of future aid. It explained Derek’s possession of a magical weapon and his arrogance if descended from the Sídhe’s bloodline. And it hinted at why the ancient, realm-locked lord might want Abby badly enough to kidnap her—to return to his homeland. It was the unknown motives and ramifications of an open gateway to Faery that terrified her.

The cursed dagger had been entrusted to Grandmaster Lake for study and safekeeping. But even the region’s highest-ranking witch hadn’t been told the whole story, no one forgetting there was a traitor somewhere on the island.

“But first we have to find Penny a get-out-of-ex-army-ranger-big-brothers-jail-free card. Geez Louise! I didn’t think any siblings could be more protective than Albert and Oscar are of me. I was wrong.”

Derek hadn’t been seen in Memphis since trying to kill Samuel, but Penny’s brothers weren’t taking any chances. One of the three ex-rangers shadowed their baby sister everywhere, and it was driving her friend crazy.

Samuel assigned a recovered Hop Blackwater to keep an eye on Penny to be extra-safe. The fiery redhead’s response to her less-than-favorite shifter joining an already unwanted protection team was anything but enthusiastic. Her rather colorful verbal tirade at the suggestion prompted Evelyn to volunteer for the job. But to everyone’s surprise, Hop flatly refused to relinquish the position. The Guard felt responsible for Abby’s kidnapping, infuriated the Ferwyn waiter somehow fooled Hop into believing Tucker had extended the temporary pack bond. He swore Scott didn’t smell outcast and carried the Walker beta’s scent.

The nerves at the base of Abby’s skull started to tingle. She swiveled in Johnnie’s grip awkwardly and spotted Samuel and Tucker coming down the walking path of the park.

“Fuse has that hot, new band headlining for the next month.” Johnnie didn’t turn at the fast approaching shifters, and said overly loud, “Speaking of hot, Quinn Buchanan is one sexy male. Maybe he’ll be there, and we can drool over…err…catch a glimpse of him while we’re there.”

Tucker’s ferocious scowl was comical compared to the huge grin plastered on his companion’s face. Samuel’s avid gaze grabbed Abby’s, and she returned his happy smile with a sappy, lovesick one of her own.

“Pater Buchanan is far too old for you, pup,” he said, plopping himself cross-legged on the blanket and pulling Abby onto his lap.

“No, he’s not,” Johnnie replied rather sullenly, her eyes cutting to the beta looming over them and then to her Alpha. “I’ll reach my majority in less than a month and will be considered an adult she-wolf. Finally.”

“I haven’t forgotten.” Samuel draped his arm around Abby’s chest, fitting her into the niche of his body perfectly. “But have you forgotten Buchanan’s a vampire?”

“I didn’t say I planned on making him my mate.” Johnnie’s chin tilted stubbornly, freckles partially camouflaged by reddened cheeks.

Tucker growled, eyes narrowed into slits and glowing yellow, pinned on the female shifter’s flushing face.

“Lieutenant, can you walk our almost-grown clanmate home? I need a word with my Ca’anam.”

“I can walk myself,” Johnnie said with a pretty pout. Jumping to her feet, she smiled at Abby, raised her nose high, and marched past the glowering beta. Tucker stalked after her.

Samuel sighed and gently framed her throat. If the mating bond hadn’t already warned her, the fingers seeking the pulse on her neck would have confirmed his worry.

It couldn’t be Faraday. The ambassador hadn’t returned to the island or contacted Abby since the news conference. He and the director must know as Samuel’s Ca’anam she wouldn’t betray the Clan or the queen. And she would never return to the facility by choice.

“What is it? Have you found Sarah’s mate?” she asked. “Or has something happened to Conlan?” Her heart rate spiked. It had been weeks since Samuel rescued her and still no word from her brother.

“No, James hasn’t returned yet.” Strain was evident in his voice. “But my sister seems to be holding up better than expected.”

Abby felt his bristled cheek scrape across her hair, his thumb softly stroking her skin. “So, it’s Conlan then?” A cold prickle of fear slithered over her heated skin.

“Shhh…he’s alive,” he said, mouth near her ear. “We’ve finally gotten word through an unnamed source, a voicemail saying there’s something vitally important Conlan needed to handle and squirt shouldn’t worry.”

Abby breathed a sigh of relief, and then said with a huff, “Like that’s gonna happen.”

Samuel laid her onto her back, moved above her, the powerful lines of his body held tautly. “You will not fret about your brother. He can take care of himself.”

“Fret?” Abby worried her lower lip. “I don’t fret.”

“You do, and I don’t like it.” His nose landed in the curve of her neck. He inhaled. Tensed. “You will stop, my Ca’anam.”

“I will?” She concealed the anxiety in her voice with a teasing lilt, wishing the scent of her distress could be masked as easily.

“Immediately.”

“And if I can’t?”

Samuel lifted his head from her throat and threaded his fingers through hers, locking their palms together. The diamond band dug into her skin, a sweet reminder she wasn’t alone. Not anymore. Not ever again.

“I’ll have to find a way to distract you until you stop.” His eyes shone as brightly as the sun, face lowering until only a wisp of air separated their mouths. “Okay?”

Whatever the future brought, they’d face it together. “Okay.”
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Excerpt: Fae Divided
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A Fae Touched Novella

“I won’t do it.”

“It wasn’t a request, Mr. Reed.”

Wolf shifter James Reed turned his back on the Dádhe prince, striding to the chapel’s wall of floor-to-ceiling windows. He propped his shoulder on the engraved wooden frame and watched the sun begin its ascent over the cobblestone streets of Mud Island’s Queenstown. Curling his fingers into fists to prevent the stinging tips from converting into claws, he smiled without humor as the morning light spread, chasing the dark shadows away and guaranteeing the vampire heir would have a painful trek home.

The pre-dawn, clandestine meeting was arranged without informing James of the reasons beforehand and what had been revealed so far didn’t jell with the enormous sacrifice the prince of the East South Central Region was asking him to make.

“You don’t need my help unearthing a few witches who are in bed with the knights,” James said, grinding his teeth to keep them from lengthening. He was holding onto his human form by a thin thread.

The Knights of Humanity, or the KoH, was an influential human-run organization with a radical agenda to repeal the Fae Accord. Abolishment of the almost ninety-year-old treaty between the Fae Touched community of magic-users and their human neighbors would ultimately threaten the sovereignty of all nonhumans in the US, and the prince insisted, lead to war.

“If incendiary magic was used in the latest rash of off-island vandalism against Fae Touched businesses as we suspect,” James continued, “the traitorous Anwyll will be found and brought to the queen’s justice.” The swift punishments were far harsher than any carried out in a human court of law.

“Disloyal witches might not be all we have to worry about.” Prince Myles sidled up to James with his hands buried deep inside the pockets of crisply pressed trousers. The vampire didn’t flinch as the first diffused rays of daylight streaked across his face. “It appears the rumors that shifter outcasts have taken up with the knights in the ongoing attempt to disrupt the peace between humanity and the Fae Touched are more than rumors. We have to find out how Ferwyn males are remaining sane without an Alpha’s binding.”

“It’s not possible,” James said. “An exiled shifter wouldn’t be able to function long without an intact bond with an Alpha. He’d turn feral within twelve months of breaking ties with his Ferwyn pack.”

“Which is why your cooperation is vital. I need you to infiltrate these rebel Ferwyns. Discover whether another monarch has sent an Alpha into our region to control these Clanless shifters and why they’ve chosen to join with the knights. Or if it turns out an outcast from our region is right-minded enough to hold together a surrogate pack…dispose of him.”

“When Noah was whelped, I promised Sarah that I was done with dangerous undercover work.”

“You can’t tell your mate or Príoh Walker about this assignment. No one can know.”

James grabbed the lapels of the Dádhe prince’s suit and got up in Myles’ impassive face. “You want my truemate to think I left her willingly? Lie to my pack’s Alpha?”

“It’s necessary for the success of the mission.” His voice was calm, his body lax. “Príoh Walker would never approve the abandonment of his sister. Even though there is no one better suited for this job than you.”

“It won’t work.” James shook his head, unable to hold in a growl. “Sarah will never believe it. None of my clanmates will.”

Though not born into the Memphis-based wolf shifter pack, James had claimed the previous Alpha’s daughter as his truemate—his Ca’anam—over three decades prior and raised a pup within its fold. He was a trusted warrior and brother-in-law by marriage to the present Clan Príoh, local pack Alpha, and Commander of the Guard, Samuel Walker. No one would ever buy James betraying his family. His pack. His commander.

“Be convincing,” Prince Myles said, his incisors remained hidden, his scent unworried. “You were a spy in two world wars, which proves you are a talented liar and with the right setup…a credible traitor. I’m counting on you being persuasive enough to cast doubt on your loyalty. Your apparent defection will do the rest.”

“No.” He lost the battle for control, claws emerging and tearing the expensive fabric of the vampire’s jacket. “I won’t let Sarah think I’ve deserted her.”

“Can Mrs. Reed convincingly fake the despair of a truemate’s betrayal?”

“No female could,” James snarled, gums swelling and canines aching for release.

“Exactly, and as I said earlier, this isn’t a request.” Myles’ piercing green gaze met James’ glowing wolf-yellow without fear or sympathy. “A strong alpha male can survive a prolonged separation from his Ca’anam.”

“But our claimed females cannot. Mentally or physically. Her body will start deteriorating in a matter of weeks. And if I’m captured or forcibly kept away from Sarah too long…” He lifted the prince onto his toes, a low growl vibrating in his chest. “She. Could. Die.”

“Then don’t get caught,” he said, hands finally leaving his pockets to wrap around James’ wrists like cold, steel bands. “I’m not exaggerating when I say our treaty with the US government is at risk.”

Vampires, shifters, and witches had lived alongside the Untouched, or nonmagical population, for centuries. Though there would always be prejudice on both sides, there hadn’t been a species war in over two hundred years. And never one on American soil.

“I doubt a few treasonous witches and a makeshift pack of Ferwyn outcasts will incite a retraction of the Accords.”

“Then you haven’t been paying attention. The Untouched fear us. They always have, and they always will.”

“The magical races accounts for less than one percent of the world’s population. The Fae Touched are not a threat to humans despite our enhanced physical and magical abilities.”

“And their increasing boldness proves they are aware of that fact. Technology, along with humanity’s sheer numbers, negates every magical advantage we once held. The Dádhe barely survived the European Blood Wars, and none of the Fae Touched would last long in a modern-day battle.”

“How do you expect me to pull this off? Do you even have a plan?” James asked. Was he going to do this? Did he have a choice?

“Hostilities between humans and nonhumans have escalated without recourse; the culprits responsible for the recent destruction of Fae Touched property in the region remain unchecked. You’re tired of the ongoing harassment of our people, and upset Commander Walker has not pressed the issue with our vampire queen.” Prince Myles quirked a dark eyebrow, and James pried his nails free, releasing his suitcoat. “Shouldn’t be hard to fake.”

“Samuel won’t be fooled easily.” A strong-minded Ferwyn might be able to block his emotions from his Alpha for a short period, but it would be almost impossible for James to hide his true feelings from an Alpha as strong as his wife’s brother for long.

“Force a confrontation with the commander in front of pack members.” Prince Myles straightened his tie, tugged at the cuffs of his dress shirt and calmly said, “Challenge him for the position of Alpha in Memphis.”

James took a step back, but couldn’t hold in another snarl. “He is the leader of Clan Walker, the most dominant Alpha in the entire region. I wouldn’t have a shot at defeating him.”

How far would he have to take the deception for everyone to believe it? Far enough to fight his brother-in-law. Far enough that Sarah would suffer. Far enough to make the Knights of Humanity trust him. How far was he willing to go to save the Fae Touched?

“Losing is the point,” Myles said, gaze cutting to the UVA treated windows and the sunlight streaming through the colored glass. The vampire’s dark hair was kept short, and he popped his jacket’s collar to cover the bare skin on his nape. “We need a legitimate excuse for you to leave the Walker Pack. And as a bonus, I can use your disappearance and apparent faithlessness as a diversion while I investigate my Dádhe House.”

“You think there are traitors in Standish House, among the queen’s blood-bound?” James asked, brow furrowed. “How is that even possible with the Calling?”

All Dádhe within a region were irrevocably bonded by a magical blood oath, the Calling making it physically impossible for any blood-bound to act against the leader of their vampire family. Rose Standish was the matriarch of the territory’s ruling Dádhe House. She was also the East South Central’s Fae Touched queen and Prince Myles’ biological aunt.

“The old Fae magic used to seal the covenant is strong, but not infallible. There are ways to circumvent the blood vow, if only indirectly.” He gave a slight shrug of his shoulder, as though the shocking admission wouldn’t have catastrophic consequences if revealed to the general Untouched populace.

The Dádhe ingested blood to survive. Human blood. In addition to forced loyalty, the Calling allowed the strongest vampires in every region’s House to temper the predatory instincts of the weakest. Without that leash, the youngest members could fall into bloodlust.

“And then there’s still the problem of the back-stabbing Anwyll.” Prince Myles pulled designer sunglasses from the silk-lined interior of his pinstriped suit. “Either the witches involved are being shielded by the American government, or the Guard’s failure to apprehend them is due to gross incompetence.”

“Fuck you,” James replied through gritted teeth. He was a proud member of the region’s well-trained police force.

“Remember to whom you’re speaking, wolf.”

“Fuck you…milord.” The scent of damp earth and a hint of lengthened incisors warned James he was pushing the prince’s patience. He didn’t give a shit. “And I’m speaking to someone who wants my child to believe his father is a traitor.”

“Noah’s reached his majority. He’s hardly a pup.”

“Desert my pack.”

“Temporarily.”

“Betray my Alpha and my queen.”

“They’ll be told the truth.” Prince Myles waved his manicured fingers. “Eventually.”

“Abandon my Ca’anam.” James’ voice broke. “Knowingly cause Sarah pain.”

“She’ll forgive you.” Myles slipped the mirrored aviators on and turned to leave the small vestibule.

James opened the mating bond; the connection with Sarah strummed with warmth and love. The pull of their tie told him she was west of the chapel. Still asleep in their bed. He’d left a note, explaining he had to run an errand for the Guard. The first of many lies to come if he accepted the assignment.

He couldn’t do it. Couldn’t hurt Sarah.

“Milord, I can’t…”

“Mr. Reed,” Prince Myles interrupted without turning around. He opened the exit door, and sunlight spilled into the room, washed over the vampire’s exposed skin. “I wouldn’t ask for this sacrifice if it wasn’t necessary. My gut tells me the freedom of our people…your family…could be at stake if we do nothing.”

The vampire dug his hands into his pockets again and stepped into the blazing sunshine.

James stared at the closed door, clutching the back of a pew so tightly the wood creaked. “Your gut better be right.”
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