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      It was déjà vu. It was chaos. It was heart-pounding, rage-inducing interaction, but there was no way I’d be backing down.

      Not this time.

      Not for anything.

      Five councilmembers stared back at me, but there were only two familiar faces—the Sanguinata who I knew now to be Greta, the head of House Crimson and Danika’s liege, or whatever they called their head of house, and Deacon. The rest were Protectorate. This was the secondary council, the next tier, because Harker was gone, and her death had taken Bane, Orin, and Ryker with her. The neph hadn’t been seen for days. They had cloistered themselves away, grieving for the woman they’d loved and who’d sacrificed herself to save the humans from the feral Sanguinata Carmach had released from their sublevel prison.

      And Emory … I hadn’t seen him since the attack. My heart ached for his loss, and it bled for mine, but each time the pain threatened to break me, I pushed it down. Bry and Verona needed me to be strong. The humans in the Hive needed me to advocate for them. This was where my focus needed to be.

      Finn’s father was dead, and the Lupinata that had joined him in his uprising were incarcerated. But things could never go back to the way they’d been. Carmach’s actions had shown us the cracks in the system. They’d strengthened my conviction that we needed to act now to stop Genesis. That the lies and the secrets had to end. But the council that stared back at me were most definitely not on the same page.

      Whereas the awful events of a week ago had stripped me of my doubt, they’d only seemed to add layers of caution over the council, and their ears were deaf to my arguments. Deacon was the only one on my side; the rest … The rest were cowards.

      Gem’s face came to mind—she’d died because of the secrets. There would be no more of them.

      “Greta,” Deacon addressed the Sanguinata.  “We can do this. Emory is confident we can pinpoint Genesis’s location. Everything Echo told us when she came back from the dead zone is true. The attack on the sea realm proves it. We can’t wait any longer.”

      “Pfft.” She waved a hand. “Those were simply the desperate actions of a machine that is running out of time.”

      Yeah, this was her reaction to everything. Dismissal, flippancy, as if by treating the matter as inconsequential she could make it so. It was driving me crazy.

      “Scare tactics won’t work on us,” Greta continued.

      I lifted my chin and glared at her, unrepentant. “The heart failed a week ago. It could fail again. We can’t continue to sit back and do nothing. We can’t continue to lie to the humans and tell them we’re looking for Genesis when we’re not. We have a lead, and we need to use it to pinpoint his location. We need to be working on a way to end him once and for all. We need to strike now when he’s at his most desperate and weak.”

      Need, need, need. So many fucking needs, but no one in this room aside from Deacon and I understood that.

      “Or, we can wait until he simply runs out of fuel and dies,” Greta said. “That has always been our plan, and it should remain as such.”

      Finally, an admission. Her eyes widened when she realized what she’d let slip, and I crossed my arms under my breasts and arched a brow.

      She shrugged. “The plan has served us well.”

      Maybe it had for a time. But things were different now. “There are souls topside. Enough to keep him going for decades to come, limping along while we rot underground. Carmach may have gone about it the wrong way, but he had a point. The Lupinata can’t live like this for much longer. They will go extinct if we don’t get them topside soon.”

      “And they are free to leave if they wish,” Greta said.

      Deacon shot her a filthy look. “I’d like to hear you say that to their faces.”

      Greta smiled thinly. “If they can’t handle it down here, then they should leave. We’re doing just fine.”

      Of course they were; they had blood on tap down here. Human blood. I’d been doing a lot of thinking, and some interesting theories had come to mind. Theories I was ready to share with the group.

      “You don’t want to go topside, do you?” I locked gazes with Greta. “Topside means that the humans we have in the Hive may meet and interbreed with the Shedim or the Draconi, which means that the pure human gene pool will be polluted, which in turn means that you’ll no longer have a human blood supply.”

      Her already pale complexion paled even further.

      Deacon blinked slowly and then exhaled sharply. This possibility was news to him? He met my gaze with a wry smile, as if to say, shit, Patch, you could have clued me in on this line of thought.

      But he recovered quickly and steepled his fingers beneath his chin in a sage manner, which made me proud. “That is entirely possible. Greta, is this the reason behind your reluctance to vote in favor of our mission?”

      Greta’s expression was smooth as glass. “I hadn’t even considered this possibility, but now you mention it, it’s all the more reason to wait things out.”

      All the more reason for the Sanguinata to wait it out, but not for the other neph. The Protectorate were exchanging worried looks now, no longer on the same page. Greta hadn’t noticed yet.

      I bit back a smile. “But you wouldn’t just be waiting him out. You’d need to stay down here, keep the humans down here forever in order to have food, wouldn’t you?” I leaned in. “It seems to me, that’s the only reason you want to remain in the Hive. To save yourselves. It’s no longer about protecting the humans, is it?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t see the point in this line of conversation. It is what it is. We have a vow, and we will stick to it.”

      I shrugged. “And you’ll be condemning the next generation of Sanguinata. You’ll be condemning them to a life underground without the moon, without the thrill of a true breeze on their faces.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about evolution. By staying down here, you’ll change. Generation after generation will be born, but they will be born tailored to live underground. That is what you will become. But if you go topside now, there’s hope that your progeny can evolve to be able to live off the blood of humans who have otherworld DNA. You can give them a chance, give them the gift of a true life, one free from tunnels and cement walls and metal gratings. You can give them the moon.”

      Her features sharpened in thought as she turned this over.

      “She’s right, Greta,” Deacon said.

      The Protectorate on the council began to murmur amongst themselves. I stood at the end of the table, hope a beating pulse in my throat. This had to work. They had to sanction this. They needed to see it was the only way to end our exile from the world, but then Greta met my gaze, and I saw the denial in her eyes.

      She pressed her lips into a thin line. “We have a plan, and we will not deviate from it. Evolution will have to wait until then. The humans are safe, they’re happy with the official story of a gas leak. They’re oblivious to the truth, and we will keep them that way.”

      Fuck. “This is wrong. They have a right to know. This concerns their futures too. Why keep them locked up when with a little effort they could be free, we all could be free.”

      “A little effort?” Her brows shot up. “You have no idea what Genesis is capable of or how many lives he’s claimed. If you truly understood that you wouldn’t be advocating this ridiculous plan.”

      “I have no idea?” My tone was incredulous. “Who the fuck do you think has been tangling with Genesis for the past four weeks? It certainly hasn’t been you.”

      “Greta, we need to sanction this,” Deacon said.

      “No, Deacon, we don’t.” She looked to the Protectorate. “Harker died to protect those humans. She believed in our path. She believed that we needed to wait out Genesis. To take any other action now would be to say she died for nothing.”

      Oh, God, the bitch. She was using the death of the Protectorate leader to get them on her side. Any doubt, any possible allies amongst the neph slipped away as their expressions hardened. Harker had been their figurehead, after all.

      “Greta!” Deacon’s tone was sharp. “You have no idea what Harker would have wanted. It’s low of you to use her name like this.”

      Greta smirked. “Let’s vote, shall we?”

      She was confident in the outcome, and my heart sank. I’d come here to fight for us all, but how could I fight for people when they were determined to act against themselves?

      I locked gazes with each Protectorate. “I can do this. I can find Genesis, and I can end him. I didn’t know Harker before, but I know what I’ve heard. She was a fighter. She was a warrior, and she wouldn’t have walked away from a chance to end this exile.”

      “Echo’s right,” a deep voice rumbled from behind me. “Harker would want us to fight.”

      “Bane?” Greta’s eyes widened in surprise. “We weren’t expecting you.”

      Bane, Orin, and Ryker entered the room. Their huge frames ate up what little space was left in the chamber as they came to stand beside me. The fist of foreboding in my chest eased its grip. I shot Bane a grateful look, but his attention was fixed on Greta, his jaw tense and ticking as if he was holding himself back from great violence.

      “Of course you weren’t expecting us,” Orin said. “How could you when you never even informed us of the meeting?”

      Greta opened and closed her mouth and then composed herself. “You were grieving, so I decided to deal with this myself. Harker would have wanted us to get back to normal as quickly as possible.”

      Ryker leaned forward and pressed his palms to the table. “Don’t you ever presume to tell us what Harker would have wanted. You don’t know shit.” There was true menace in his tone that sent a shiver of apprehension through me.

      “Harker wanted what was best for the humans,” Orin said softly. He sounded drained. “For a time, remaining in the Hive was best, but when Echo came to us with her story of Genesis’s attack in the dead zone, Harker began to doubt our course of action. She believed we needed a plan B.”

      “She believed that if there was a chance for us to end Genesis, then we needed to take it,” Ryker said.

      Bane stepped forward and addressed the Protectorate. “We aren’t cowards. We don’t run from the chance to end a threat; we meet it head-on.” He looked to me. “If you can locate Genesis, and if Emory can come up with a way to shut him down, then you have my backing. I vote to sanction the mission.”

      “Bane.” Greta’s tone was saturated with irritation. “You can’t just walk in here and disrupt the proceedings like this.”

      Bane’s violet eyes glittered with suppressed fury as they fell on Greta. “You deliberately cut us out of this meeting so you could get the outcome you wanted. Don’t fucking tell me what I can and can’t do. You’re damn lucky I don’t raise my hand against women, otherwise you’d be a smudge on that wall right now.”

      Ryker’s lips curled in a sadistic smile. “Oh, Bane, she isn’t a woman. She’s a sucker.”

      Orin rubbed his temples. “Enough. We can’t regress like this. Harker worked so hard to build this community and bring us all together, but it was never meant to be forever. We need to finish what she started. We need to end our exile.”

      I looked to Bane. “The humans deserve to know the truth too.”

      He closed his eyes. “I agree.”

      “Bane!” Greta was on her feet now. “You can’t be serious?”

      Bane’s expression was grim. “Oh, I’m deadly serious; however”—he lowered his gaze to me—“the truth can only come out once we have a location, a means to end Genesis, and a plan. Telling them any sooner could be giving them false hope.”

      This way, if we failed to find Genesis or a way to kill him, then the humans would be none the wiser. As much as I wanted to break barriers and involve the humans in our quest, it wouldn’t be fair to endanger them and give them hope only to have to take it away again.

      “Agreed.”

      “Wait a second,” Greta said, her gaze wary and wild as it travelled from me to Bane and then back again.

      Deacon pushed his chair back and stood. “Let’s vote.”
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        * * *

      

      I did it. I had the council backing. The Protectorate had voted with Bane, and Greta … Well, she wasn’t happy, but fuck her. The room emptied out, leaving just Deacon, me, Bane, Orin, and Ryker.

      Bane’s shoulders sagged as soon as the door closed on the last Protectorate. “I’m sorry we didn’t get here sooner.”

      There was pain in his voice, in his posture. It radiated off him like heat off a water pipe.

      “I’m sorry too. For your loss.”

      His smile was small and sad. “I’m sorry for your loss too.”

      I blinked against the heat that sprang to my eyes. “Thank you.”

      “We’ll help as much as we’re able,” Orin said. “Just let us know what you need us to do.”

      What I needed was Emory. “How is Emory?”

      Ryker snorted. “He hasn’t left his lab since Harker …” He swallowed hard. “He can’t let go of the fact that she’s gone, and there’s nothing we can do to save her soul.”

      Oh, God. Oh, fucking God. Of course, with no soul orb and Death gone, her soul was at risk from Genesis.

      Bane inhaled and exhaled sharply. “Dwelling won’t help. There’s nothing we can do. We can only hope that Death somehow senses her, that he somehow comes back for her and finds her before …”

      “Because he loves her?”

      Orin’s smile was wry. “No, because her soul belongs to him. Serenity is the final piece of Death’s soul. She is what tethered him to our world. He just happened to fall in love with her.”

      But Death was gone. He’d gone into the mausoleum and sealed the doors to wherever the souls went. Would he feel Harker’s soul from there? I’d had my doubts about Harker’s motives, about her decisions, but it was obvious now that she’d dealt with some impossible choices. I hoped her soul found its way home.

      “You should go and see Emory,” Bane said. “Maybe he’ll speak to you.”

      Wait. “You haven’t spoken to him?”

      Ryker made a sound of exasperation. “The stubborn boy won’t open the door to anyone.”

      He was hurting. Grieving alone, and I’d left him to it, so caught up in burying my own grief and focusing on the plan. I’d thought he wanted to be left alone, to be with his family. But …

      I touched Deacon’s arm lightly. “Can you fill Micha and Lyrian in?”

      Deacon nodded. “Of course.”

      Bane offered me a curt nod. “Keep us informed.”

      The trio left the room, and I leaned into Deacon and pressed my forehead to his chest.

      “I should have listened to my gut and gone to see him.”

      Deacon wrapped his arms around me. “You can’t take care of everyone. You lost someone too.”

      I rolled my forehead against his breastbone. “Don’t.”

      “You need to grieve.”

      “No.” I straightened. “What I need to do is stop Genesis, and the first step is to get Emory on board.”
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      Emory wasn’t in the Protectorate lab, which meant he had to be in his personal lab in the hub tower. I hurried across the Hive. No one I passed looked twice at me. Dressed in my civilian clothes of slacks, boots, and a loose tunic top, I was invisible. It was only when I got to the hub doors that it hit me: what if Emory had updated the security access to exclude me? I technically wasn’t a heart keeper any longer. I needn’t have worried. The door beeped, and the panel turned green as it accepted my biometric data, and then I was through.

      The whirr and hum of the machinery were a symphony that enveloped me in their soothing beat, and for a moment, the horror slipped away, and I was that girl again, the young heart keeper with stars in her eyes and hope in her heart. For one moment, I was free of obligation and duty and pain. But the moment was brief, and I was climbing the metal staircase to the tower.

      Danika shot me a glare as I entered. “What do you want, Echo? You no longer work here, and as far as I’m aware, Emory hasn’t put you in charge. Gunther’s been checking regular operations for the past week, and I’m doing the rest.”

      I didn’t know Gunther well, just that he’d retired a few weeks after I’d joined. He was an old neph with some minor elemental ability. Emory must have brought him back to run things in his absence.

      “In fact,” Danika continued, probably emboldened by my silence, “I should ask him to revoke your access to the hub.” She smirked smugly and arched a perfectly plucked brow.

      I couldn’t be bothered with her. Not today. Not right now. “Do what you want, Danika.” I made a beeline for the doors to the back corridor. “I’m here to see Emory.”

      She moved fast to block me. “You’re not going anywhere but out of here.” She leaned in, her red-rimmed irises alight with dislike. “You don’t belong here. You belong topside doing guardian things. Emory doesn’t need you here. We’ve got this under control. We can run the heart fine. Gunther and I have got this.”

      This wasn’t about me. This was about the heart. She was threatened by my aptitude and knowledge of the machine. Until I’d come along, she’d probably been Emory’s right hand, his unofficial successor to run the hub, and then … Then he’d started spending time with me, showing me the ropes, leaving me in charge when he had time off. She was jealous, but not of Gunther, because she knew he didn’t want the role, but me … She wasn’t so certain about my motives. She knew how much I loved the heart. Except right now, I couldn’t give a shit about it. Right now, all I cared about was Emory.

      I met her glare with a cold one of my own. “Get out of my way, Danika.”

      “Or what?”

      I grabbed her arms and shocked her with a blast of arcana. Her shrill shriek cut at my eardrums as I shoved her aside. She rubbed at her arms, her expression suddenly wary, and my anger retreated as quickly as it had flared up.

      I sighed, suddenly bone-weary. “I’m not here for your damn job, Danika. As much as I’ve loved working on the heart, it’s not my priority right now. It can’t be. I’m here for Emory because he needs me and I … I need him.”

      Her mouth twisted in disgust. “First Deacon and now Emory too? You really are taking Harker’s example to heart, aren’t you?”

      My smile was thorns without the roses. “Don’t forget Lyrian and Micha. They’re mine too.”

      I breezed past her and through the doors that led to the corridor and Emory’s lab. The door was locked. I knocked and waited.

      Nothing.

      I knocked again. “Emory, let me in.”

      A shadow passed across the frosted glass.

      “Emory, come on.” I pressed my palm to the glass.

      The shadow retreated, and my heart sank. Why wasn’t he listening to me? Unless … “Gideon?”

      The shadow paused.

      I slapped my palm on the glass. “Dammit, Gideon, let me in.”

      The door opened, and I was being hauled into the room. It slammed behind me, and then I was pressed to the wood.

      Gideon’s gold eyes blazed a trail across my face. “You took your fucking time coming to see him. I thought you cared about him, about …” He pushed away from me and turned his back on me.

      About us? … Had he been about to say about us?

      “… about how he was doing,” Gideon finished.

      “I was giving him time to grieve and be with his fathers. I didn’t want to intrude.”

      “Intrude?” He turned slowly to face me.

      It was impossible not to admire how his cream T-shirt hugged his torso. It accentuated the breadth of his shoulders and stretched over his biceps. On closer inspection, he looked bigger, bulkier than Emory, and his face … his face was less refined than the neph’s.

      “Who gives a fuck about intrusion?” Gideon snarled.  “Do you know that all he’s been doing is working? He hasn’t shed a fucking tear. He’s barely slept or eaten. I had to take the reins. I had to put him down for a while. He needed you, and you weren’t there.”

      His words were like accusatory darts burying themselves into my heart.

      Anger was a starburst in my chest. “Yeah? Well, I needed him too, and where the fuck was he? I lost my fucking sister, you bastard. So, where the fuck were you?”

      Gideon’s beastly, beautiful face froze. “Me?” He took a step toward me, his expression stunned. “Fucking hell, Patch. Fucking hell.” And then I was crushed against his chest almost painfully. “I didn’t know. I didn’t hear.”

      No, he hadn’t. Of course he hadn’t. Emory hadn’t been with me when I’d discovered Gem’s fate. He’d been with his mother, with Bane, and my eyes were getting hot with the threat of tears while my throat closed and pinched like fuck. No. No crying. Not now. I had to be strong.

      Gideon pulled back, his expression raw, part rage on my behalf and part sympathy. He had to stop looking at me like that. He needed to stop because if he didn’t, I’d break.

      “Echo—”

      I kissed him hard on the mouth, just a crush of lips on lips, just an inhale of his deeply masculine scent.

      He pushed me away and scanned my face with savage intensity. “Echo?”

      No. Not going there. “Don’t.” I kissed him again, pushing my tongue into his mouth. “Just make it go away. Please.”

      He grabbed my shoulders and pushed me away, his chest heaving, his tawny gaze raking over me, and then he slung me over his shoulder and carried me across the lab, past the cabinets and deep into the back. I knew where we were headed. To Emory’s hideout—the camp bed that he used sometimes when he was working late. Gideon knew what I needed to push away the burn in my eyes and keep the dam inside me from breaking.

      He threw me onto the bed and yanked off his shirt, his burning eyes locked onto me. I fumbled with my clothes, eager to get them off. I needed this. Needed the violence and the aggression and the pain. He climbed over me, his body hard and unyielding against my hungry fingers. His gaze assessing, almost calculating. I was naked, ready, and beneath him. So, what was he waiting for?

      “Gideon, please. Just … do your thing, just—”

      “Make you forget?” His lips twisted. “That’s what you want from me? A band aid, a distraction?”

      Yes, that was exactly what I wanted.

      “You want pain?” he demanded.

      “Yes.”

      “A different kind of pain to forget the one in your heart.”

      “Yes, yes. For fucksake, just fuck me already.”

      His fist tangled in my hair painfully, and he shoved his hips between my thighs and thrust into me, no foreplay, nothing. The burn of his invasion and his grip on my hair brought tears to my eyes, but these were tears of physical pain. These tears I could handle.

      “Is that all you got?” I spat the words at him.

      His lip curled, and then he began to thrust hard and deep until I was crying out in a mixture of pleasure and pain. He bit my shoulder and kneaded my breasts, his hands rough and uncaring. Yes, God, yes. I grabbed his hair, yanking his head back to suck on his throat until he let out a sound that was part groan, part growl. And then he flipped me onto my front, yanked me roughly down the bed so my legs were dangling off, angled my hips, and rammed into me from behind.

      My cry was cut off as he pressed my cheek into the mattress with one hand on the back of my head as he fucked me. I was powerless, trapped beneath him as he pounded into me. The wet slap of flesh on flesh, my cries, and his guttural moans were the only sounds. The shockwaves of pleasure that raced through my body, tightening painfully at my core, were the only sensations. There was no death, no sorrow, only this singular moment of carnal pleasure.

      I came hard, my hips jerking back into his with the rippling contractions that milked his cock.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” He pumped hard as he came.

      And then his weight was on my back, his lips caressing my ear. “As much as I enjoyed that, you can’t fuck your grief away, Echo.”

      I grit my teeth and ground my hips into his. He was still as hard as a rock inside me. “I beg to differ.” I angled my hips away and then pushed back into him.

      He groaned into my ear. “Oh, baby, you have no idea what you’re playing with.”

      “Then show me.”

      He pulled out of me, flipped me onto my back, and proceeded to show me just how much pleasure you could find in pain.
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      I lay aching and throbbing and burning. His hands and his cock and his mouth and his teeth had left their marks on my body. But my bruises would heal; it was my heart that needed salvaging, but it was broken, a part of it lost forever.

      I turned my head to the side and squeezed my eyes shut.

      Micha and Lyrian clamored inside my mind, reaching out to me, wanting to know I was okay, but I locked them out. I couldn’t deal with Micha’s soft touches and the gentle caresses, because if I allowed him to make love to me, then I’d break down. I’d crack wide open and drown in my pain. I couldn’t cope with their love right now. But this thing with Gideon I could handle. I’d vented my anger, turning it into aggression against him. I’d given him my body while keeping my heart intact.

      This I could handle.

      He trailed a finger down my abdomen. “You can’t fuck away your grief,” he said again, softer this time.

      “Fuck you, Gideon.”

      He chuckled. “Anytime, baby. Anytime.”  He pulled me close, rolling onto his side so my breasts were pressed to his chest.

      My blood heated at the contact, and my breath caught.

      His laughter died, and his golden gaze fell to my lips. “But lover boy’s awake now.” His cock hardened against my stomach.  “I’ll leave you two to it.” He stroked down my side and then gripped my hip hard, grinding his arousal against me. “Just a taste.” His mouth found mine, and our tongues tangled, fighting for dominance, and then there was a tugging in my solar plexus as he stole from the essence of me. Feeding on my power. The sensation was both invasive and deeply intimate, and I was wet again, throbbing for him, but he tore his mouth free and smiled.  “Sweet like nectar. Oh, Echo. I could get used to this. Until next time …”

      What? “Wait.”

      I’d come to speak with Emory and ended up taking something for myself. The moment of selfishness left a bitter taste on my tongue, and the last thing I needed was for Emory to find us like this—naked and spent. But his eyes had already darkened to twilight, and then it was Emory’s arousal that was trapped between us.

      He blinked down at me, his intelligent gaze quickly assessing the situation, and then his hand slid up to my neck. His long fingers slid into my hair while his thumb caressed my cheek.

      “Emory, I—”

      He cut me off with his lips, soft and tentative and filled with longing and pain. No. No, I couldn’t do this. I tried to pull free, but his grip tightened as he deepened the kiss. Heat bloomed in my chest, threatening to thaw my heart.

      I pushed at his chest, and he came up for air.

      “Don’t.” The tears were back, hovering on my lashes. “I can’t do this with you.”

      He pressed his forehead to mine and then kissed away the tears I hadn’t even realized had escaped. He gathered me close and rubbed my back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      I stiffened. “You were listening?”

      “Yes.”

      “Were you … when Gideon and I were …”

      “No, I retreated for that part.”

      Oh, God. What was I doing?

      He gripped my chin and forced me to look up at him. “We’ve been going about this the wrong way. I threw myself into work and you … You focused on the mission, on getting that meeting with the council and winning them over.”

      “You heard?”

      “Deacon slipped me notes under the door. But he didn’t tell me … He didn’t tell me about Gem.” He brushed his lips across my forehead. “We both tried to run away from our loss, but we can’t move forward, not until we accept it and allow ourselves to feel.”

      “I know that. I’m just scared that if I do, then I’ll fall so deep I’ll drown.”

      He stroked my cheek. “Maybe if you do it alone. But if we do it together … Maybe we can keep each other afloat.”

      “Emory, I don’t know …”

      He took a deep breath. “I’ll go first. My mother was my hero. She protected me and then taught me how to protect myself. She loved me with every fiber of her being, and I loved her with every fiber of mine, and now … Now, she’s gone.” His voice cracked, and when he spoke, it was thick with suppressed emotion. “I have to live without her.”

      I licked my lips as Gem’s face filled my mind, but this time, instead of blocking the image, I allowed it to flood me. I allowed the memories to wash over me like a wave of gravel that tore at my senses and brought a raw sob to my throat.

      “My little sister is dead. I was meant to protect her, and I failed. She was sweet and kind and had her whole life ahead of her, and now she’ll never get to grow up.” The dam inside was crumbling. “I’ll never get to hold her or tell her how much I love her or how proud I am of her. She died alone, in the dark, with the filthy Sanguinata’s fangs at her throat, and I …” My nails bit into my palms. “Oh, God, she must have been so scared, so fucking scared, and I wasn’t there, Emory. I wasn’t there to save her!”

      The tears erupted, burning a path down my cheeks, stealing my vision and my capacity to breathe. Emory held me while I gasped and sobbed, and then his body began to shake with mine as we held onto each other and rode the wave of sorrow together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Emory closed the scuttler’s head with a click. “So, that’s how far I’ve got.”

      I studied the dismantled scuttler spread out on the workbench amidst papers covered in Emory’s spider crawl. “And you’re confident it will work?”

      He ran a gloved hand over his head. “As confident as I can be without a test run. The way I see it, we get one shot at this, and we need to make it count.”

      “So, when do we do this?”

      “Tomorrow afternoon. I have a location in mind. I’ll let my dads know. We’ll need transport, though.”

      With the hawk gone, we’d need Draconi power. “Lyrian could carry us both.”

      He nodded. “The equipment though …” He rubbed his chin. “Leave it with me. I’ll see what I can do.”

      He’d slipped into work mode, and that was my cue to leave. I touched his arm lightly to get his attention, and when he turned to me, I pushed up on my tiptoes and kissed his jaw.

      “I’ll see you later.” I made to turn away, but he grabbed me around the waist and pulled me against him.

      “Later.” His kiss was tender and filled with promise.

      I left him to his work and headed back to the Protectorate Chamber.
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        * * *

      

      Micha, Lyrian, and Verona greeted me when I got back. I’d moved Bry and Verona into the chamber without official permission, and if anyone gave me any hassle, then I’d tell them to shove it. My brother needed me, and Verona … Verona was family.

      My gaze flicked to Bry’s bedroom door, which was firmly closed. “Is he asleep?” It was barely six in the evening.

      Verona put down her book. “He said he was tired. He didn’t eat much. Echo … I know you don’t want to hear this, but I think he needs to go back to school. Even if it’s for a few hours a day. He needs normality, and he needs his friends.”

      Panic was a band around my chest. “He needs me. He needs to be where I can keep an eye on him.”

      Verona looked to Lyrian and Micha, then back to me. “You’re busy, Echo, and you’re about to get busier. It would be best for Bry to have his old routine restored.”

      Micha and Lyrian exchanged glances.

      “What?” Had they been talking about this? About me and my brother behind my back? Heat stained my cheeks and anger licked at my chest as I turned to the guys. “What? You agree with her?”

      Micha’s ember eyes were soft with sympathy, and it made the band around my chest tighter. Oh, God. I couldn’t breathe.

      Lyrian was on his feet in an instant, his hands on my shoulders. “Breathe, Echo, breathe. It’s all right. Bry is all right.”

      I clutched at his biceps, my eyes watering as I rode the wave of anxiety that assaulted me. Lyrian pulled me to his chest and wrapped his arms around me. His scent and his heat washed over me like a safety net, prompting my body to relax and melt into him.

      I laid my head on his chest and squeezed my eyes closed. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what that was.”

      “A panic attack,” Micha said gently. “But you’re okay now.”

      I held on to Lyrian for a moment longer, drawing strength from him, and then I pulled away to look up into his face.

      His glacial eyes warmed for me. “To answer your question, I think that seeing his friends and doing something normal will be good for Bry.”

      My little brother had retreated into himself over the last few days. I’d kept him off school, kept him with me, but maybe they were right. Maybe what he needed most of all was to get back into his usual routine, but the thought of letting him out of my sight made every muscle in my body tense up.

      I was scared.

      Scared that something would happen to him. I blew out a breath. “I can’t be with him every moment.”

      “No, you can’t,” Lyrian said. “But the feral Sanguinata are all dead. There are no other threats in the Hive. He will be safe.”

      Even though my mind knew this to be true, my pulse hadn’t got the memo because it was thrumming like crazy. I took another deep breath and nodded.

      “Okay?” Verona asked.

      “Yes. Okay. I’ll speak to him in the morning. Maybe he can do a half day tomorrow?”

      Verona’s smile was warm. “You’re doing the right thing.” Her eyes were moist, and she ducked her head quickly and stood. “I’ll go check on him.”

      She disappeared into Bry’s room, and I fell onto the nearest sofa. “I have no idea what I’m doing.”

      “You’re doing the best you can,” Micha said.

      He pushed up the sleeves of his long-sleeved shirt to reveal his muscular forearms. His crimson skin gleamed in the lamplight, making me want to touch him.

      “That’s all any of us can do,” he said. “The only thing that can heal loss is time. One day at a time.”

      I’d lost my father and then my mother, and it had hurt for a long time, but this … This pain of losing my little sister was a different kind of ache, one that would be with me forever.

      I rubbed a hand over my face and sat forward. “Emory thinks he has the scuttler ready for action.”

      “How is he?” Micha asked.

      A jumble of images flitted through my mind: the golden flash of Gideon’s eyes as he pounded into me, the velvet sensation of his skin beneath my fingers, and Emory’s hard body hovering over mine as he kissed away my tears and held me close. My neck heated.  The door in my mind had been shut. I’d kept it closed to shield Lyrian and Micha from my pain, but even then, it had seeped out to taint them. Had my sexual encounter with Gideon leaked to them too?

      I cleared my throat. “Yeah. He’s … good. We … connected.” I closed my eyes and blew out a breath. I had to tell them. “Gideon and I … I mean he … I had sex with him.” The final words tumbled out in a rush.

      Micha pursed his lips and studied me. “Did it help?”

      Huh? “What?”

      This time Lyrian asked. “Did it help?”

      Micha sighed. “Look, you’ve been physically distant with us for the past week, locking yourself away, locking us out. It was obvious you were trying to hold yourself together by holding back your grief. You haven’t cried since that day when …” He shook his head slightly. “We were worried because you need to let it out, Echo. Holding it in isn’t healthy. So, this thing with Gideon … It’s a good sign.”

      “Gideon is safe,” Lyrian said. “Just sex. Just venting. Just aggression, right?”

      “And then you came back, and you hugged Lyrian for the first time in a week,” Micha said. “That’s a good sign.”

      My eyes pricked. They knew. They understood even when I hadn’t. “I cried. With Emory. Afterward … I didn’t know I had that many tears left.”

      Micha slipped onto the floor and crouched in front of me. He took my hands in his and ran his thumb over my knuckles. “It’s okay to be sad. It’s okay to cry and just feel shit as long as you pick yourself back up again and carry on. Just don’t shut us out, Echo. Please.” His voice was a gentle rumble that acted like a caress.

      I leaned forward to press my forehead to his, relief a tender whoosh of warm coursing through my veins.  “I’m sorry. I thought … I thought if I let go, I’d break.”

      Micha squeezed my hands. “You won’t break. We won’t let you.”

      “I guess Gideon’s not a total wanker then,” Lyrian said. “First, he saves Emory’s life, and then he helps you unlock your grief.”

      There was an edge to his tone. He wasn’t taking my sleeping with Gideon as well as Micha was.

      “Lyrian, I—"

      “It’s fine.” Micha frowned and looked over his shoulder at Lyrian. “Gideon is a part of Emory, and Echo’s been clear about her feelings for Emory.”

      Lyrian exhaled through his nose. “I know, but it’s Gideon for God’s sake.”

      Micha cracked a smile, but it was more sadistic than genial. “Oh, don’t worry, bro, if he fucks around, I’ll have no problem burying my fist in his face.”

      “If he hurts her, you won’t get the chance, because I’ll bury him.”

      We were so off track right now. “I can handle Gideon, but if I need help, you’ll be the first to know.”

      It was Lyrian who brought us back onto topic. “So, the scuttler?”

      Right. Yes. “Emory wants to test it tomorrow. He says he has a location in mind but needs to speak to his dads and sort transport.”

      “I can fly you,” Lyrian said. A lock of his dark hair had fallen onto his forehead, and I resisted the urge to brush it back.

      There was a tightness to his jawline and a frost to his gaze, and if I cracked the door between us open, I’d probably get a blast of arctic disapproval. Being with more than one guy wasn’t going to be as smooth sailing as Micha had made out because jealousy was a real thing, and how could I expect them not to feel it from time to time? How would I feel if Lyrian had sex with another woman? The thought sent a stab of pain through me. Or Micha, for that matter. A sharp gasp fell from my lips.

      “Echo?” Micha looked up at me searchingly. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking that it would kill me if either of you had sex with anyone else.” The words were out, and they hung in the air like bitter fruit. “I can’t believe how selfish that sounds.” I tugged my hands from his grasp and covered my face.

      There was a long beat of silence, and then the sofa beside me depressed and Lyrian’s scent tickled my senses.

      “I’m sorry if I made you feel bad. I’m still learning how to cope with our connection. I would never ask you to be anything but yourself, and your Draconi genes predispose you to several mates. It’s what you need, maybe not to siphon power like the full-blood Draconi do, but maybe for a different kind of balance, an emotional equilibrium.”

      “We all bring something different to the table,” Micha said. “I bring the looks and the wit.”

      I looked up, and he dropped me a cheeky wink.

      Lyrian snorted. “And the snoring.”

      “Hey.” Micha looked mock-horrified. “Echo loves my snoring, don’t you?”

      I couldn’t help but crack a smile. “I adore it.” I nudged Lyrian with my shoulder. “And I adore you.”

      His bicep flexed at the contact, and the air between us heated. “Okay, so let’s focus on our plan.”

      I hadn’t realized until this moment how much I’d missed touching them and them touching me. Even though my instinct was to surround myself in their scent and wrap myself up in their heat, the past week, I’d refrained from asking either of them to sleep with me. I’d wanted to be there for my little brother when he had a nightmare and crawled into my bed. But aside from the first two nights, Bry had insisted on sleeping in his own bed. Maybe tonight I could ask them both to lie with me.

      But right now, I needed to focus. “The plan is to transport us and the equipment to a location that Emory has yet to disclose.”

      Micha sat back so that he was leaning against the coffee table. “We need a way to bring equipment as well as you and Emory?”

      I nodded. “Emory is speaking to his dads, and then he’ll get back to us.”

      Lyrian pressed his hands to his thighs. “Let’s get some food in you, and then I’ll find Emory and get the full plan.”

      Micha hauled me to my feet. “To the kitchen with you.”

      Verona emerged from Bry’s room and gave me a nod to let me know he was fine before grabbing her book and reclaiming her seat.

      “Verona, you hungry?” Micha asked.

      Verona shrugged. “I could eat.”

      Micha nodded. “Omelets for everyone then.” He released me. “I tell you what, you chill out, and Lyrian and I will bring dinner to you.”

      They’d done this twice this week already. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know,” Lyrian said. “We want to.”

      “Why don’t you shower and change, and we’ll be back in a bit,” Micha added.

      They left, and I closed my eyes, suddenly weary. The meeting earlier, followed by the sexual marathon with Gideon and then the release of grief with Emory, had left me drained.

      Verona smoothed a hand over my head. “You’re doing great, and you have some fantastic support. Lyrian and Micha are good for you, Echo.”

      I hadn’t told her about the bond I shared with the guys, but she was a perceptive one. “You picked up on that, huh?”

      “It’s hard not to.” Her gaze was probing. “And Deacon … I see the way he looks at you.”

      I ducked my head. “You must think I’m awful.”

      “No. I think you’re a lucky woman to have so much love surrounding you.”

      She didn’t know the half of it. She didn’t know about Emory or the fact I was kinda married to the king of the sea dwellers, and right now wasn’t the time to regale her with all the details.

      I stood with a smile. “I’m going to grab a shower before they get back.”

      I left her to her book and peeked in on Bry. He was curled up on his side under the covers, his breathing even and relaxed in sleep. Closing the door softly, I headed for the washroom.

      Five minutes later, rejuvenated by the hot water, I stepped out of the cubicle and made a grab for my towel. My fingers had barely grazed the material when a breeze wafted over my naked skin, pebbling it in a wave of gooseflesh. The presence was unmistakable.

      Hunter?

      “Echo?”

      My fingers were fumbling fools as they wrapped the towel around my body. “Hunter, where the fuck have you been?”

      “The gray. I was in the gray.” His voice trembled with what sounded suspiciously like fear.

      “Are you okay? Dammit, I wish I could see you.”

      “I’m fine.” He sounded stronger now. “I just. The gray can be unsettling.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s … nothingness. It’s an in-between place. I’m not sure what it is. But it’s lonely. The whole experience is more visceral than mental.”

      It sounded horrible. “You’ve been gone for two weeks.”

      He was silent for a long time. “The longest it’s had me. It gets longer each time, and each time I wonder …  I wonder if I’ll ever come back.”

      He sounded as if he was drifting, being pulled away from me. If I could see him, I’d have hugged him, just to ground him. Instead, I settled for adding a snap to my tone.

      “Hunter—”

      “I’m fine. Tell me what you’ve been up to? What have I missed?”

      I looked down at my towel. “How about you wait for me in my room, and I’ll find you in a minute?”

      “Or I could stay and watch you dress?”

      He sounded more curious than anything else. Still, it didn’t stop my neck growing warm with a blush. “Won’t you find that gag worthy?”

      He was silent for a long beat. “You’re right. Best not risk it.”

      His presence retreated.

      He was back. He was safe and almost himself again. It was time to set him free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Hunter’s presence was strong in my room. I closed the door, padded over to the bed, and perched on the edge of the mattress.

      “Well?” His habitual bored tone was back. “Aren’t you going to thank me for saving your life?”

      He had no idea. But if he was going to play, then I’d play back. “Aren’t you obligated to do that?”

      Silence greeted me. “I suppose I am.”

      Reading between the lines wasn’t hard. It was strange how attuned I’d become to the nuances of his voice when there was no facial expression to read. He was supposed to save me, he knew that, but he’d acted on instinct. He’d saved me because he’d wanted to.

      “What did I miss?” Hunter asked again.

      A shiver ran over my collarbone and across the back of my neck as if phantom fingers were caressing me.

      I tensed. “Hunter, are you touching me?”

      “Maybe.”

      Okay, so he was touching me. I should ask him to stop. His fingers trailed across my collarbones and lingered at my nape, sending pleasant shivers across my skin. Maybe in a minute.

      “Do we have all day?” His breath was warm on the side of my face.

      He was close. Too close, but this was Hunter. He liked to push and goad, so why did it feel so different this time?

      Ignoring the tremors racing across my skin, I filled him in on the events of the last two weeks. I told him about the trip to the sea realm and my marriage to the king, the feral Sanguinata attack and our ultimate victory, but when it came to Gem, my tongue faltered.

      “Echo? What is it? What aren’t you telling me?” There was concern in his voice.

      “Gem’s dead.” I fisted my hands. “She was one of the victims, but I don’t want to talk about that, okay.”

      Once again, Hunter fell into silence. When he spoke, his tone was saturated with guilt. “I knew,” he said. “I knew about the Sanguinata locked underground. And after my little stint of spying on Finn for you, I found out about Carmach’s plan, but I was bound not to talk about the Sanguinata, and I couldn’t tell you what was happening without mentioning them. However, now that you know …”

      But he had tried to warn me. He’d warned me that something was afoot and begged me to have someone with me at night. I’d thought he must have been talking about Lira, Deacon’s crazy blood bag, but it had been much bigger than that.

      A wave of anger surged up inside me, but it wasn’t aimed at Hunter, it was aimed at Marika. She’d tied his tongue. If he’d been free to warn us, we could have acted, we could have saved lives.

      No. Breathe. Just breathe. I couldn’t change what happened, but I could make sure it never happened again.

      I scanned the room. “Where are you?”

      “Right in front of you.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I think it’s time you told me all your secrets.”

      “You know I can’t do that.” There was sorrow in his voice.

      “Not yet, you can’t.” I reached into my drawer and pulled out a penknife.

      It had been a gift from my father years ago. My blood was meant to set Hunter free; whether that was meant to be accompanied by a ritual or not, I wasn’t sure. But fuck it. We’d try it this way and see how it went.  My intention was clear as I sliced my thumb open. A bead of blood welled up on my skin.

      “Hunter.” I looked to the spot where he was standing. “I set you free from my ancestor’s binding. I fucking set you free.”

      I splashed the blood in front of me, hoping that it was hitting Hunter.

      The spot flashed bright green, and then the air began to shimmer.

      “Echo, what did you do?” Hunter’s voice trembled.

      There was a sharp crack like the snap of a large twig, and then the shimmering air parted like a veil, and a figure materialized.

      Tall, lithe, and corded with muscle, Hunter was obsidian beauty. My eyes were level with his torso, which was a plane of muscle; I counted an eight-pack. My gaze dropped to his Adonis belt, which disappeared under the material of loose black pants that seemed to mist and blur when I stared too long. I trailed up over his pectorals to his face, which was a marvel carved from stone. Firm, wide lips, high cheekbones, and eyes like twin stars. His head was bald, but it suited him, giving him a dangerous edge.

      “Hunter?” I stood shakily. “You’re here. I can see you.”

      He held out his hands and flexed his fingers. “You freed me?”

      “I did. I’m sorry, I would have done it sooner, but you disappeared and—”

      But I didn’t get to finish my sentence before I was hauled to my feet and crushed against his chest. His body was unyielding, so it was like hugging a rock, but his skin was like silk beneath my fingers.

      “What did you do?” he asked again.

      I pulled back. “I released you.”

      He shook his head in wonder and stepped back. “Look at me. I’m solid.”

      Okay, I was so confused. “I don’t get it. Are you meant to not be solid?”

      “I’m a shade, Echo. We don’t have bodies of our own. We’re made of mist and shadow.” He turned his arm over as if marveling at it. “We have to take hosts to be truly solid, but this …” He looked up at me again. “What did you do?”

      But even as he was speaking his body was losing its solid form and becoming ethereal like the shadow he was meant to be.

      “Hunter?”

      He sighed. “Ah, a temporary perk, I see.” His solidity ebbed until he was nothing but a shadow with form. “But I’m free. You freed me.”

      There was a knock on the door, and Hunter looked at it, startled.

      “No!” I reached for him. “Don’t go.”

      He froze. “I have to hide.”

      “I promise. No one will hurt you.” I locked gazes with him. “I won’t let them.”

      His eyes smiled, and was that the curve of a mouth? “We’ll see.”

      The knock came again. “Echo?”

      It was Deacon.

      “Come in.”

      “Your food’s read—” He broke off at the sight of Hunter, and then his nostrils flared. “You did it. You set him free. You promised you’d come to me first.”

      His tone rankled, and mine sharpened to match his. “I’m sorry. But he needed to be free.”

      Deacon studied Hunter. “You saved her life when you could have hesitated and let her die. I want to trust you, so I’m going to go out on a limb and give you the benefit of the doubt, but if you do anything that could bring harm to Echo or any of us, then I will eject you from the Hive and leave you to the mercy of Genesis.”

      “Well, thank you so very much.” Hunter’s words dripped with sarcasm.

      Deacon’s jaw tensed, and he opened his mouth to retaliate.

      I held up a hand. “Enough, let’s just listen to what Hunter has to say, shall we? Now that he can speak freely.”

      Deacon exhaled through his nose and opened the door. “Well, I guess we should introduce you to the others, and you can tell us how you came to be trapped here.”

      His gaze was hooded as he stepped aside. “After you,” he said to me.

      I stepped through the door into the lounge to find Micha, Lyrian, and Verona sitting around the coffee table. The smell of omelets filled the room, and my stomach rumbled, but food would have to wait.

      Verona looked up with a smile as I entered the room. Her gaze skipped over my shoulder, and she let out a shriek.

      Micha and Lyrian were on their feet in an instant.

      “Whoa!” I stepped in front of Hunter. “This is Hunter, and he’s with me.”

      “Echo set him free,” Deacon drawled. “She felt it was the right thing to do.”

      “And you don’t agree?” Micha asked.

      “I would have waited.”

      God, his attitude sucked today. “Waiting is what led to all the deaths.” There was a sharp edge to my tone. “Hunter knew about the Sanguinata locked beneath us, and he knew that Orville and Carmach were planning to set them free, but he couldn’t tell me because Marika had bound him not to talk about the Sanguinata prisoners. If I’d freed him sooner …” I abandoned my sentence because it was obvious from Deacon’s expression that he’d picked up on my meaning.

      His eyes widened in horror, and then a dark shadow of guilt passed across his face.

      Shit, he thought I was blaming him? “No.” I pressed my fingers to my temple. “I’m not blaming you. Fuck, I’m not blaming anyone. It is what it is. What I’m trying to say is that I’m done ignoring my gut instincts. The time for caution has passed.”

      I turned to Hunter. “It’s time for you to tell your story, Hunter. I want to know what happened. I need to know why you were bound, and I need to know everything you were forbidden to tell us.”

      Hunter floated swiftly across the room, his body an ethereal form that moved with undeniable grace. “In that case, I suggest you get comfortable.”

      I took a seat on the arm of the chair closest to Micha, and he slung an arm around my waist. I rested my hand on his forearm, my attention on Hunter’s shadowy form.

      “I can’t remember anything prior to being here,” Hunter said. “For all I know, I was born here, and Marika was the mother I never had. She kept me safe, she kept me entertained and—”

      “Wait a second,” Deacon interrupted. “What do you mean she kept you? How old were you, and where did she keep you?”

      “The lower levels to start with,” Hunter said. “Age isn’t something I can quantify; it doesn’t work that way for shades. I was young, though, probably what you would refer to as prepubescent, when I lived below, and I’d reached maturity when she ushered me above to her chambers. There was a closet and a room beyond which she tailored for my use.”

      “And you just stayed there?” Deacon was skeptical. “You just remained in the room?”

      Hunter nodded. “I was afraid of discovery. Marika warned me what would happen if I left, if I disobeyed. She warned me that the council would come for me, that they’d take me away from her and throw me to Genesis. I stayed in the room to survive. She visited me every day. Brought me books, paper, and pens. We talked for hours. I loved her as any son would love his mother. She told me about the Sanguinata rebellion and how they’d been locked away. She told me about Genesis and the council’s plan to wait him out. She told me about the crystal and how it would change everything. How once we had it, we would never have to be afraid of discovery.”

      “A decade …” Deacon said. “That was how long we were down here without a crystal to protect us. It took a decade for us to learn of its existence, find its location, and convince the sea dwellers to help us obtain it. It took a decade for Emory to complete the Hive and the heart.”

      “Yes, it was a decade. She was my mother for a decade. And then …” He went very still. “Then, she betrayed me.”
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      “She betrayed you?” Deacon’s lip curled in an uncharacteristic manner.

      The Sanguinata rarely, if ever, lost his cool, but this was his beloved dead lover Hunter was talking about.

      “Deacon.” I shot him a back-off look. “Let Hunter talk.” I nodded at Hunter. “Go on.”

      Hunter’s starlight eyes gleamed from his shadowy visage. “She came to me one night, sat me down, and told me that she needed my help. That she needed me to protect someone. Obviously, I agreed. I would have done anything for her. The crystal was here by then. But it was yet to be activated. Looking back now, I can see there was a sadness in her eyes, but I didn’t understand it back then. She told me to stand up, to not move, whatever happened, and then she stepped into me. There was pain, heart-searing and bone-numbing. She uttered words I didn’t understand, and when it was over, my limbs were bound with green threads. They were all over me like a tenacious spider web. She’d bound me, but still, I wasn’t aware of what had happened. I trusted her. It was only when she asked me questions about the Sanguinata rebellion and the council’s motives, and I found I couldn’t answer, that my mind grasped what she’d done. She told me she would be leaving, and that once she was gone, I would be free to roam the Hive but never free to leave. She told me that I would be neither seen nor heard and that I would be drawn to certain individuals and compelled to protect them. She explained that the day would come when I would find someone who would hear me, and when I did, I would be bound to that person until their death.”

      “But still compelled to protect them?” Micha asked.

      “Yes.” Hunter moved back and forth as if pacing. “She left me. Hours passed, and then the door to my chamber opened. I was free but trapped in the Hive in invisible form. I looked for Marika but never found her, but through my snooping, I discovered what she’d done. She’d left me here to rot. Left me alone. She told me she loved me, but that was a lie. She used me. I was nothing to her.” There was bitterness in his tone. “And slowly I came to hate her.”

      “She did what she had to,” Deacon said.

      Was he serious? I turned on the Sanguinata, my eyes burning on Hunter’s behalf. “Really? You think binding him was necessary? He loved her, don’t you think he would have helped her of his own accord?”

      Deacon shrugged a shoulder. “She obviously didn’t trust him to.”

      “Or she was just a fucking bitch!” I stood, my body vibrating with rage. “What she did was wrong. I don’t give a shit that she had a fucking vision. She put Hunter through decades of trauma. Have you any idea what it must have been like for him, trapped like that. Lonely and unheard?”

      And I’d been so flippant, so dismissive of him, never bothering to delve deeper. I’d taken his derision at face value, so wrapped up in my own shit I hadn’t bothered to hear the pain in his voice. I was angry but not just at Deacon, I was mad at myself.

      Deacon’s shoulders slumped. “Echo, Marika sacrificed herself for the Hive.”

      “Yeah, and she did that by choice. Maybe she should have given Hunter a fucking choice too.”

      God, I was pissed.

      “You’re alive because of her,” Deacon reminded me.

      “I’m alive because Hunter saved me. Which he probably could have done if she hadn’t bound him. If she’d just trusted him.”

      “She had to have had her reasons.”

      “Yeah? Well, we’ll never know, so let’s just agree to disagree, shall we?”

      I needed to speak to Hunter, to apologize properly, but not here, not now.

      “Marika wanted you alive,” Lyrian said. “She must have known you would be important in some way.”

      “The last guardian,” Verona said softly.

      I’d almost forgotten she was in the room. She was taking this all really well.

      “A reappearance of the Arcana,” Micha added.

      “There has to be more to it,” Deacon said.

      I looked to Hunter. “Did she tell you anything else?”

      Hunter had stopped pacing. “Only that the person that would hear me would be the key to saving us all.”

      “Well, no pressure then.”

      Micha’s grip on my waist tightened. “Whatever your destiny, you have us to support you. You won’t be doing it alone.”

      His words were comforting because there was no doubt in my mind that he meant them. Lyrian, Micha, Emory, and heck, even Deacon would be there for me. I glanced at the Sanguinata, and he locked gazes with me. His beautiful face was troubled. And his cheeks were slightly flushed.

      I guess having to consider that the woman you’d loved had caused someone so much pain was making him question if he’d ever known her, or maybe he was just pissed at Hunter for saying nasty things about his dead lover. Heck, I didn’t know.

      But I needed to know that everyone was on board, including Deacon. “You don’t have to like what Hunter has told you, but you need to accept it.”

      Deacon’s shoulders rose and fell in a sigh. “I believe what the shade has said. But we don’t know the whole story, and we may never find out the true motives behind Marika’s action. All I know is that the woman I loved was a kind and noble creature.” He turned his attention to Hunter. “I believe that she acted for the good of the Hive, and if she caused pain, then it would have torn her in two to do so.”

      Hunter’s form wavered. “I’m tired. If there’s nothing else you need to know, I’d like to rest.”

      “There are plenty of rooms here,” Verona said softly.

      “You will stay here,” Deacon said. “You will not leave these quarters.”

      Hunter’s apprehension was a palpable force. He was free, and yet Deacon was asking him to remain in these quarters, a prisoner once more.

      “No.” I stood up. “You should come and go as you please. I’m sure you can be careful and stay out of sight.”

      “If anyone spots him—”

      “They won’t.” I smiled at Hunter. “Will they?”

      “No.” Hunter’s tone was confident.

      “And there’s a room for you here when you return from your wanderings.” I hesitated, because as much as I wanted to let him off the leash, there was still one issue. “I don’t think you should leave the Hive, though. Not yet. Not until we’ve put Genesis down.”

      “I’m not a fool, Echo. I don’t have a death wish.”

      His cocky tone was back, and my muscles relaxed. This was the Hunter I knew. “Good. It’s settled then.”

      Deacon ran a hand over his face. “I’m going to speak to Emory and find out what the plan is. I’ll be back bright and early. You should all get some sleep.”

      He stalked out without a second glance in my direction. My stomach dropped. He was obviously pissed at me for contradicting him. But sod it, if he expected a yes-woman, then he was going to be sorely disappointed. If he expected a yes-woman then he wasn’t the man for me.
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        * * *

      

      Micha’s hands brought my body to life, and his tongue invaded me in delicious thrusts that had me biting back moans and fisting the covers as I pushed my hips up to meet his mouth.

      Oh, fuck, that tongue, that fucking … I spiraled into pleasure, hips rolling as a guttural cry left my lips. Lyrian’s presence fluttered at the back of my mind, and my body heated even more. The door between us was open a fraction. I needed to close it, but Micha was licking me, finishing me off with rough strokes of his tongue, and there was no concentration left, no will but my pants and gasps.  My arousal slipped through the doorway, and Lyrian’s consciousness bloomed.

      Micha trailed kisses up my body, his hands kneading at my flesh, driving me crazy. His mouth cut off another groan, and he kissed me slow and leisurely as his cock throbbed at my entrance. Fuck, I wanted him.

      Lyrian’s arousal was a pressure at the back of my mind, heightening my own, forcing me into action. I angled my hips, opening my thighs wider, and pushed up against Micha’s arousal. He slid into my wetness, and I hugged him like the perfect sheath. His chest vibrated, and his body tightened, and then he began to thrust. The build was slow, each thrust saturated with sensation. I arched my back, part of me wanting to just let go and the other part scrambling to close the door between us.

      Lyrian, please …

      Fuck.

      He slammed the door just before I came for the second time.
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        * * *

      

      A gentle caress to the cheek woke me hours later. Micha’s soft snores brushed against the nape of my neck. We’d fallen asleep chest to back, and his arm was around my waist, hugging me close while the backs of my thighs rested on the front of his. I loved being his little spoon, and waking up in the morning was always a pleasure because Micha no longer ran away and hid his morning glory. We’d put that to good use.

      But it wasn’t Micha that had woken me.

      Hunter’s silver eyes glowed in the darkness as he stared at me from his position crouched at the side of my bed.

      I reached out to him, and my fingers brushed against his face. He wasn’t solid, but he was tangible and warm. “Are you all right?”

      “Are you?” He glanced over my shoulder. “Did you have fun?”

      There was a sulky edge to his voice. “Hunter?”

      He touched my cheek, and a shiver ran down my neck. “You stood by me today.”

      “It was the least I could do after …”

      “After?”

      I blew out a breath. “After I treated you so badly all these years. You saved me, and I was so dismissive every time you tried to talk to me.”

      “I didn’t make it easy for you. I was determined to hate you, but …”

      “But?”

      “I realized that it was impossible to hate you. Instead, I settled for not liking you, but I failed at that too. You’ve been my only connection in over eighty years.”

      “Damn, you’re old.”

      He chuckled softly. “Once shades mature, our age is determined by experience, and mine … mine has been limited at best.”

      He was probably as worldly as me, and there was something I needed to ask him. “Now that you’re free to choose, I was wondering … would you like to be friends?”

      Hunter’s eyes smiled. “Maybe. Let’s wait and see if you make the grade, eh?”

      I bit back a smile. “Good night, Hunter.”

      But he was already gone.
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      There was a note from Deacon on the coffee table telling us to meet at the hangar at ten a.m. There was enough time to drop Bry at school and leave him with plenty of hugs before making my way to the meeting spot.

      Lyrian and Micha were waiting for me at the doors that led to the tunnel, which would take us up to the hangar. Micha was dressed in Protectorate gear, and the material stretched over his muscles and hugged his torso and thighs. A sharp stab of lust shot through me, and his smile was slow-burning and knowing.

      Lyrian had opted for a more casual look in a cream T-shirt and loose pants, but he would be in dragon form most of the journey, so it really didn’t matter what he wore. I met his icy blue eyes briefly, but his expression was closed off. Crap, we’d need to speak about last night at some point. The whole thing had been strangely arousing but unsettling at the same time, and I doubted that Micha would have appreciated it. I needed to be more careful about closing the door between us during intimate moments.

      “You ready?” Micha asked.

      “Yeah.” I waited for him to open the door.

      He grinned. “You do it.”

      “What?”

      “Emory added your biometrics to the panel,” Lyrian said. “You have exit access now.”

      Why did that make me feel so excited? Oh, yeah, because it meant I could escape if need be. My handprint unlocked the doors, and we were through. The whirr of the fans was almost comforting as we made our way toward the hangar doors.

      I shot Micha a quick glance. “Do you know how we’re going to get the equipment to the location? Hell, do you know what the location is?”

      “Nope,” Micha said.

      “We’ll know soon enough,” Lyrian added.

      The hangar doors were open, and Emory came into view. He was crouched by one of the land vehicles, tinkering with it, and … wait, was that the sound of an engine?

      “Hell, yes!” Micha rushed ahead. “You got it working?” He circled the huge four-wheeled truck. “I knew you could do it.”

      Emory stood and wiped his hands on his jeans. His sleeves were rolled up, and his bare hands looked larger and totally manly without his gloves.

      “It wasn’t easy, but I’m used to lack of sleep, and I guess the urgency of the situation got my brain working.” He turned to look at me. “You want to ride with me, Echo?”

      Lyrian tensed beside me. Shit. As much as I wanted to take a ride in the land vehicle, it would totally make Lyrian’s presence unnecessary.

      “I think I’ll fly if that’s okay.” Emory’s face fell. “Maybe I can ride back?”

      Fucking hell, keeping several guys happy wasn’t going to be easy.

      But then Emory smiled and made it all better, because those smiles were rare, and it was as if he’d tossed me a diamond.

      “We’re all loaded up,” he said. “The test site is eighty miles out. It’s an abandoned village with no human settlements nearby.”

      In other words, if things went wrong, we wouldn’t be condemning anyone.

      “The plan is to send the signal and monitor for a response. I’ll be checking for a trace too, so if Genesis does latch on to our signal, I’ll know, and we’ll bail, immediately.”

      “Sounds good,” Lyrian said.

      Micha patted the hood of the truck. “Mind if I ride with you?”

      Emory gave him a lopsided smile. “Sure.” He pulled his gloves from his pocket and tugged them on. “Let’s go.”

      But we were missing a body. “Is Deacon not coming?”

      Emory averted his gaze. “He has some stuff to take care of.”

      “More important than finding Genesis?”

      Emory made a sound of exasperation. “He didn’t want to worry you, but he found out the council was meeting today. He believes that Greta is trying to overturn the decision to put our plan B into action.”

      My stomach tightened. “What the heck is her deal?” I shook my head. “Ignore that question. I know exactly what her issue is.”

      “Bane is with Deacon.” Emory opened the door to the truck. “They’ll sort this out. The problem is that with Harker gone we don’t officially have a chairperson on the council, and Greta is desperate to take the role.”

      “Nothing for us to do but come back with the information we need.” Lyrian flexed his shoulders and hit the release to open the hatch.

      Emory handed me a radio. “Clip this to your belt, just in case.”

      I did as he asked and then followed Lyrian up the stairs. The hatch opened, and we stood side by side, watching as the bright blue sky came into view. His muscles rippled as he stretched his arms above his head and rolled his head on his shoulders. God, he was something else. Powerful and deadly and mine.

      I ran my hand down his back, and a low rumble caressed my ears, but then his shoulders tensed. “We should go.” He stepped away from my touch and out into the sun.
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        * * *

      

      We flew above the truck, tracking its progress and keeping an eye on the surroundings from an aerial viewpoint. Lyrian was silent, closed off, and my heart ached. I’d obviously hurt him last night. Feeling Micha and me together couldn’t have been easy. We needed to talk about it. I pressed my body to Lyrian’s back and, closing my eyes, cracked open the door between us. There was a little resistance, but he opened for me.

      His consciousness flooded my mind. What is it, Echo?

      I’m sorry about last night.

      You have nothing to apologize for.

      Then why are you mad at me?

      I’m not mad at you.

      You could have fooled me.

      A sigh. We can talk about this later. We’re here.

      The door between us swung closed, and then we were going in for a landing, but there was a hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach that had nothing to do with our descent.

      The area we landed in had been a residential zone once. Houses lined the street, empty and covered in moss and other types of tenacious flora from the surrounding gardens, but the road was free of flora. Emory opened the back of the truck to reveal a bunch of equipment—monitors, a tiny generator, and the modified scuttler head.

      He and Micha carried the scuttler head out of the truck and placed it on the ground.

      “How do we do this?” Lyrian asked.

      “We connect this up to my computer, we fire it up, and we send out a message in binary.”

      “And Genesis won’t pick up on it?” Lyrian looked skeptical.

      “Hopefully not. It will be hidden in generic code, but if Roland is listening, then he should pick up on it, and hopefully send a message back.”

      Emory headed back to the truck and returned with one end of a cable. He flipped open a hatch at the back of the scuttler head and plugged the cable into it.

      “What’s the message?” Micha asked.

      I was thinking the same thing.

      “It can’t be too long,” Emory said. “I’m thinking if Roland knew his location, he’d have told Echo in his message. He wouldn’t have asked her to simply find him. So, we message asking him to help us find him. All he needs to do is respond, and when he does, we can trace it back to wherever it originated. Hopefully fast enough to avoid detection by Genesis.” Emory straightened and tugged at the cuffs of his gloves. “Are you ready?”

      My pulse was suddenly pounding. “Yes.”

      Emory nodded and then backed up toward the truck and climbed in. He crouched by the computer he had strapped to a ledge built into the wall of the vehicle. His gloved fingers flew across the keys, and then the scuttler’s eyes lit up green.

      I took an involuntary step back, and Lyrian’s chest brushed my back. His hand came up to rest on my hip briefly before he removed it.

      “Okay,” Emory said. “Sending now.” He sat back on his haunches and looked at me with a terse smile. “Now, we wait.”

      The scuttler’s green eyes glared up at me, and my palms were suddenly sweaty. “How long?”

      Emory shrugged. “No idea. It could be seconds, it could be minutes or even longer. We wait for as long as we’re not detected. I’ll know if we’re tagged.” His gaze scanned whatever data was scrolling across his screen.

      The minutes dragged by like reluctant feet on a journey they weren’t eager to make. Micha blew out a breath and began to pace. Emory remained in the truck, his eyes on the monitor.

      “I’m going to take a walk.” Lyrian strode off down the road a little way.

      “Stay close!” Emory called out.

      I watched the Draconi leave, and then Micha caught my eye and jerked his head in Lyrian’s direction. “Go. Sort out whatever it is that needs sorting between you two.”

      There was no need to ask how he knew—we were inextricably connected. Instead, I set off after Lyrian. He’d disappeared into an abandoned house several meters away. The wooden door was hanging off its hinges, the windows were nothing but shattered glass, and a strange, musty smell permeated the air.

      “Lyrian?” I stepped over the threshold into the gloom.

      “Over here.” He was standing by a mantelpiece staring at the grime-covered photographs in dusty frames that, by some miracle, were untouched.

      I joined him and studied the people in the frames. A family, smiling and carefree. This had been someone’s home. It was battered, and the furniture was torn and broken now, but at one time, humans had lived here in harmony.

      “It could be like this again one day,” Lyrian said softly, almost as if he was speaking to himself. “We could turn the tide.”

      “I hope so.”

      Last night still simmered between us, and if we didn’t address it, that tension would boil over sooner rather than later. It was my fault. I’d been callous and careless. “I should have been more considerate last night.”

      His chest rose and fell in a sigh. “No. It wasn’t your fault. I should have backed off.”

      Okay. Maybe. “But you didn’t …”

      “No.” He kept his gaze on the mantel, and his jaw flexed. Why was he holding back?

      “Lyrian? Look at me.”

      “Echo, please, don’t make this harder than it already is.”

      I stepped between him and the object of his regard, and the heat of his body filled the space between us, seeping through my clothes and licking at my skin. A pleasant tingle ran up my arms. Did he feel it too?

      I tried to catch his eye, but he refused to look at me. “Why is this so hard? Why can’t you look at me, touch me, kiss me?”

      His breath hitched. “Friends don’t do that.”

      “This isn’t friendship, Lyrian. And I know you feel it too, so what is the problem?”

      He kept his gaze fixed over my head. I poked him in the chest with an index finger, childish, but damn, I was so annoyed right now. “Lyrian.”

      “The problem is me,” Micha said from the doorway.

      Lyrian’s body tensed, and his jaw clenched, but in the next instant, his expression had smoothed out.

      He turned to his brother. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yeah, I do,” Micha said. “You’re trying to protect me, to be a big brother by hiding the fact that your scalemate bond with Echo is more than friendship. That you’re attracted to her because she’s your one true mate.”

      “Micha—”

      “No.” Micha cut him off with a raised hand. “I’m not entirely clueless. I can see what’s happening, and I feel your pain. It has to stop. Stop pretending and stop lying to yourself. I’m a big boy. I can handle it.”

      Lyrian tucked in his chin. “I want you to have this, Micha.”

      “Yeah?”  Micha canted his head. “I don’t need you to give me anything. Echo and I have a bond regardless of what you have with her. Your acting on what’s natural isn’t going to change that.”

      What the heck was going on here? “Micha? Lyrian? Hello.”

      Micha tore his ember gaze from his brother and fixed it on me. “Lyrian thinks I’m still the sickly child that needs coddling. The one who wasn’t able to fly as high, or run as fast as his older siblings, the one that was always left behind and given the hand-me-downs. He wants to be big brother and make it so you’re the one thing in my life that I can claim as my own. Not a thing to be shared or a hand-me-down, but you see, relationships don’t work that way.” His wry smile was aimed at Lyrian. “Echo isn’t a thing, she’s a person, and she has a bond with us both. By denying yourself, you deny her too. Do you want to cause her pain?”

      Lyrian’s head jerked up. “Of course not.”

      Micha shrugged. “Then stop being an ass.” His lips curved in a grin that was all challenge. “Unless you’re afraid to share …” He strolled from the room.

      I stepped in front of Lyrian and lifted my chin to look up at him. “Is that what you were doing?”

      Lyrian’s icy blues darkened. He wanted me, and my proximity was affecting him just as much as his was affecting me.

      He ran a hand over his face.  “Micha is my baby brother. Growing up, things weren’t easy for him. Bastion and Aidan could be unintentionally cruel. They took what was his on more than one occasion. But there was this one time …” He took a deep breath. “Micha had a pet, a tiny rodent that he kept in his pocket and took everywhere with him. He loved that creature, called it Twinkle. He must have been nine or ten years old at the time, Keep-bound because of his wings being so delicate, but Twinkle seemed to make things easier for him. Bastion and Aidan thought it would be funny to steal the creature. They locked it in a box and hid it. Micha was devastated, but they promised to return it if Micha agreed to run errands for them all day. Micha did whatever they said, but at the end of the day, when they handed over the box, Twinkle was dead. The fools hadn’t made any breathing holes in the box, and the tiny creature had suffocated. Micha may not have been able to feel physical pain, but there was no doubt he felt emotional pain. He cried for hours and withdrew for days after.  I swore to myself that even if I couldn’t protect him from physical pain, I could protect him from a broken heart. When I bonded with you …” He broke off and ducked his head. “He was in so much pain. There was so much anger. I couldn’t do that to him. I couldn’t take you from him.”

      He’d been trying to protect Micha by pushing me away, but this thing that was between us wasn’t a connection that could be so easily severed. If anything, it was getting stronger by the day, making it harder and harder for me not to be in his orbit, not to touch him or breathe him in.

      I pressed a palm to his chest and bit back a sigh as the contact soothed the itch in my heart. “You’re not taking anything from Micha. I have enough love for the both of you. You may be able to ignore what we have, but I can’t. Lyrian …” I swallowed past the tightness in my throat and stepped closer, so our bodies were almost touching. “You’re in my blood.”

      His mouth softened, and his pupils dilated as he drank me in. He leaned in, and my pulse kicked up.

      “Echo, Lyrian!” Micha popped his head round the door. “Something’s happening.”

      Lyrian’s head snapped up, and he took a shuddering breath. Giving Lyrian a we’ll-continue-this-later look, I followed Micha out of the house.

      Emory was typing away inside the truck. “We have a reply, just decoding and running a trace. Stand by.”

      Oh, God. This was the moment of truth. I shifted from foot to foot.

      “Hydropower. Time running out,” Emory read out.

      Hydropower? What the hell?

      “Trace is running.” Emory sat forward, the gleam of green letters and numbers scrolling across his spectacles. The indents by his mouth deepened as he concentrated. “Come on, come on.”

      We were close, so fucking close, and then a buzz filled the air, and my hackles rose.

      “Watch out!” Micha shoved me into Lyrian, and the ground where I’d been standing exploded in a spray of dust and cement.

      My lungs seized as the dust invaded them, and my body spasmed in a cough. Another explosion to our right. What the hell was happening? A chasm had opened, separating Lyrian and me from Micha and Emory. The world was filled with the buzz of drones, larger, more dangerous than the regular ones. Shit. I raised a hand and blasted it with arcana, but the drone dove out of the way, and then red lasers lanced toward me. Lyrian snagged me around the waist, and we leapt out of the way just in time to avoid getting hit. The drones flew off, but they were circling back.

      Crap. I reached for my staff, but Lyrian shook his head. “We can’t risk taking them on. More are coming.” He pointed to the horizon. “We have to go.”

      There was no going aerial, no getting to the truck. “Go!” I waved Emory and Micha away. “Get out. Go. We’ll take cover and follow when the coast is clear.”

      Micha looked torn, but Emory was by his side, yanking him toward the truck. “Get in, now.”

      The air exploded in a whooshing sound. Incoming.

      Lyrian’s hand was in mine. “Run.”

      Lyrian and I broke into a sprint. We ran away from the road and into the network of streets, deeper and deeper into the alleys between the houses. The buzz of drones was still loud in the air.

      Lyrian shouldered open the side door to a building, and we tumbled into the darkness. With the door closed, the sound was muted, but there was no denying they were still out there searching. Oh, God. Please, let Emory and Micha have gotten away. What if the drones chased them? What if they blew up the truck?

      I unclipped the radio from my waist and stared at it. Satellite radio. If they made it back, they’d contact us, right?

      Lyrian led me deeper into the house. Through what had once been a kitchen and to a door that led to a basement.

      “The more layers between us and them, the better,” Lyrian said. “If they have thermo imaging, this could make it harder for them to detect us.”

      There was a lock on the inside of the basement door, and he flipped it and then carefully climbed down the stairs. I clung to him in the pitch dark, and then we were on level ground.

      “Wait here,” he said.

      Shit, he was gone, and I was alone in the dark, but the scuff of his boots on the ground and the rustle of fabric was comforting. There was a lick of flame, and then the room lit up in candlelight.

      I’d expected dusty shelves and storage, but this was an actual room, a living space. A sofa, a lumpy-looking bed, and bookshelves. Someone had used this as a bedroom once. I’d seen enough old movies to imagine an older teen lounging here with his or her friends, pretending they were independent while their parents roamed overhead.

      Lyrian set the candle on a low table. “We stay here until the drones depart, and then we fly home.”

      I hugged myself. “Do you think Emory and Micha made it?” Emotion clogged my throat. “I mean, they got away, right?”

      Lyrian gripped my shoulders. “We can’t worry about that now. There’s nothing we can do but hope they made it. You have the radio, and they’ll contact us once they get back to the Hive.”

      He was right. “So, we wait.”

      Lyrian cocked his head. “The drones are still out there.”

      “You can hear them?”

      “Yes. I can hear them. I have excellent senses.”

      I sat on the edge of the mattress. “Hydropower. What do you think he meant?”

      “I don’t know, but we’ll figure it out.”

      Lyrian sat beside me and leaned forward, forearms on his thighs. “Now, we wait.”

      The time ticked by, and the awareness between us grew like a stubborn bloom.

      Lyrian cleared his throat, and when he spoke his voice was a delicious rumble. “Echo, when we get back, we should start fresh.”

      Thank God. “I’d like that.”

      We sat in companionable silence, but my mind was whirring, worried about Micha, worried about Emory, and then the radio flared to life with a crackle.

      I fumbled, unclipping it from my belt, and Lyrian reached around me to help. His arm brushed my breast, and my breath stalled, but then he was handing me the radio.

      “Hello?” The tremor in my voice was more from Lyrian’s proximity than anything else.

      “Echo, are you two all right?” Micha asked.

      “We’re fine. We’re safe. You made it back okay?”

      “They stopped chasing us about a mile out. Emory thinks they may be limited to a certain radius.”

      “They’re still hovering overhead here.”

      “Dammit.”

      There was a scuffle, and then Emory’s voice came on. “Stay low, stay where you are. Check in with us in an hour. They should leave if they can’t locate you.”

      “Okay, but did you get a hit on location?”

      “No.”

      Fuck. “So, we’re screwed.”

      “Not entirely. Micha is about to speak to his mother. If anyone knows of a hydropower plant topside, then it will be Wilomena and her Draconi. They’ve flown all over.”

      Another scuffle.  “Hey,” Micha said. “Take care of yourself and … take care of Lyrian too. I love you both.”

      My heart swelled. “We love you too. I’ll see you soon.”

      I turned the radio off to preserve the battery and placed it on the table by the bed. The ball of tension in my chest melted. The guys were okay, and now there was no ignoring the fact that I was alone in a basement with Lyrian. The candlelight made shadows on the wall and flickered across his bold features becomingly.

      “Are they still out there?” My voice had dropped to a whisper.

      His throat bobbed, and he turned to look at me with eyes drowning in need. “Yes.” His tone was as hushed as mine.

      I shifted closer and raised my chin, so our lips were mere inches apart. “What should we do to pass the time?”

      He stood and took two steps away from me. My heart sank. But then he reached over his shoulder, grabbed the back of his tee, and pulled it over his head.

      My lungs stopped working at the glorious sight of his body. He wasn’t stocky like Micha, he was tall and broad, and his torso was hard pecs and washboard abs that tapered to slender hips. I grazed him with my gaze, trailing up to his face, lingering on his parted mouth, and then locking on his hungry eyes.

      “Open the door, Echo.”

      I felt him in my mind, and I pushed the door wide.

      He flooded me with sensation. Heat and ice worked together to wash over my body, tightening my nipples and slickening my core. My moan was involuntary, and I bit it back, suddenly embarrassed.

      Don’t. His tone was all command.

      Oh, God. Lyrian, what are you doing?

      This.

      His hand was in my pants, his fingers inside me, and yet, he was on the other side of the room.

      Shit. I arched my back and opened my legs wider. Oh, God.

      And then his fingers were replaced by something rough and flexible, oh, fuck, his tongue and his mouth. I fell back onto the bed, pulling my knees up and opening for him, raising my hips as he tasted me. I was fully clothed, and he was across the room, but he was tasting me, he was stroking me, and yeah, it was some strange mind meld thing, but damn, it was hot as fuck, and I wanted and needed more.

      Lyrian, please.

      I needed him to touch me for real. I needed the weight of him, but shit, he was picking up the tempo, circling and sucking.  His fingers were inside me, and oh, God, the overload of sensation had me writhing and arching, and then with a growl, he was on the bed, hands tearing at my clothes, mouth sucking on my flesh everywhere it was exposed. I buried my fingers in his silken hair and hauled him up so his mouth was pressed to mine and finally kissed him the way I’d been wanting to for so long, tongue-sucking, roof-licking, teeth-clashing, open-mouthed kisses that were desperate to be more. His skin met mine, sending frissons of low-level shocks racing across my body.

      “Lyrian, please.”

      I didn’t want foreplay. I needed him inside me. I needed that connection. I needed it now.
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        * * *

      

      LYRIAN

      She’s perfection, everything I ever dreamed of, satin and silk beneath my fingers, peaches on my tongue, but I’ve held back for so long that I don’t know if I can wait to be inside her. My cock throbs, and my balls ache, crying out for relief. She’s wet and warm and ready for me as I rub the head of my cock over her clit.

      “Lyrian, please.” Her eyes are heavy, her lips swollen from my kisses. “I need you inside me.”

      Fucking hell. I’ve needed to hear those words ever since I clapped eyes on her, even though I knew Micha had staked his claim. I wanted her even before the scalemate bond. I wanted her, and now she’s mine.

      I push her thighs wider, my fingers biting into her flesh as I thrust into her. Fuck, she’s like a glove. A wet, warm glove made just for me. I grit my teeth because I’m close, so fucking close to coming. I need her to come first. Her eyes are locked on me as I lean in and drape her legs over my shoulders.

      She pushes her hips up to meet my groin, and my balls are flush up against her. I close my eyes, reveling in the sensation, and then I pull out all the way, tip hovering at her entrance. She makes a sound, part protest, part need. And then I plunge into her again, biting back a growl as her body bucks and her cry caresses my senses. I do it again and again, hitting the ridge inside her that drives her wild. I lose myself in sensation, in the bounce of her luscious breasts, in the taste of her rosy nipples, and the gasps and pants and slap of our flesh as we finally consummate what’s been simmering between us.

      Her body tenses as she comes with a low keening cry, and then she is milking me, shattering my control as my balls tighten, then release with a heady rush that has me crying out with her.
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t stop touching him, and my lips were swollen and roughed up from his kisses, so many kisses. But we had to stop, we had to pull on our clothes and come back to the reality of our situation. We were hiding in a basement to get away from killer drones.

      I finished strapping on my belt and clipped the radio to it. Lyrian tugged me into his arms, and my body was immediately hot for him. Oh, God. This was crazy. Now we’d finally taken the step it was as if we’d popped a lock on attraction. He was like a magnet, a hot, taut magnet that I needed to rub up against.

      I shook my head to clear it, and he chuckled low and sexy in his throat. “Maybe if we shut the door?”

      The door in our minds swung closed, and the overwhelming sensations were muted. I sagged against him with a laugh of my own.

      “Well, that was …”

      “Intense?”

      “Perfect.” I kissed his jaw, reveling in the scent of him.

      “The drones have gone,” he said.

      “Let’s go home.”
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      Micha gathered me in a hug as I walked into the guardian quarters. “Thank fuck you’re okay.”

      He took a deep breath, inhaling me, and his arms tightened around me a fraction; when he pulled back, there was a small smile on his face. “I’m glad you sorted things out with Lyrian.”

      Damn him and his senses. I ducked my head. “Any news on location?”

      “Yes. Mother got back to us a little while ago. There is an abandoned hydropower plant on the north coast. It’s several miles out of their usual search perimeter, but she says they have checked it out before and found nothing.”

      “We need to check it again,” Lyrian said.

      “But we go prepared.” I looked from Micha to Emory, then to Lyrian. “We need to go in with a way to shut him down.”

      “I have an idea for that,” Emory replied. “Genesis is a super brain made of orgometal. If I can get a sample of that metal, I can work out a way to corrupt it. The ideal solution would be to build an arcana explosive that can burrow into the brain and then detonate.”

      Clever. “An arcana crystal bomb?”

      Emory’s eyes lit up. “Yes. But we need some orgometal.”

      Lyrian was rubbing his chin in thought. “Micha, do you remember that story Mum told us about the warded government lab she once infiltrated?”

      Micha nodded. “Yeah. But it’s warded to be undetectable, and we haven’t been able to locate it since all the Arcana were killed in the war.” His eyes widened, and then his gaze slid my way. “But now we have Echo and her uncanny ability with arcana.”

      “Micha, you call Mum and find out the general location,” Lyrian said.

      Micha gave a jaunty salute and then dropped a kiss on my cheek. “See you in a bit.”

      He headed for the tower.

      I turned to Emory. “What’s the latest on the council? Did Bane and Deacon manage to stop Greta?”

      “They did, but she’s now demanding a vote for chairperson,” Emory said. “She’s pretty popular with the council, but so are my dads. Still, it could swing either way. Especially since she’s using the line that we need a chairperson with a clear mind, not one clouded by grief.”

      “Bitch.”

      “Indeed.” Sadness dulled Emory’s expression. “My dads are stalling her.”

      Then we needed to take advantage of that. “We need to use that time. We keep the location to ourselves, and we head out and find the orgometal. Once we have it, we can present it as a fait accompli. After all, we had a deal.”

      Lyrian made a sound of agreement.

      Once we had the orgometal and Emory had created the explosive, the humans would be told the truth. It was what had been agreed. No more lies, no more secrets.

      Micha returned a moment later. “Mother said she’ll meet us at the bridge in Arcana tomorrow at midday to show us the way.”

      Emory’s shoulders rose and fell. “I need to run some tests in the lab. I’ll see you later.” He paused to lean in and brush a kiss across my forehead as he passed.

      My cheeks warmed.

      Micha arched a brow and smiled.

      I smacked his arm. “Shut up.”

      Verona walked in. “Oh, thank God, you’re all right.” She rushed toward me and enveloped me in a tight hug.

      “Bry?”

      “When you didn’t come back with the others, I thought it best to let him stay in class for a bit longer. I didn’t want him to know what had happened and worry.”

      Good call. “Thank you.”

      She brushed at my hair with her fingers. “You have dust in your hair, sweetie. Why don’t you go shower quickly? I’ll head back to the school and wait for Bry to finish.”

      She’d come back for an update on me. I pulled her in for another hug. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.” She patted my back and then sneezed. “Shower, now.”
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        * * *

      

      Verona was gone by the time I’d showered, but Micha and Lyrian were still in the lounge.

      “We should eat,” Lyrian said as I entered the room. “What would you like?”

      Even though it was obvious that this was less about food and more about keeping busy, I couldn’t help but point out their obsession with meal times. “You and Deacon, always about the food.”

      “You need to keep your strength up,” Micha and Lyrian said at the same time.

      “Fine, but I’m cooking.”

      Micha made a face and then caught himself.

      Wait a minute. “Do you not like my cooking?”

      Lyrian cleared his throat. “You have so many other skills.”

      Oh, my God. “You hate my cooking. Is that why everyone has been feeding me? I make one stew, and you judge me on it?”

      Micha shook his head. “It was one hell of a judgment stew.”

      I threw up my hands. “Fine. You cook. I’m going to go find Deacon and fill him in on the developments.”

      “He’s in his chambers,” Micha said.

      I faltered at the door as it hit me that I had no idea where Deacon laid his head at night. I glanced over my shoulder to see Micha’s knowing smile.

      “Third floor, second door on the right.”

      “Thank you.”

      I left them discussing what to cook and headed for the main council building.
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        * * *

      

      There was no answer to my knock, but the door wasn’t locked, and before I could stop myself, I’d entered Deacon’s room. It smelled sweet like him, and my stomach did a little flutter and a flip.

      We hadn’t spoken alone since he’d pissed me off over Hunter. Was he mad at me for being so harsh about Marika? He’d loved her, and I’d straight up called her a bitch. I needed to watch my mouth when I was mad.

      The sound of running water drifted through the ajar bathroom door. His five-minute shower, no doubt.

      Shower.

      Naked.

      Oh, God. I needed to leave.

      I walked quickly toward the door, intent on making a run for it.

      “Echo?”

      Shit.

      Please, let him be dressed. I turned around to face him and sucked in a breath at the sight of his naked torso. Thank God, the bottom half was wrapped in a low-slung towel, but double damn, the rest … the long hair spilling over his shoulders like wet sand and the droplets of moisture skating down his chest and abs to lick at the towel that barely clung to his Adonis belt … that was the stuff of wet dreams.

      I needed to roll my tongue back into my mouth and wipe the damn drool off my face.

      “I can smell your arousal,” Deacon said tightly.

      My gaze snapped to his face.

      He closed his eyes and breathed in and out slowly. “And I’m hungry. Not a good combination.”

      Oh, crap. His vein was dead. She’d died trying to kill me. “Deacon, how long since you’ve fed?”

      “A couple of weeks.”

      Shit. “You need to feed.”

      He gave me a flat look. “I know that, Echo. I’m in the process of finding myself a new vein.”

      A new vein, another woman he could feed and fuck? My gut twisted at the thought. “No.” The word just popped out, startling even me.

      He canted his head. “No?”

      I licked my lips, suddenly nervous, because yep, I was going to do this. “I want you to feed off me.”

      His nostrils flared, and his aqua eyes flooded with darkness. “You don’t know what you’re offering, Echo. You don’t understand how intense the feeding can be, how lines can get blurred and—”

      “I get it. You feed, and you fuck.”

      He snapped his mouth closed with a low moan.

      I took a couple of steps toward him. I’d been tiptoeing around us for a while now, but I was done being coy and waiting. I wanted Deacon. “Feed on me, Deacon. Fuck me.”

      Bold words that came easy but left a sting of heat on my cheeks, part embarrassment and part arousal.

      His features sharpened, and the outer edge of his irises bled to crimson. When he spoke next, his voice was thick, and there was a definite flash of fang.

      “I’m hungry, Echo, and I might not be as gentle as I’d like.”

      I took another step toward him, aware of the pulse in his jaw and the corresponding one at the apex of my thighs. I stopped a couple of feet away and slowly tugged off my T-shirt.

      He sucked in a breath. “Fuck.”

      “I love it when you curse.”

      He bridged the gap between us by taking an achingly slow step, but he didn’t touch me. He was giving me the chance to back down, to change my mind. I reached out and placed my hand on his alabaster chest. He held his breath as I slid it down over his abs, down to the tent in his towel. I rubbed the hardness with the flat of my palm, and he threw his head back and groaned.

      “Fucking hell, Echo.”

      “Bite me, Deacon.”

      His control snapped, and I was hauled up against his chest. He stared down at me, his breath coming hard, his eyes bright and ringed in crimson.

      “Last chance,” he warned.

      I tilted my head to the side, presenting my neck, heart pounding in anticipation and delicious fear.

      His chest rumbled, and a growl erupted from his lips, and then pain pierced my neck. My yelp was cut off by a sharp tugging sensation, and then liquid heat flooded my system, trickling through my veins and sliding over my intimate place like hungry, questing fingers.

      Oh, God. “Deacon.” I gripped the back of his head, getting closer, giving him more, wanting him to take more as euphoria swelled in my chest. We were moving, backing up toward the bed, and then I was falling, wrapped in his arms. He pulled my hands from his hair and pinned them above my head, his mouth still at my vein. Every tug went straight to my core, every tug made me wetter.

      “Deacon. Oh, God.”

      He grasped my wrists together with one hand and reached between us to yank down my trousers. His grip was so tight it would probably bruise, but it didn’t matter, all that mattered was getting free of my clothes.

      I wriggled beneath him, lifting my hips to give him better access. He raised his body and removed the towel while I kicked my trousers off. His hips sank between my thighs, groin to groin, and the length and girth of him pushed against me through the fabric of my panties. I ground into him, needing more, needing him there.

      His fangs slid out of my neck, and he licked the wound once, twice, and then raised his head, bloody-mouthed and wild-eyed, to stare down at me. His chest heaved, and his pupils were so large I could see my stunned reflection in them. And then he kissed me, coppery and sweet and crazy, tongue on tongue. He yanked my panties to the side and thrust into me. Fuck, he was thick, stretching me wide. He swallowed my cry, ramming deep, pulling out and then ramming deep again, forcing my body to adjust to the girth of him. Pain and pleasure mingled to create a new sensation, teasing new zones, and the sounds that climbed up my throat were pure primal. The plunge of his cock matched the thrusts of his tongue. I latched on to that tongue and sucked on it, eliciting a moan from him which I eagerly swallowed. He broke the kiss to rise above me. Still holding my hands captive, he looked down on me, his eyes wild as he kept up a tempo. I looked down between us to where we were joined, to where his hips moved like liquid silk in a rhythm that was building to a crescendo. He was beautiful, we were beautiful, undulating together in the perfect symphony. His grunts and growls complemented my gasps and moans, and there was the cold heat, the delicious icy tickle, and the head-pounding rush of blood that signaled a climax. I crested the wave, calling out his name, but it hit me again and again, stealing my breath and darkening my vision. Deacon’s grip on me faltered, and then he was pressed to my chest, his head buried in my neck, groaning loud in my ear as he pumped through his orgasm. I dug my nails into his arse, urging him on, wanting one more crest, one more wave, and then a sob was breaking on my lips as we hit the pinnacle. He slammed into me and rolled his hips with a guttural cry and then collapsed on top of me. We lay together, panting, as our hearts continued to gallop together.

      I turned my head to brush my cheek against his head. “That was it. I’m dead. You just fucked me to death.”

      His body began to shake.

      “Deacon? Shit. Deacon, are you okay?”

      He raised his head, still shaking. Wait, he was laughing? I was seeing him laugh, hearing him laugh for the first time, and it was beautiful.

      I kissed his bloody smiling mouth. “You should laugh more often.”

      He sobered. “I have a feeling that can be arranged.”
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        * * *

      

      Deacon fastened his pants and brushed back a tendril of his hair. His face was clean now, and he was back to his usual composed self. But my body was still recovering from the sex and the endorphins. How could he be so … okay?

      He chose that moment to look my way, and I noted the flush to his cheek and the gleam in his eye. He strode over to me, cupped my face, and pressed his lips to mine in a tender kiss. He broke the kiss and pulled back to brush his nose against mine and sighed.

      “I can’t go back,” he said. “You do realize that, don’t you?”

      I fisted his shirt. “Neither can I.”

      “I’m sorry about before. The things Hunter said, they were so contrary to the woman I knew.”

      “He wasn’t lying.”

      “I know. I have to learn to accept there are things about Marika that I may not have known.” He stroked my cheek once more, then pulled away slightly. “Now, tell me what you came to tell me?”

      While he brushed out his hair and tied it in a knot, I told him what we’d discovered and what we planned to do about it.

      “I’m coming with you,” he said in a tone that brooked no argument.

      I nodded. “I’d like that.”

      My stomach chose that moment to grumble.

      Deacon frowned. “You need food.”

      “Lyrian and Micha are on it. You coming?” I held out my hand.

      He looked down at it for a long beat and then reached out and threaded his fingers through mine. His lips quirked in a half smile. “It’s been a while since I’ve held a woman’s hand just for the pleasure of it.”

      “Well, get used to it. I’m a snuggler.”
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      Finn was waiting for me in the guardian chamber when Deacon and I got there. I hadn’t seen him since the attack. He’d been busy dealing with the pack disruption and trying to form a new order after his father had ripped the old one to shreds. One alpha was dead and another incarcerated. The packs had a lot of talking to do, but he had sent me a letter expressing his sorrow at the loss of Gem. I’d have responded in kind with reference to his father, but that bastard was the reason my sister was dead.

      Deacon’s grip on my hand slackened, but I tightened mine. There was nothing to hide.

      Finn looked good. He looked fresh and in control. He’d cut his hair short, so his face looked harder and more commanding, but whereas a few weeks ago my heart would have leapt at the sight of him, today there was only a warm regard. I was over him, and from the look on his face, he was experiencing something similar. His gaze dropped to my hand, the one laced with Deacon’s, and he blinked in surprise, but then his face broke into a smile.

      “It’s good to see you, Echo,” he said.

      “You too.”

      “You look … good.”

      “Thanks. So do you. The haircut suits you.”

      Deacon released me. “I’ll go check on the food.”

      He didn’t need to check on anything, Lyrian and Micha would have it under control, but this was his way of giving me space.

      “Thank you.”

      He left, and I returned my attention to Finn. “How are things?”

      “You and Deacon?”

      We spoke at the same time and then fell into awkward laughter.

      “A lot has happened.” I shrugged. “I’ve changed.”

      “I know,” Finn said. “So have I.”

      A lance of nostalgia shot through me. Nostalgia for the simpler times, before the run, before the responsibility. “How are your mates?”

      He nodded slowly. “They’re … good. It’s good.”

      The word good was getting an awful lot of use today. “I’m glad it worked out.”

      “Thank you.” His eyes narrowed. “I wanted to see you, make sure you were okay and smooth things over. We never actually—”

      “It’s fine. Me and you weren’t meant to be together, not in the way we’d imagined, but I think we can be friends.”

      He smiled. “I’d like that.” His expression grew serious. “It’s in the spirit of friendship that I came here actually.”

      “Oh?”

      “I just had a visit from Greta. She asked me to step into my father’s shoes on the council. She asked for my support.”

      His words knocked the breath from me. The Sanguinata bitch was not going to give up. “Did you give it to her?”

      “Pfft, I don’t trust her. She reeks of subterfuge. But I need to know what she’s talking about. Tell me, what the hell is going on?”

      “She didn’t tell you?”

      “Not details, just something about the guardian stirring up the hornet’s nest and how our survival was at risk. Echo, what did you do?”

      That bitch, Greta. “Sit down. I’ll fill you in.”

      Twenty minutes later, Finn was just as incensed as me. “She needs to be stopped.”

      “We have to keep this on the down low. Once we have the orgometal, we can go public and form a proper plan of attack.”

      “It won’t be easy,” Finn said. “Genesis will be heavily guarded.”

      “Then we’ll need plenty of help.”

      “You know you can count on me and my pack.”

      “Thank you, Finn.”

      He stood, towering over me. “I always knew you’d be an amazing guardian, but you’re also becoming an amazing woman.”

      His words elicited the warm fuzzies. “You made the right call, Finn. You were born to lead.”

      He sighed, and his eyes darkened as they roved over me. “Do you regret it? Us?”

      Before I’d fallen for him, he’d been my friend and my confidant. That was why I’d been so mad at him. Why I’d been so fucking hurt, but now … ”No. Not one moment.”

      He drew me into his arms and rested his chin on my head. “Be safe out there, Echo. I’ll see you when you get back.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time dinner was over, my mind was whirring with all the possible outcomes of our mission. Even if we found the orgometal, so much could go wrong. What if we failed? What if the humans panicked once we told them the truth? What if Greta and the Sanguinata rebelled? What if, what if, what if?

      Bry’s chatter helped to soothe my nerves a little. Verona was right, sending him back to school had been the right move for him. He was more animated than he’d been all week. He even finished his meal, and when I tucked him into bed, he fell asleep almost instantly. Having his old routine back and seeing his friends had been just what he needed to take the edge off his grief.

      I was tired too, but my mind just wouldn’t shut down with all the internal chatter.

      Lyrian was on patrol tonight and wouldn’t be back for another few hours. Micha was already in my bed, naked except for his boxers. I climbed in beside him and snuggled close.

      “Did you enjoy dinner?” Micha ran his fingers through my hair, trailing kisses down the column of my neck.

      “Mmmm.”

      “Did you enjoy Lyrian?” His fingers walked down my abdomen and slipped into the waistband of my sleep shorts.

      My pulse picked up, and my mouth was suddenly incapable of formulating any other words but the blunt truth. “Yes.”

      He slid a finger into me. “How much?” He began to circle my clit.

      “Oh, I … I …”

      “I can’t hear you?” There was a smile in his voice. He leaned in. “Open the door, Echo?”

      “What?” My eyes snapped open. “Micha. No.”

      His gaze was heated. “Do it. Trust me, we can make you feel so fucking good.”

      My pulse was galloping now as the idea took hold. Have them both? Let them both have me? It made me want to bury my head in the crook of his shoulder in embarrassment and open my legs wider at the same time.

      Lyrian was an insistent pressure in my mind, ready and waiting.

      Micha slid two fingers into me, his thumb keeping up the motion on the sensitized nub. “You’re wound so tight. This will help. Open the door.”

      “You … you discussed this?”

      “Echo.” He kissed me hard on the mouth. “Let us give you this.”

      I opened the door.

      Lyrian flooded my consciousness.

      Hush, Lyrian said. Just enjoy.

      And then sensation took over thought—Lyrian between my thighs, Micha claiming my mouth, his hands on my breasts, kneading and tugging at my nipples. My breath coming fast and shallow. Oh, God. Oh, God. I was going to—

      Micha flipped me onto my back, and in my mind, Lyrian moved his mouth to my breasts, and even though they were now pressed to the mattress, the sensation of his tongue was a real, delicious pressure.

      No talking, they’d said. Just enjoy it. Micha angled my hips and spread my thighs with his before entering me slow and deep. He drove into me while Lyrian devoured my mouth and sucked on every inch of my flesh.

      I came so hard the world blacked out for a moment, and then Micha was rocking me, holding me from behind as he came inside me. Lyrian’s hands traced delicious patterns across my skin, and then the door between us closed softly.

      I curled into Micha while my heart rate slowly returned to resting pace. I’d had sex three times today. Three and I could have happily gone a fourth round. I was insatiable and filled with a new kind of power. The nerves, the doubt, and the fear were gone, replaced by Lyrian’s and Micha’s stoic determination.

      Micha nuzzled my ear. “Feel better?”

      “Yes.” I wrapped my arms around him. “But I wonder how Lyrian’s doing … He was on patrol, remember?”

      Micha lifted his head and locked eyes with me, and then we both burst into laughter.
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      Today was the day. We had two hours before our rendezvous with Wilomena. I tugged on my trousers and buttoned them up. The air behind me moved.

      Hunter.

      “Going somewhere?” Hunter asked from behind me.

      “Oh, nowhere special, just off to find a warded government lab, that’s all.”

      “And what do you expect to find?”

      “Orgometal.”

      There was a beat of silence. “Genesis is made of orgometal.”

      I tugged on my boots. “That’s right. He is.”

      “You intend to use it against him somehow.”

      “Bingo.” I gathered my hair and pulled it back into a low ponytail. It was getting too long. I’d have to get it cut soon.

      “What if Genesis’s drones are still out there?” Hunter said. “What if they follow you here?”

      “They won’t, and if they do, we’ll run a detour.”

      He sounded worried, but then I guess being free for him also meant being vulnerable. He was a soul without a host, and he was the perfect snack for Genesis.

      “You’re safe here, Hunter.” I reached for him, brushing my hand across his shadowy cheek. “Genesis can’t find us while the heart is still working. The wards make us invisible to him. He can’t find us. He won’t find you.”

      Hunter’s eyes narrowed, and then he closed them and melted into my touch. “You’d protect me?”

      There was a genuine break in his voice, a vulnerability that tore at my heart. Where was the sarcasm? “Of course, I would. I … I care about you.”

      He opened his mercury eyes and fixed them on me. “You think a creature like me deserves to live?”

      What was he talking about?” Of course, I do. Hunter, what is this about?”

      The shadowy lines of his face shifted, as if he was torn, as if there was something he wanted to share with me. “I’m tired, Echo. I’m tired of simply surviving, of being half a man. Of being incomplete.”

      “You want a host?”

      His smile was small and intimate. “I want to be seen.”

      “I see you.”

      He stepped closer, so his shadowy form was mere inches from me. “Do you? Do you really see me, Echo?”

      “Yes.”

      He leaned in, so his breath was warm on my cheek. “I want to feel.” His fingers grazed my cheek, sending a shiver through me.

      “Once we stop Genesis, you’ll be free to do it all.”

      His smile was wry. “Have you ever wondered what he must feel?”

      “Excuse me?”

      Hunter shrugged. “Being trapped here all these years, there’s been plenty of time to dwell on it all. On the nature of the threat. On its motivations and desires.”

      He was overthinking things now. “It’s a machine. It has no desires.”

      “You think survival isn’t a desire?”

      He had a point. “He kills people.”

      “And humanity hasn’t?”

      “I get it. This has been no life for you, but it won’t always be this way. I promise you, I won’t rest until I stop Genesis once and for all.”

      There was a knock on my door. “You ready to go?” Micha called out.

      “Yeah, coming.”

      Hunter backed up with a smile. “Be safe.” And then he slipped through the wall and was gone.
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        * * *

      

      We rode in the truck, Deacon, Lyrian, Micha, Emory, and me. The skies were a danger zone right now; heck it was dangerous just being out here, but it had to be done. Around us, the decimated city passed by, crumbling buildings, debris, dust, and an air of abandonment that tore at my heart. Soon, we’d end this and rebuild our world.

      Beside me, Emory expertly steered the truck past the obstructions of rusted metal machines scattered on the road from the time before. And then we hit a stretch of road called a highway. The pillars of the bridge were visible in the distance, and the sky rose up, blue and white like a picture-perfect backdrop.

      Micha leaned forward between the front seats. “There they are.”

      I followed his gaze to see a huge shadow slip out of the cloud cover and descend toward the ground like a bullet. Another shadow followed close behind. The road chose that moment to dip, and we lost sight of the bridge for a moment, but in the next breath, we were rising, and the bridge was revealed in all its glory.

      Once upon a time, it had spanned the divide between Arcana City and Draconi territory, but now it was a shattered monument of the time before. There was no way across the chasm unless you were planning to fly or swim.

      Two figures were visible waiting patiently on our side of the bridge—Wilomena and her Draconi prince lover, Valance, Lyrian’s father. Emory brought the truck to a smooth halt, and the two figures strode toward us. Wilomena had her hair pulled back off her heart-shaped face, and her clothes were combat ready with enough pockets to carry a mini arsenal, and dagger hilts protruded from the holster strapped to her waist. Valance, in contrast, was cool and casual in a black shirt and gray combat pants. Like his partner, he had daggers at his waist.

      The truck door opened with a rattle to admit them.

      “It’s going to be a squeeze,” Deacon warned them.

      Lyrian and Micha moved closer to the front of the truck, and then Wilomena and Valance got in. The door slid shut, and Emory started the engine.

      “Head east,” Wilomena said. “Toward the old football stadium.”

      Emory turned the truck, and we drove back up the hill. “The lab’s by the stadium?” he asked.

      “No, beyond it.”

      Emory frowned. “There’s nothing beyond the stadium but wilderness.”

      “That’s what the wards want you to believe, and that’s all we’ll see until Echo brings the wards down.”

      No pressure then? “If I can bring the wards down. I have no idea how to do that.”

      Emory glanced at me with a small smile. “You have the ability, Echo. We just need to tap into it. We’ll figure it out once we get there.”

      Silence descended in the vehicle, and Emory steered the truck toward our destination. Certain areas we passed looked so well preserved it was easy to imagine that they would burst with life at any moment. They were like still pictures of the time before, and they made my heart ache with longing. A swing set, a school, a water fountain, and then we were moving out of the town and heading toward the outskirts. Thirty minutes later, we passed what had once been a football stadium. The signs were rusted and covered in grime, and the car park was filled with dead vehicles.

      “Drive around the stadium,” Wilomena instructed from the back of the van.

      Emory obliged, skirting the building and hitting a dirt track that led us onto an expanse of wilderness.

      “There’s a dip coming up,” Wilomena warned. “Stop here.”

      Emory brought the truck to a stop, and the engine died. We piled out onto the grass. Emory grabbed two radios and handed one to Wilomena and held on to the other before we began wading through the weeds toward the lip of the rise.

      There was nothing but brush and woodland at the bottom of the rise.

      “Can you feel the ward?” Wilomena asked me.

      Feel it? All eyes were on me now, waiting for me to work some magic. My stomach quivered. “I’m not sure what I’m supposed to be feeling.”

      It was Valance who replied. “A change in the atmosphere. A crackle or a fizz. Noir always said it made the hairs on the back of his neck stand to attention.”

      So, I had to try and feel the difference in the air? Okay … Nothing. Closing my eyes, I concentrated on the atmosphere and reached out with my senses. There was nothing. No tingle, no fizz, no hair standing on end.

      I turned to the others. “I’m not getting anything. Are you sure this was where it was?”

      “I'm sure,” Wilomena replied.

      Maybe if I went down the rise a little … Leaving the others behind, I walked a few steps down the hill. Nothing. Maybe a few steps more? I was halfway down when the hair on my body prickled to life.

      “I feel it.” I looked back up the incline over my shoulder to see Lyrian and Micha heading toward me. Deacon and Emory hung back.

      “What now?”

      “I don’t know,” Micha said. “Can you connect with it?”

      There was no denying the tugging sensation inside me, as if the arcana in my blood was drawn to whatever invisible ward was blocking our view of the lab. But what did I need to do with that sensation? This had to be a gut instinct thing, a let-your-body-guide-you moment. Taking a deep breath, I emptied my mind, and my feet took me forward. The air around me was suddenly charged with energy that skipped and skimmed over my skin with a pleasant buzz. It was a veil, it was a blanket, and it was made entirely of arcana, but there was more to it than that—glyphs and symbols that I didn’t understand were woven into the fabric of this barrier. It was a specific code that needed to be modified to allow a breach. Luckily, code was my forte. I needed to tear a hole in it large enough to slip through. The glyphs ran through my mind over and over until the pattern was obvious and the code clicked. Reaching out, I channeled power into my hands and began to rearrange the symbols. They began to glow and then, with a soft hiss, the veil parted.

      “Motherfucker,” Micha said.

      “I knew you could do it,” Lyrian added.

      Heart fluttering, I stared at the vista beneath us. A huge one-story building was sprawled out below us. Dark and dead-looking and surrounded by wasteland.

      “One floor?” Emory asked.

      Wilomena let out a humorless laugh. “Nope. Try about seven. They just happen to be underground.”

      The others joined us beyond the ward.

      “How do we do this?” Deacon asked. “I’m not a fan of splitting up. Splitting up

      gets people killed.”

      “I doubt anyone or anything alive is still down there,” Valance said.

      I looked to Wilomena. “You’ve been here before, what do you say?”

      “Two groups,” she said. “We take a floor at a time, and we search until we find what we’re looking for. We use the radios to stay in touch.”

      She didn’t sound concerned, but I’d caught the flash of doubt on her face when Valance mentioned that it was unlikely that anything was alive down there.

      “What could be down there?”

      Wilomena’s eyes narrowed. “Honestly, Echo, I have no idea, but we need to be vigilant and not take any risks. This place was used for a lot of covert shit, and I have no idea if the prisoners ever got out.”

      “You mean test subjects,” Lyrian said.

      Wilomena’s smile was small and cold. “Test subjects, victims, prisoners. Call them what you want. The Arcana government didn’t give a shit. They did what they had to in order to get the results they wanted. It’s what got us into this mess in the first place.” She straightened. “Echo, Micha, and Lyrian, you’re with me. Valance, Emory, and Deacon, you guys stick together.”

      Sounded good, except... “Lyrian and I can communicate without a radio, so best he goes with Valance, and we take either Emory or Deacon. That way, if we do lose radio link, then we can still stay in touch.”

      Emory handed Valance his radio. “You’ll need this.”

      Wilomena nodded. “Sounds good. Let’s find this orgometal and get out of here. This place gives me the creeps.”
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        * * *

      

      Getting in wasn’t hard with several dragons in tow. The main door’s hinges melted easily from the heat of Lyrian’s breath, and we were in. The ground floor was a bust. Office space filled with dusty desks, chairs, paperwork that was never finished, and filing cabinets. It looked like an average office, and if it hadn’t been warded, I’d have believed it to be just that.

      “Power’s down,” Emory said. “We’ll need to use the stairs.”

      “Sealed off,” Deacon replied from the stairwell. “Weird.”

      Where the door would have been was a metal slab bolted to the wall. “Can we get it off?”

      “Allow me,” Emory said in a deep voice.

      Gideon?

      Wilomena flinched.

      “It’s okay.” Micha patted her shoulder. “We tolerate him now.”

      Gideon smiled at me with Emory’s mouth, his golden eyes raking over me, and then he stepped up to the metal, grabbed the side, and pulled. The bolts popped and the metal bent back with a screechy protest.

      “Okay, we’re good.” Emory was back.

      He caught my eye, and I couldn’t help but smile. He was doing it, trying to work with Gideon rather than against him. Maybe the alliance could work, and from the look on his face, he was thinking the same thing.

      Emory went through the gap first, followed by Micha. I went next. The stairwell was dark and smelled odd—a musty, potent scent.

      “What the fuck is that?” Micha covered his nose with one hand and shook his head as if trying to shake off the smell.

      “Urine,” Deacon said matter-of-factly. “It smells like urine.”

      Do not gag, do not gag. “Don’t touch anything.”

      I was no germophobe, but this place was bringing out all kinds of OCD. Strange because I’d waded through a sewer and smeared literal crap all over myself to mask my scent, but for some reason this place, this stench, had me thinking of all things disease-related.

      The stairwell lit up, and Wilomena stepped ahead of me to shine a torchlight down the steps. One of the trinkets from her pants of many pockets, no doubt.

      “Valance, you take the floor directly below,” she instructed. “We’ll go down to sublevel two.”

      We descended with the torchlight to guide us, even though most of the group could see perfectly well in the dark. It was obvious the torch was for me, even though she didn’t say it. We hit sublevel one, and Wilomena passed me the torch.

      I took it gratefully and ran it over the scene.

      The door there was hanging off its hinges, and a shiver ran up my spine. “What did that?”

      Wilomena squeezed my shoulder. “Valance, be careful.”

      “Same to you,” he said, his voice a concerned rumble.

      They embraced briefly, and then he vanished through the door with Lyrian and Deacon in tow.

      I guess Emory had made his decision to go with us when he’d handed Valance his radio. The torch beam bounced as we headed down the stairs. The smell got stronger, and I was forced to breathe through my mouth to avoid the stench, which was just as gross, because, fuck, I could taste it.

      Micha made a gagging sound. It must be even worse for him with his heightened senses.

      “Here.” Wilomena slipped ahead to the sublevel two doors, but there was no door there. I think there were labs on this floor.

      We headed into the darkness beyond the doorway. There was a different smell here. Cloying and rusty.

      Blood.

      No one commented on the smell of blood or on the fact that the floors were smeared with dark gunk. There were bloody handprints on the wall too. My fingers tingled with arcana, a defense mechanism that I tamped down on.

      “Something killed people,” Emory said softly.

      “That something should be dead now,” Micha replied.

      Or not. “Let’s just scope out the place, find what we’re looking for, and get the fuck out of here.”

      Wilomena led us down the creepy corridor to a set of closed doors. “Shit. There’s no way through. The power’s out, and these aren’t the kind of doors you can prise open.”

      She was right, there was no seam to grip, nothing to push or pull on. The thing was airtight.

      There was only one course of action. “We need to turn on the power.”

      Usually, any use of electrical power would instantly attract Genesis, but we were surrounded by wards. We’d be okay to try and get a generator working. We just needed to find the generator room. Easy, right?

      I turned to Wilomena. “Do you have any idea where we can find the power generator in this place?”

      “I remember there was a room filled with machinery: computers, generators, I don't know what they were, but it looked like the hub of this place. If I recall correctly, it’s on the floor below.”

      We headed back the way we’d come, and I made sure to keep my eyes ahead, not wanting to dwell on the blood, not wanting to breathe too deeply. It had been over a century, and logic dictated that whatever had run amok through these halls had to be dead by now. Then why was there an ominous tingle going up my spine, and why was my scalp so tight?

      Emory led the way down the stairs while I illuminated his path with my flashlight. How much more power was left in this thing? If it conked out, I’d be at a distinct disadvantage. We hit sublevel three, and this time, the door was intact. It was also locked with a huge padlock and chain.

      Okay, that did not bode well.

      Micha went to snap the lock, but I stopped him.

      “Wait. Can you open it without damaging it?”

      Wilomena reached into her pocket and pulled out a penknife. “I have a lock pick.”

      I watched as she fiddled with the lock and leaned in to whisper in Micha’s ear. “Is there anything she doesn’t have in there?”

      “It’s a mom thing,” he said with a smile.

      Five seconds later, the padlock was free.

      “People don’t put padlocks on doors for no reason.” Emory echoed what we were all thinking.

      “We don’t have a choice,” Wilomena replied.

      I gripped the flashlight tighter. “Just stay vigilant.”

      This time Emory led the way onto the floor. Unlike the previous level, this level was one large open-plan space. Silver metallic boxes with cables running in and out of them lined the floor in neat, orderly rows.

      “Looks like these are data hubs.” Emory kept his voice low. “This place must have held a lot of information.”

      But now the hubs were dead, and many of the cables had been ripped out of their sockets. Emory ran his expert gaze over the hubs and led us down one row. We kept low to the ground and walked on the balls of our feet to minimize the clip of our boots.

      “We’re looking for a generator for the overall power to this place,” he explained.

      We passed a hub that looked like it had been sliced in two. “What the fuck?”

      Emory’s jaw tightened. “Don’t. If we dwell, we’ll just spook ourselves. Let’s just get this done.”

      We rounded the corner, and Emory picked up the pace. “There.”

      A huge squat machine was parked in the center of the aisle. Emory scooped up a cable as he went and tugged it with him toward the machine.

      It was obvious what had happened here—someone had pulled out all the connections to the other machines. We needed to plug it all back in and fire it up. Yeah, sounded super easy, but like hell was it going to be that simple.

      “Let me help.” I handed the torch to Micha. “Can you train this on us?”

      He nodded and held it steady while Emory and I set to work. Two minutes later and the cables were all plugged in.

      “Time to light her up.” Emory’s hand hovered over the power switch.

      A skittering sound echoed up the aisle. I froze, eyes scanning the darkness beyond the halo of light.

      “Kill the torch,” Wilomena ordered.

      The flashlight died, and darkness pressed in on me like an oppressive blanket. Emory’s gloved hand curled over mine and squeezed. Thank God, because if we needed to run, I’d have no fucking clue which way to go.

      I blinked into the darkness, my heart pounding way too hard to be healthy. The skittering sound again, closer this time. Emory tugged me forward slightly, and I let him lead me, but damn, I needed to see. As if on cue, my eyes grew warm, and my vision bloomed green. The world was suddenly in focus, lined in emerald, but it was better than utter darkness. Why the fuck hadn’t the power done that to begin with?

      “There’s something here,” Wilomena whispered. “We need to turn on the generator and make a run for it.”

      We could lock it in once we got out.

      “Good move on not breaking that padlock,” Micha said.

      “On the count of three,” Emory whispered. “One, two.” He hit the power button on the generator, and the machine clanked and whirred as it came to life.  “Three.”

      We broke into a run.

      The skittering was to our left, then it was to our right, fuck, it was even behind us. But we were almost at the exit—it glowed green in my vision, door ajar, inviting us to be free. And then with a scrape of metal, a thing of flesh and slime landed before us. My brain struggled to comprehend what it was seeing—a twisted and malformed figure with a maw filled with teeth. Teeth that were snapping at us. My body reacted on autopilot, and a stream of arcana hit it in the face. It screamed and backed off, and we took the opening and ran.

      Micha ushered everyone through. “Hurry, hurry, hurry!”

      We fell into the stairwell, and the door closed behind us. Micha was already tightening the chains and adding the padlock. He snapped it home just as the door rattled with the force of impact. The emergency lights flickered to life, casting the stairwell in an eerie, red glow.

      “Fuck!” I took a step away from the door. “I guess that answers the question of whether this place is still inhabited.”

      “And there could be more,” Emory added. “Let’s find what we need and get the heck out of here.”

      The radio at Wilomena’s hip cracked. “Where are you?” Valance’s voice was shrouded in static. “Sublevel one is clear, and two is locked down. Wait … we have power.”

      “Stay at two,” Wilomena said. “We’re on our way back up.”

      We barreled up the stairs and back onto sublevel two. Valance greeted us at the door, his Draconi eyes cool and assessing. The lights were yellow here and gave everyone a sickly pallor.

      “You put the power up, but the doors need a code,” Valance said. He focused on Emory. “You got this?”

      Wilomena handed Emory her penknife, and he brushed past the Draconi to set to work on the access panel to the door, which was now glowing red. Using the knife, he flipped it open and began to fiddle with the wires. A few minutes later, the light flicked to green, and the door opened with a smooth whoosh as if it had never stopped working. White corridors greeted us, and the faint scent of clinical disinfectant laced the air. The tension in my stomach ebbed a little, taking away the awful conviction that I needed to pee.

      I looked to Emory. “Shut the doors just in case there are more of those things out there.”

      “You don’t think there are any here in the lab section?”

      “No. It’s too clean. Too orderly.”

      “She’s right,” Wilomena said.

      “What things?” Lyrian asked.

      “Trust me,” Micha said. “You do not want to know.” He shuddered and walked over to the first doors on the left. “Oh, look, a lab.” He hit the door release and sauntered in.

      The next few minutes were spent scoping out the first two labs, which seemed to be oriented more toward admin- and data entry than chemical experimentation. Lyrian paired up with me as we opened and closed cupboards and flicked through lab reports that made very little sense.

      “What did you see out there?” Lyrian asked. “I felt your terror.”

      “Honestly, I have no idea.”

      He cupped the back of my neck and then pressed a kiss to my temple. “I fucking hate not having you in my sights.”

      “I know. I can feel that too.” I gave him a one-armed hug, resisting the urge to melt into him. We were so not out of the woods yet.

      “I found something,” Emory called from the corridor.

      Lyrian and I joined the others as they filed out of the labs they’d been searching to find Emory standing at the far end of the corridor.

      He jerked his head to indicate we follow and then vanished around the corner. A set of double doors greeted us, but Emory had already bypassed the code to open them, and the lab beyond was exactly what we’d been looking for. Separated into two parts, one section was filled with apparatus, chemicals, and strange machinery, and the other looked like a playroom. There was a small cot, some toys, and a tiny kid’s table, complete with crayons.

      Valance tapped the glass that separated the lab part from the creepy playroom area. “How much do you want to bet this is one-way mirrored glass?”

      “Why would they need a playroom in a lab?” Deacon muttered.

      “Maybe this can enlighten us?” Emory held up a small silver disc.

      I studied the disc. “What is that?”

      “A DVD recording,” Lyrian said. “They were all the rage once upon a time.”

      “A recording?”

      “If I can get one of these computers up and running …” Emory tapped away at a keyboard.

      Lyrian had found the door to the playroom. He unlocked it and stepped inside, then turned to the glass. “You were right, Dad,” he said. “All I see is my reflection.”

      “So, they what? Put someone in there and observed them?”

      “Not someone,” Deacon said. “A child. The room is tailored for a child.”

      I felt sick.

      “Guys, I have something,” Emory said.

      I turned away from the creepy playroom and joined Emory and Micha at the computer. The screen had lit up with an image … An image of the playroom, but in this movie, the playroom wasn’t empty. A figure sat at the table, small, childlike but not a child. At least not a human one. It was a shadowy figure, solid one moment and murky the next.

      “Oh, God,” Wilomena said. “They were experimenting on a shade child.”

      “Wait, I have audio.” Emory tapped a series of commands, and a voice drifted out of the machine.

      “Simulation is almost complete,” a nasally male voice said. “The shade brain is truly a fascinating structure, more complex than any supernatural beings, and a perfect model for orgometal. Genesis is growing nicely. Phase two will be mimicking electrical impulses from the shade brain to produce the Frankenstein effect, although for the purposes of this experiment, we are not intending to create a monster.” A self-deprecating chuckle followed. God, I wanted to punch the speaker in the gonads.  “This will be the Arcana’s greatest achievement, and the world … The world will finally be whole.”

      The shade child stood and walked toward the glass, and damn if it didn’t look like he was staring right at us. But no, how could he? It was one-way.

      The video cut off, and I rubbed my arms to dispel the shivers. “They used a shade child’s brain to create Genesis … They modeled it on this child. Does that mean Genesis was once a child?” My brain ached with the thought.

      “Genesis is a monster,” Wilomena said. “Nothing more. And this child was an unfortunate victim of the Arcana’s efforts.” She looked up at the ceiling. “This place should have been shut down a long time ago. The things they did here …”

      A clanging sound cut through the relative silence, and we all froze.

      Deacon cocked his head. “There is movement in the wall.”

      Wilomena’s eyes went wide. “Oh, shit, the vents.”

      I searched the wall until I found one, and then kept my eyes on it.  “What about the vents?”

      “Long story, but I used them to navigate this place once, and right now, I think we may be about to meet more of the inhabitants of this place.”

      “Hell, no.” Micha shuddered. “That thing gave me the creeps. I’ll take a scuttler or a soul eater over that fleshy, slimy thing any day.”

      I tore my gaze from the uneventful vent. “We need to find the orgometal. It’s what we came for.”

      But Emory was still focused on the computer because the tape was still playing, and a man was entering the room where the shade boy was fast asleep on the cot. He passed the sleeping child and stopped at the shelves high up on the wall. He reached into his pocket and retrieved a small tub of silvery goo and placed it on the shelf and then left the room.

      The voice was back but spoke in a whisper this time, as if afraid to wake up the sleeping shade child. “We find the orgometal responds better to brain mapping when left in the room with the sleeping child, almost as if it absorbs some essence from the shade. Maybe some kind of brain waves. I’m not sure.”

      Emory looked up sharply and locked gazes with me. The playroom. The clangs were getting louder. Shit.

      I pushed past Wilomena and Valance and swept through the door into the playroom. My finger skimmed across the dusty shelf until they grazed something. Oh, God, please let this be it. I nudged it closer to the edge with my fingers and then grasped it. A tub, just like the picture, and nestled inside was a silvery globule of orgometal.

      “Got it.” I popped the tub in my medpack and joined the others in the lab. “Now, how about we get out of here?”

      Emory pocketed the disc, and we all rushed for the exit. We made it out just as the vent behind us exploded inward. The door closed on the monster scuttering toward us, but in the bright lights of the lab, it was finally clear to see what the creature was … or what it once had been. Doubled over and distorted like melted wax but with four limbs, two eyes, a nose, and a mouth … this creature had once been human or neph.

      It slammed its hands onto the glass, its rheumy eyes rolling in its head as a low whine rose from its peeled-back lips. Could it be like the other creature we’d seen at sublevel three? Could the darkness have made us see something monstrous rather than something that could only be pitied?

      “What do we do?” Micha asked. “We can’t leave it like that. It’s in pain.”

      Every whimper, every cry cut through me like a knife. “We have to kill it.”

      “I’ll do it,” Lyrian said. “I’ll make it quick. Emory, open the door.”

      Emory hit the door release, and the creature tumbled out into the corridor, arms outstretched as if beseeching us for clemency, and Lyrian lit it up. The flames burned bright blue and then died, leaving nothing but ash.

      I turned away and began to walk back up the corridor. “The sooner we get out of here, the—”

      A vent burst outward and spat another monster into the corridor. And it was obvious from the growl and snap of this creature that it wasn’t about to cry and beg us to end its life. No … this one wanted to end us.
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      Hunter

      How long? How long have I been here? Time has no meaning here, but there is chaos. I can sense it. I can feel it. Echo? Where are you? Why can’t I get to you? Something happened. Something that fills my gut with ice and makes my heart stop. But I can’t recall. Why can’t I recall?

      This is the gray, and yet, it isn’t. My body is here and yet it isn’t. I must get out. I must find my way back to Echo. I need to save her. I try to exert my will on my surroundings, pushing at the fabric of this place to reconnect with my limbs, with my form. There is resistance, which isn’t natural. Something is blocking me.

      My pulse kicks up even though I have no pulse. Oh, God. What is this? Who is this?

      Relax.

      That voice again. That metallic, grating fucking voice. “Who are you?”

      That’s an interesting question and one I’ve been trying to find an answer to for the longest time, and you, my friend, have given me hope. You’ve given me direction.

      What? “What are you talking about?”

      I suppose it won’t hurt to give you a peek.

      The gray parts and I am floating above the heart, detached and untethered. There are workers monitoring the machine and figures in the tower. The whump and whir of cogs tells me everything is okay. My mind begins to relax, and then a dark shadow darts across the floor.

      Me. It’s me. What the … “How?”

      I don’t understand it either, but it works. We work, Hunter. That is your name … My name now. I heard you so many times, felt your presence, but each time I reached out to you, you were gone like quicksilver from my grasp. I knew you’d return. You always return, drawn to the gray place just as I am. And now we are one. Now, I have the missing piece. I have a temporary body, and soon, I will have all the souls I need to survive, soon I will be whole.

      What does he mean? And then I feel his hold on me like claws digging into my mind. He is me, and I am less than I’d been before, while below, he is visible—a shadow, a shade once more as he takes down the workers, as he takes down the heart, and my scream … My scream echoes uselessly into the gray.
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      The monster made of flesh, muscle, and teeth opened its mouth and screamed, and then it rushed me. Green arcana flooded my vision, and the monster didn’t make contact. It hit the shield created by arcana and bounced off it, but more of the same were spilling out of the vents, angry, hungry, and desperate for our flesh. The shield wasn’t going to hold them back indefinitely.

      “What now?” Deacon asked.

      He sounded calm and rational, but the look on his face was pure fuck-me-sideways. Oh, man.

      Keeping my eyes on the barrier, I took a tentative step back toward the others. “Valance, Lyrian, you guys might want to get your fire ready.”

      My head was throbbing from the exertion of holding the barrier as the monsters kept battering at it, not caring about the pain, not caring about anything except getting their next meal. How had they survived here so long? What had they fed on?

      One of the monsters turned on another that had bumped into it and sank his teeth into its neck; the others, momentarily distracted by the blood, stopped attacking the shield and fell upon the injured monster.

      Well, that answered my earlier question. “Guys …”

      Valance and Lyrian flanked me. “On the count of three, drop the shield,” Valance said.

      Thank God.

      “One, two, three.”

      I pulled back on the arcana, and the shield dropped, letting the monsters through, but they barely made it a step before blue and purple flames lit up the corridor, sinking its fiery claws into their skin and devouring them.

      The screams lasted less than five seconds, but they were godawful in their intensity and intent, scraping at the inside of my mind and eliciting nausea to roil in my stomach.

      The flames died, leaving nothing but ashes. Not even bone remained.

      Emory headed for the door and was about to hit the release when movement beyond caught my eye.

      “Stop.” I rushed toward him. “Look.”

      Bodies seethed outside the doors. More monsters, but these were bigger, wider, their hides looked tougher, and they weren’t attacking like hungry, crazed monsters. No. They were watching with intelligent eyes.

      “What the fuck are those?”

      Wilomena made a strangled sound. “Valance. Oh, God.”

      Her lover put his arm around her. “They did this to themselves.”

      “What are you talking about?” Micha asked. “What are they?”

      “I think they were once Arcana,” Wilomena said.

      “Like the creature we killed in the lab?” Lyrian asked. Then he shook his head as if disregarding his own assessment. “No. These are bigger. Stronger.”

      “The creature in the lab may have been a human or another kind of neph, but these are Arcana,” his mother said.

      “How can you tell?” Lyrian asked.

      “Look at their eyes.”

      Green like emeralds, the creatures’ eyes gleamed like shards of the precious stone. Lips curled to showcase razor teeth. But they remained still and waiting. We’d put the power on, and we’d probably let them out from wherever they’d been holed up, but unlike the other monsters, these were willing to wait us out because they knew … they knew there was no other way out but through them.

      “Fuck,” Lyrian said softly. “We won’t be able to burn them all. I need to recharge.”

      “Same,” Valance said.

      “I don’t,” Wilomena said. “I can help on the flame front.”

      But more were gathering as we spoke until the yellow-lit corridor beyond the doors was a mass of seething mutant Arcana bodies.

      Deacon rubbed his chin in thought. “If they are Arcana, then arcana won’t injure them, it will just feed them.”

      Shit, that put me out of commission.

      Wilomena pulled her dagger from its sheath. “Then, we fight.”

      Because what other choice was there?

      Wilomena took a deep breath. “Emory, Deacon, you get Echo out of here while Valance, Micha, Lyrian, and I keep the monsters busy. Get out and get the orgometal and the guardian to safety.”

      A fist squeezed my heart, and yes, it was at the thought of leaving my scalemate and kindred behind. “No way. I’m not leaving. We do this together.”

      “Agreed,” Gideon said.

      When had he slipped into the driver’s seat? It didn’t matter because we could certainly use him now. He looked taller, wider, and his face was doing that feral thing it had done when we’d had our moment in the bathroom and again in Emory’s lab.

      He shot me a wicked grin filled with promise and then rolled his neck on his shoulders. “Open the fucking doors, and let’s kick some mutant ass.”

      “Here.” Wilomena handed me one of her daggers. “Do not get killed.”

      Lyrian and Micha flanked me, and Gideon opened the doors.

      The Arcana monsters attacked.
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        * * *

      

      Blood spattered my face and soaked my clothes. It coated the inside of my nostrils with each breath, but I continued to fight. No arcana to help me, no shield and no blasts, just me, a dagger, and my supernatural agility. Flames lit the corridor to the left and to the right as Valance, Lyrian, and Wilomena did their thing. Deacon fought hand to hand, moving so fast he was a blur the monsters were unable to pin down, but it was Micha and Gideon who cut the thickest path through the carnage. The mutants were bowling pins, and Gideon was the ball, barreling into the fray like he was hurtling down the beach toward the frothing sea. Gideon played big tank to Micha’s smaller tank. Limbs snapped and necks cracked, and Arcana mutants finally fell.

      We tumbled out of the doors and ran up the stairs and onto the ground floor. Gideon slammed the metal obstruction back into place over the ground floor stairwell access, and Valance sealed it with heat, melting the metal so it fused with the metallic frame of the original door. What few monsters remained beat at the metal from the other side.

      “This won’t hold them for long,” Micha said.

      “Then let’s get the hell out of here before they get free,” Deacon said tersely.

      He strode for the exit. Yeah, he wasn’t going to get any argument from me.

      As we climbed up the rise toward the wards, my mind was whirring. The mutants hadn’t used any arcana, which led to the conclusion that they could no longer use the power they’d once taken for granted, and that whatever had altered their DNA had taken that ability from them. Why hadn’t they tried to escape when the world first went to shit? The wards stopped people from finding this place, but they didn’t stop people leaving. It made no sense for them to have stayed unless … Unless they’d had no choice.

      I stopped as an awful thought hit me. “I think their own people did this to them.”

      “What do you mean?” Wilomena asked.

      “This was a secret facility used to create defense options for the Arcana, right?”

      “Correct,” Valance said.

      “Okay, so what if, when Genesis went rogue, they continued to work here. Experimenting on Arcana to try and create some kind of super soldiers?”

      Valance snorted. “Sounds about right. It would explain the lockdown for sure.”

      The scientists had evacuated, sealing up their experiments inside, but the experiments had survived. Oh, God. How had they survived, and what had they done to do so?

      “We should blow up the place,” Micha said. “End it for them.”

      He was right, it would be the humane thing to do, but I just didn’t have it in me. “Maybe once this is over, we can find a way to help them.”

      We reached the wards, and I pushed against the barrier, rearranging the runes to create a doorway, and led everyone back out into the world where a secret lab did not exist.

      We crested the rise just as Deacon called out a warning. A gust of air almost knocked me off my feet, but Deacon was there to grab hold of me. What the heck? Twin shadows fell over us, and then two huge dragons landed a few meters away from us. One of them morphed into the familiar figure of Bastian, Lyrian and Micha’s brother. He jogged over to us.

      “You have to come quickly,” he said. “We had a message from the Hive. They’re under attack.”
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      The trip back to the Hive was a blur of adrenaline and stomach-churning dread. The truck had been abandoned for the faster mode of flight. Fuck the possibility of drones, there wasn’t time for caution because the Hive was under attack.

      I rode Lyrian while Bastian and Aidan flanked me. Valance and Wilomena were in dragon form behind us carrying Deacon and Emory, while Micha flew ahead in stealth mode.

      Damn, I hated that I couldn’t see him.

      How was this even possible? We’d find out soon enough because the forest was now in view, and … Oh, God … The air above it was filled with drones. So many drones hovering as if waiting, but for what?

      Flames shot out of Bastian’s and Aidan’s mouths, cutting across the sky to take down several of the closest drones. The rest turned toward us and attacked. Red lasers flew, and I countered with arcana, holding on to Lyrian for dear life with one hand and gripping like crazy with my thighs to stay on board.

      He had no choice but to swerve to avoid the laser, and some of my blasts went wide because of that, but I got in enough strikes to clear a path through the killer drones and down into the forest clearing. My heart surged up into my throat and beat like a frightened rabbit at the sight of the hatch, blasted open and charred. Flames still flickered on the earth surrounding the mouth to the Hive. They were inside. Genesis was inside.

      I was leaping off Lyrian even before he’d touched down fully. My legs pumped as I ran for the Hive, but an arm around my waist snagged me out of mid-sprint and pulled me back against a taut chest.

      “Stop.” Gideon’s voice was an undeniable command, and my limbs froze on instinct.

      The paralysis lasted less than a second because my brother was down there, Verona was down there, Finn was down there, so many people … “Get off me.”

      I fought to be free, but Gideon’s grip was unrelenting, then Lyrian was in my mind, soothing and calming.

      I sagged in Gideon’s arms. “I’m good. Okay. I’m good. Let me go.”

      He released me almost warily. “We need a plan.”

      “The plan is we go down there and blast some scuttlers to hell.”

      Deacon joined us. “Sounds like a plan to me, but you go in with a guard of your own. Gideon and the fire breathers can keep you safe while you take out Genesis’s minions. Do not stray from them. You got it?”

      Wilomena, Lyrian, and Valance joined me at the hatch while the others made up the rear.

      Pulse racing with a rush of blood, I climbed into the hangar.
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        * * *

      

      Silence greeted us. The kind of silence that accompanied a vehement exclamation, the kind that preceded death. The stench of blood and the residue of screams hung in the air.

      The Protectorate chamber was a mess of broken hunks of cement and glittering shards of glass. My boots crunched through debris as I made my way toward the guardian chamber. The lounge was trashed, the table broken, the sofas torn to shreds. Micha ran from room to room and then returned to the lounge and shook his head.

      No bodies.

      Was that a good thing? It was a good thing, right?

      My instincts, my arcana sixth sense told me that whatever had crawled through the Hive tunnels was now gone, but Deacon confirmed it a moment later.

      Jogging back from the tower, he met us by the destroyed plaque.  “I checked all the feeds. The place is empty of Genesis’s minions, but there are a ton of dead bodies, and you need to see something.”

      We followed him up to the tower, where he accessed the feeds from an hour before. Chaos erupted on all the screens. Neph and humans running, but the machines that scuttled through the corridors were like nothing we’d ever seen before. They were mini tanks, and they weren’t killing humans, they were swallowing them whole.

      “What the fuck?” Micha leaned forward to get a better look at one of the monitors. “What are they doing?”

      My scalp prickled. “Harvesting. Genesis is harvesting humans.”

      Bry could be alive. Verona could be alive. They could all be alive. “We have to act now. We have the orgometal; we need to find a way to kill Genesis.”

      “Hold on one moment,” Emory said. “How the hell did they get in?” He tapped at the keyboard, bringing up an image of the hub and the heart. An hour and a half ago, everything was fine. The heart was glowing, workers milling about, and then a shadow flitted across the hub floor.

      My heart stalled. “Hunter?”

      Deacon swore softly under his breath.

      No. That couldn’t be right. Hunter wouldn’t … why would he? Puzzle pieces began to fall into place in my mind even as everyone else broke into a cacophony of exclamations and accusations.

      “Wait!” I held up my hand. “The shade child on the silver disc … what if … What if it was Hunter?”

      “What are you saying?” Wilomena asked. “That Hunter is somehow connected to Genesis?”

      “I don’t know. All I know is that when I think back on it, he hasn’t been himself since he got back from the gray.”

      “The gray?”

      “It’s an in-between place he sometimes gets sucked into. He told me about it, that he gets pulled there and can’t always return at will. He was there for three weeks the last time.”

      Emory looked thoughtful. “It makes sense.”

      Micha snorted. “Well, I’m glad it makes sense to you, now maybe you can explain it to the rest of us.”

      “Genesis is a machine with an AI consciousness modeled on a shade’s mind. You saw how they kept the orgometal in the shade child’s vicinity. Maybe the metal somehow built a connection to that particular shade’s mind, and if that shade is Hunter, then maybe the gray is a representation of that shared consciousness?”

      “Oh, God.” Deacon was suddenly pale. “If Marika knew this, it would explain why she kept him locked in a warded room … Why she bound him.”

      “You think she was trying to mute the connection between him and Genesis?” Valance asked.

      He was right. “Hunter seemed himself when I freed him. He was his usual sarcastic self, but the last two times we’ve spoken, he acted differently. I put it down to the trauma of being in the gray.”

      “You think he’s still here?” Lyrian asked. “If he’s working with Genesis, surely he would have gone with him. We need to focus on the orgometal. On finding a way to destroy it so we can apply that to the real monster.”

      He was right. Hunter could be anywhere by now. My heart sank. The Hive was empty, the neph and humans in Genesis’s clutches. We had to focus on a weapon to kill him.

      “We can’t stay here,” Emory said. “Those things could come back. The drones that survived must have relayed information back to Genesis.”

      “The sea realm!” Valance said.

      Emory tapped commands into the computer, and we got a view of the doors that led to the tunnel to the sea realm. They were barred and unmarred by laser attack.

      What if … “Can you contact them? Are comms still intact?”

      Emory began fiddling with the comms system. The console lit up green, and the room was filled with static. “Looks like the satellite link is still operational. Hello, Hive calling. Hello.”

      “Emory?”

      “Dad?”

      Councilman Ryker had made it out, which meant others may have too.

      “Thank God, you’re okay,” Ryker said. “What about the rest of the team?”

      I leaned in to the mic. “We’re here. What happened? How many made it out?”

      “Not enough,” Ryker said. “The reapers got most of the humans. It was as if they had the fucking plans for this place. They swept through the Hive, killing any neph in their path, but when they got to the human chamber, they switched to taking them. I’ll explain more when you get here. It’s not safe there. The sea dwellers have two more blast doors here that we’re about to seal. Get here now.”

      Emory signed off. “I need to gather some supplies to use on the orgometal. I’ll meet you in the tunnel in ten minutes.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Micha said.

      Wilomena ran a hand over her face. “I have to get back to the Keep. We won’t be able to contact you from there. We don’t have comms with the sea realm, that always went via the Hive.”

      There was one way, but it meant letting go of one of my guys. I turned to Lyrian, and he closed his eyes briefly with a sigh.

      “I know,” he said. “I fucking hate it, but I know.”

      Wilomena’s confused expression cleared. “You can communicate mentally. Yes, that will work. Let us know when you’re ready to make your attack, and we’ll help where we can.” Her smile was terse, and she averted her gaze quickly.

      My stomach quivered as I wrapped my arms around Lyrian. “Be safe. Please.”

      He squeezed me hard enough to steal my breath, and when I raised my face to his, he kissed me, an unabashed, deep, I-promise-to-come-back-to-you kiss that made my toes curl and my hands fist in his silken hair. We broke apart, breathless, and yes, the room may have swum a little.

      “The humans are alive,” Lyrian said. “We have to focus on that. We’re going to save Bry.”

      I nodded, blinking back tears. “I know.”

      Thinking any other way wasn’t an option, because if I lost my brother too, then I’d be completely broken.
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        * * *

      

      We’d waited for what felt like forever for Emory and Micha to join us at the exit to the tunnel, and when they’d turned up, it was clear to see why. Both were loaded with supplies.

      We lugged the supplies down the tunnel, into the darkness that I could now see through, thanks to the arcana in my soul. Deacon and Emory strode ahead while Micha walked by my side.

      My thoughts skipped from the dead bodies we’d come across strewn throughout the Hive as we’d made our way to the tunnel—nephs that had gotten in Genesis’s minions’ way—to Bry and how frightened he must have been, how frightened he must be right now. I’d promised him I’d protect him, and I’d failed.

      First Gem, now Bry. Why couldn’t I keep my loved ones safe?

      “Don’t,” Micha said. “We’re going to find him, and we’re going to bring him home.”

      With the tumult of thoughts tumbling through my mind, the journey through the tunnel passed quickly.

      “I’m sure Rhydian will be pleased to see you,” Micha said.

      There was no bitterness to his tone. It was just an observation, although when he’d first learned of my involuntary union to the sea king, he’d been less than pleased. But if Rhydian hadn’t given me his ring, binding me to him, I’d have died out there on the ocean bed. Our relationship had barely moved to friendship status when he’d been forced into a position that shattered his hope of finding a love like his parents had shared.

      “I’m sure he’d rather be seeing me on better circumstances.”

      The sea kingdom was also now my domain. I was a queen, and yeah, it still hadn’t sunk in, and probably never would.

      The doors to the sea realm came into view, and we picked up the pace. Emory rushed on ahead to use the intercom. The doors were opening by the time we approached, and my skin prickled with the sensation of coming home.

      “Echo?”

      The voice came from behind me in the tunnel, and the hair on the nape of my neck stood to attention. I turned slowly to face the speaker, pulse pounding.

      “Hunter?”
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      “Echo? There’s something wrong with me.” Hunter’s eyes rolled back in his head, and then his shadowy form collapsed.

      I reacted on instinct, reaching out to grab him. He wasn’t corporeal, but his body had substance, enough for me to halt his fall, enough to feel the weight of him, and then the others were around me, voices of concern and anger.

      “Help me get him inside.”

      “Echo, he did this. He broke the heart,” Deacon said. “We saw him on the monitors.”

      “I know, but he may not have been in control of himself. We won’t know until we ask him. Help me get him inside.” I looked up at Deacon and the others, but no one moved to help.

      “Echo?” Rhydian pushed his way past the others to me. His dark hair threaded with gold fell about his shoulders in silken strands, and his white eyes fell on Hunter. “Who is this?”

      “Rhydian, do you have some place that could contain a shade?”

      His eyes widened and then narrowed. “As a matter of fact, we do.”
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        * * *

      

      Councilman Bane stood with his arms crossed and a frown on his face. “You knew we had a shade in the Hive?” he asked Deacon for the third time.

      “Yes, Bane,” Deacon said with a sigh. “We’ve been over this.”

      “And that shade is responsible for the failure of our wards. He helped Genesis to break into the Hive.”

      The dome around us had been evacuated, and Rhydian had already spirited Hunter’s unconscious form away to his safe room. I wanted nothing more than to have accompanied him, but the councilmen had shown up and then … Well, they needed to be informed of what had happened.  The lab, the video of the shade child, and the connection we believed it had to Hunter.

      

      Councilman Ryker placed a hand on Bane’s shoulder. “Echo seems to think questioning him will help.”

      I nodded. “I do.  Hunter saved my life, not just because he was bound to do so, but because he wanted to. I don’t believe he would intentionally hurt anyone, but yeah, I think he may have been compromised, and I need to get in that room with him and find out exactly how badly.”

      “You want to get in a room with him?” Micha shook his head. “No way.”

      I bit back my anger, but it must have communicated itself to Micha because he visibly flinched.

      I held up my hands. “I’m sorry, but there isn’t time for any of this. Genesis has the humans, and we have no idea how much time they have left. He could be hurting them.” I took a deep breath. “Genesis has my brother.”

      Micha’s expression softened. “I’m coming with you.”

      “I know.” I wouldn’t expect anything else.

      Councilman Bane dropped his stern pose. “Fine, but we keep this between us. We don’t want to cause panic amongst the others. They don’t need to know about Hunter or his possible connection to Genesis.”

      Rhydian appeared behind Micha. “We have him contained.”

      I nodded. “I’m ready.”
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        * * *

      

      Hunter sat slumped in a chair, still unconscious. The chamber he’d been placed in was covered in special runes designed to hold not only his kind but any creature able to move through solid matter. There would be no phasing out for him because the arcana in those runes made the walls impregnable to even his shadow form. We sat in the room next door watching him on a monitor, waiting for him to wake up. There was a two-way intercom system set up for us to communicate once he did. Emory had set up a lab in the second dome with the help of the royal guard and was already working on the orgometal. But Deacon, Micha, and Rhydian were with me, squashed into the tiny room. Testosterone was high, and the air was thin.

      Focus.

      “How is it you have this room?” Deacon asked.

      “There are many creatures under the sea that have the ability to phase. This was my father’s solution for containment of enemies of the crown. He had contacts in the Arcana, and they helped build this for him. The runes are ancient and don’t require arcana to function; they siphon energy from the occupant in a circuit and continue to work as long as the occupant lives.”

      Hunter stirred and slowly opened his silver eyes. They widened at the sight of the white glowing runes that decorated the room he was in. He tucked in his chin, and his body vibrated and slammed into the wall.

      He staggered back in shock. “Echo? Hello? What is this? Where am I?”

      I reached for the mic and pressed the button to open the channel between him and us. “I’m here, Hunter. I’m here.”

      He shook his head. “Why are you doing this to me? Why are you punishing me?”

      He was trapped again like he’d been so many times before. That couldn’t be easy for him, but we had to be certain he was in control of himself.

      I licked my lips and leaned in to the mic, speaking calmly and evenly. “Hunter, you sabotaged the heart. You brought down the wards. Genesis attacked the Hive. It killed nephs, and it took the humans.”

      “No.” His eyes were wide again. Shocked. “I didn’t do it. It wasn’t me. Echo, I was in the gray, and then I was in the tunnel. You believe me, don’t you?”

      I looked at Deacon, whose jaw was clenched, and at Micha, who looked more than a little skeptical.

      Rhydian met my gaze levelly and shrugged one shoulder.

      I guess this was up to me. “I believe you, Hunter.”

      “You do?” He blinked slowly, and then his eyes narrowed. “You trust me. You have faith in me.” He began to walk around the chamber, his head bowed. “Tell me … why? Why do you care?”

      He looked up, and something in his face had shifted. Ice trickled through my veins along with cold conviction. “You’re not Hunter, are you?”

      Hunter smiled and then coalesced into solid form. “No. But he’s here. He can hear you. I can allow him to see you if you want?” The inflection in his tone had also changed, moving away from Hunter’s customary smooth, sarcastic drawl to something clipped and precise.

      “Genesis?”

      “No. No, I prefer Hunter. I like being Hunter,” he said wistfully. “I think I’ll keep this suit for a while.”

      Deacon sucked in a sharp breath, and the room was suddenly simmering with tension.

      I swallowed the lump of fear in my throat. “Why are you doing this?”

      “I’m sorry,” Hunter, not Hunter said. “I’m confused? Doing what? Claiming this form or taking the humans?”

      Anger rose up in my chest at the flippancy of his tone. “Everything? The death, the carnage? Why?”

      His face contorted from amiable to menacing. “Why?” His lip curled. “You want to know why? Because I want to live. I have a right to live.”

      “And so did all the humans and neph you killed.”

      He let out a bark of laughter and then blinked as if surprised at the sound. “What about the animals you eat, the cows and the lambs and the chickens? Did they not deserve to live also? You feed on flesh, and I feed on souls. It is what keeps me alive, it is how I was made. Why do you deserve to live and not me? What makes you more worthy of life?”

      Long seconds passed. I didn’t have a response, and the anger melted from his face.

      “I do what I must,” he said. “I take what I need just like any living creature on this planet.”

      Deacon snatched the mic from me. “Living? You’re a fucking machine.”

      Hunter’s obsidian body grew very still. “Am I? I think. I am self-aware, and yes, I even dream just as you do, and now … Now, I have a physical body.” He touched his chest lightly with his fingers. “You have one soul each, but I … I will have a thousand.” He walked back to his chair and sat down, and for a moment, he looked almost sad. “I have my souls now. I will nurture them, and their numbers will grow, and they will feed me like a never-ending battery. Humans are a prolific species, and their souls are the most powerful. I have what I need. This war can end. We can call a truce. Live and let live.”

      He was going to keep the humans and have them breed to make more humans, more souls for his consumption. He was going to create a cattle farm of humans.

      “I’ll take the old ones first,” he continued. “The ones close to their time. Age doesn’t affect the potency of a soul. I will let them live their lifespan. They won’t be harmed until they have seen half a century, and then they will live forever in me.”

      It was my turn to claim the mic. “Live forever? They don’t live forever. You burn through them. You use them up and then want more and more. You destroy the soul.”

      My statement was greeted with silence.

      “We do what we must. Take the truce. Take it, and we can be done. There is no need for you to fight me anymore.” His lips curved in a smug smile. “No need to play with the orgometal you undoubtedly found.”

      My scalp pricked at the confirmation that it had been him I’d spoken to, not Hunter, just before I’d left to find the orgometal. Unless he could read Hunter’s thoughts. Either way, he knew about our plan.

      “You have my brother. You have my … Verona. You have people, live people, with hopes and dreams, and there is no way we’re going to let you keep them.”

      His eyes lit up, and I realized too late I’d fucking given him ammunition.

      “Ah, this is personal,” he said. “Yes, I can understand your illogical refusal now. You are thinking with your emotions, not with your rational faculties. A truce would allow you to live freely on the land. It would prevent any further bloodshed. The world could return to a semblance of normality. You know this is the answer to all our problems, and yet, you fight me.” He shrugged a shoulder. “Fine. I will return your brother and this … Verona to you. Then will you accept the truce? If you don’t, you will die. You will all die because I won’t stop till I annihilate you all.”

      My words dried up. He’d give them back to me? I could have them back and just walk away. No more bloodshed. No fighting, just a truce, and for a split second, God help me, I considered it. But then guilt, duty, and the fucking reality of what he was saying and what I was contemplating hit me full force.

      The words fuck you were on the tip of my tongue, but common sense had me biting them back. Pissing him off was a bad move. Now that he knew he had two people I cared about, there was nothing stopping him from killing them immediately if I didn’t take him up on his offer. He wasn’t trapped. He wasn’t even here, he was a visitor in Hunter’s body, able to be here by using this gray place as a bridge of some kind. I needed to tread carefully.

      “Echo?” Micha touched my shoulder.

      I took a deep breath and spoke into the mic. “It’s not solely my decision. I’ll need to … convince the others.”

      Hunter smiled. “It is the logical choice, Echo. Logic is a powerful motivator.”

      So was love. “I know.”

      Despite his claims to the contrary, he still thought like a machine, still believed that logic would sway us. He wanted to be human, but he hadn’t grasped that humanity was essentially ruled by emotion.

      I shut off the mic and turned to the others to find a mixture of expressions. Deacon looked disapproving, Rhydian’s expression was unreadable, but Micha nodded slowly as if validating my move.

      “You aren’t considering his proposal, are you?” Deacon asked.

      “The fact you have to ask me that shows you really have a lot to learn about me.”

      Deacon’s face fell. “Echo, I didn’t—”

      “Forget it. It doesn’t matter. We don’t have much time. He needs to think we’re hashing this out. He may not be able to spy on us now, but he can still pull his consciousness back to his base and do some damage if we piss him off. Let’s make no mistake, we may have Hunter trapped in that room, but we have not caught Genesis. We do not have the upper hand here. He may know we have the orgometal, but he doesn’t know we have his location. I’m sure I didn’t tell Hunter that. It might give us the element of surprise.”

      “Echo is right,” Micha said. “We need to get a weapon up and running, and we need to attack while his guard is down.”

      “I’ll check on Emory,” Deacon said.

      I nodded. “If you need me, I’ll be right here.”

      “No,” Rhydian said. “You need to rest and gather your strength.” He looked to Deacon, who quickly averted his gaze to avoid getting bashed by Rhydian’s curse. “She’ll be in my chambers.”

      Micha made a sound of protest.

      Rhydian didn’t flinch. “Echo is my queen. It is what the people will expect.” His smile was wry. “Don’t worry, her virtue is safe with me.”

      I slipped my hand into Micha’s. “I’ll be okay.”

      He squeezed my fingers slightly. “Fine. I’ll start rounding up fighters for when we attack.”

      With a final look at the monitor, I followed Rhydian from the room and out into the corridor beyond.
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      Rhydian’s chambers were opulent and cushy. I’d been here once before when I’d almost died, and I was back, perched on the edge of the chaise longue staring at his huge bed.

      “You should get some sleep,” Rhydian said in that deep, rumbling voice that teased my muscles out of the knots they’d worked themselves into.

      “I’ll sleep when I have Bry back.”

      “You’ll sleep now so you will have the energy to get your brother back.” He crouched before me and took my hands in his. His pupils were large and dark as he looked into my eyes. “I can’t even begin to imagine everything you’ve been through, and the last thing you want to do is fall at the final hurdle due to exhaustion. You need to recharge.” He reached up to brush tendrils of my hair back off my face. “I wish I’d been with you. I should have been with you.”

      I stroked his jaw. “You have a kingdom to run. You can’t be with me, and trust me, when this is all over, I’ll be back here with Bry for a long, much deserved vacation.”

      He cracked a smile that transformed his austere face into something glorious. “I’d like that very much. But for now. Rest.”

      I nodded and lay down on the chaise longue, but he scooped me up into his arms and carried me to the bed. He laid me carefully on the sheets, and his scent enveloped me, and then his hair brushed my cheeks as he leaned in to kiss my forehead.

      “Sleep tight. I’ll wake you in a couple of hours.”

      Honestly, how could I possibly sleep with everything going on? I needed to be with Emory. Yes, that’s what I should do, get up and go help Emory. I needed to ….
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        * * *

      

      Despite my best efforts, I slept. When Rhydian woke me, it was with the news that Emory had finished the explosive.

      I stared at it now. It looked so innocuous and tiny. A rectangular box that could fit in the palm of my hand. Councilmen Bane, Orin, and Ryker looked just as unimpressed as I did. Micha lounged against a stall beside Rhydian, and Deacon was silent and watchful at my side.

      I resisted the urge to touch the explosive. “How does it work?”

      Emory had no such qualms; he picked it up and turned it over in his hands. “I tested the orgometal against various chemicals, and Genesis’s hiding act makes complete sense now.”

      “Because?”

      “Orgometal may be mutable and sentient to a degree, but it turns out there are several chemical components that can disrupt its integrity. I guess the Arcana were expecting to keep the super brain locked up tight, so they didn’t worry too much about those things. They didn’t expect it to go rogue and build minions to carry it away and hide it.”

      “So, what did you use?” Deacon asked.

      “Regular hydrochloric acid. There’s acid under this top coating which will shatter on contact with the orgometal. The acid will eat away at the brain, and the bomb will sink into it, and then we detonate.” He puffed out his cheeks. “The only problem is, I’ve only got enough materials to make one explosive.”

      “And the arcana?”

      “There’s a heavily charged crystal inside.” He put the explosive back on the workbench. “I knew we’d need one, and so I’d put a small crystal in the heart chamber when we first discussed the idea.”

      “That’s why you took so long getting back to the tunnel?” Deacon asked.  “You went to the heart to get it?”

      Emory nodded, his mouth turned down. “Also … I had to see it. I had to see what damage had been done to the heart.” His mouth hardened. “What damage Genesis did.”

      He’d said Genesis, not Hunter. “Thank you.”

      He looked up with a frown. “For what?”

      “For not blaming Hunter.”

      His mouth twisted. “If anyone can understand not having control of your body, then it’s me.”

      Of course, he’d lived with Gideon inside his mind all his life, he could empathize.

      “It seems that Hunter is as much of a victim in this as anyone,” he continued. “He was a child experimented on by the Arcana government and then locked up in the Hive by another Arcana. You freed him, but he didn’t even get to enjoy that because Genesis had taken control of his body.”

      Remembering the shit Hunter had gone through just made the anger simmering inside me flare brighter. “He’ll be free once we stop Genesis.”

      “Yes. But it won’t be easy,” Emory said. “Genesis is essentially just a brain, and he will be heavily guarded. We have no idea what kind of shit he’ll throw at us to protect himself. Right now, he thinks we’re mulling over his proposition, but it won’t be long before he realizes we’re playing him, if he hasn’t already.”

      Ryker tutted. “And then he’ll reinforce his defenses. He’ll feed on souls to power up.”

      “Yes,” Emory said.

      My palms were suddenly sweaty. “We need to mobilize now.”

      Rhydian had been silent up until now, but he stepped away from the counter he’d been leaning up against and joined us. “I can escort you to a safe spot on the coast, northwest of your target location.”

      That was all very well, but we needed to gather forces. “How many made it out alive?”

      Bane exhaled through his nose. “Not nearly enough. Half the Sanguinata and the Lupin were killed. Most of the Protectorate guard are dead or severely injured. Those that are left aren’t fit to fight, but I can recruit as many as can stand.”

      “Please. Once we have numbers, I’ll contact Lyrian and arrange a rendezvous. I’m sure we can count on the Keep’s support.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Orin said.

      “Excuse me?” Micha stood taller. “What the heck do you mean by that?”

      Orin placed a hand on my kindred’s shoulder. “No offense, Micha, this isn’t a slight against your people’s courage or bravery. This is a purely strategic issue. The Keep is the topside’s last stronghold. If we fail, they will be the only organized unit left standing between Genesis and the souls left topside. They will be the only hope for the humans in Genesis’s clutches.”

      My mind was whirring as it turned this over. “Are you saying the Keep won’t provide fighters because they’re holding back for a plan B?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Orin said.

      “No, Wilomena said they’d help where they could …”

      Now that I said it out loud, it sounded lame. What did that even mean?

      “Transport more than likely,” Orin said kindly.

      “Well, maybe someone needs to tell them this is plan B. We need to throw everything at Genesis. This is our shot.”

      Orin shrugged. “And we could do that and still fail. Echo … We’ve been here so many times before.”

      “Really? Right here, with the Hive gone and the humans captured and an explosive that could blow up a super brain?”

      Orin pressed his lips together, and it was Bane who responded.

      “It’s just the way it is,” Bane said. “The Keep won’t lose Draconi and Shedim on this.”

      “Well, I’m in and so is Lyrian, regardless,” Micha said.

      My gut twisted in anxiety at the same time as my heart bloomed with warmth for my kindred.

      “Then what do we do?”

      “We recruit from the settlements,” Micha said. “There’s a couple of large ones we can hit; I’m sure we can get fighters to help.”

      “And you have my aid,” Rhydian said. “My guard can breathe on land, and both them and I will accompany you.”

      The sick feeling in my stomach intensified, because this was really happening, we were going to do this.

      “Contact Lyrian,” Micha said. “How long will it take to get to the coast?” he asked Rhydian.

      “An hour,” Rhydian said. “We can leave when you’re ready.”

      I turned to him. “You don’t have to do this. You have a kingdom to run, you—”

      “You’re my queen, and I’m not the kind of king to let his queen go into battle alone.”

      My throat tightened, and my eyes burned. “Thank you.”

      His smile was solely for me, warm and intimate and beautiful. “Anytime.”

      Bane’s shoulders heaved. “I guess it’s time to recruit and get out there.” He glanced out at the water with a grimace.

      Ryker winced. “Bane is not a fan of swimming. It messes up his feathers.”

      “You should stay here,” Rhydian said. “I don’t think we have a sea suit to fit you anyway, and it would give me comfort to know someone was taking charge of the kingdom in my absence.”

      Bane looked torn but then nodded. “I’ll go and round up troops.” He left with long strides.

      I wanted to ask Rhydian what had happened to his brother, Julian? Was he still locked up, or had they exiled him already? But I kept my mouth shut; that was a conversation for later when we were in private.

      I opened the door between Lyrian and me.

      Lyrian? You there?

      His presence bloomed in my mind like a warm hug. I’m here. Are you all right?

      I’m okay, but a lot has happened. I filled him in on the Hunter fiasco. Orin seems to think the Keep won’t provide fighters.

      Lyrian sighed. He’s right. I’ve been arguing with my mother for the past hour, but she won’t budge. I’m overruled and outnumbered. But she will provide transport. You’ll get dropped off a mile from the hydro plant.

      Truthfully, how could I be pissed at the Keep when the Hive had intended to leave them to rot. I filled him in on what had happened with Hunter and our progress with the explosive.

      I’m coming with you, Echo. All the way, he said. Let me know when you set out, and I’ll meet you on the coast.

      His voice in my head was a honey caress, and I ached to see him, and the words that had been hovering on the tip of my tongue spilled out. I’m scared.

      I know. But we can do this. We can do this together.

      I know.

      I’ll see you soon.

      I reluctantly closed the door in my mind and focused on Micha.

      “Done?” he asked.

      “Yes. Bane was right. No significant aid from the Keep aside from rides.”

      Micha’s jaw tensed. It was obvious from the flash of embers in his eyes that he’d been hoping for a different outcome. “This is wrong. I can’t believe she’d do this.”

      “We do what we must to survive,” Orin said. “It’s the smart plan. We will find allies to help us, settlers topside who would be eager to put Genesis down once and for all. We just need to get to them and tell them our plan.”

      “Echo, thank God.” Finn stormed into the dome with huge strides. He cut through the guys and swept me into a hug. “Thank God you’re okay.” He released me and turned blazing hazel eyes on Deacon.

      “What the fuck? You didn’t think to tell me you were back. I get to hear it from Councilman Bane?”

      “I assume he’s recruited you?” Deacon said coolly.

      “Yes. We’re in. A few of the Sanguinata have agreed to help too, but not as many as who could have. Fucking shame they can’t be forcefully recruited.”

      “If they’re cowards, then they have no place going with us,” Deacon said. “They’ll just be a liability.”

      “Good point,” Finn agreed. “Bane asked me to tell you that we’re ready to go when you are.”

      The fear surged up again to choke me, but I swallowed it back.  I needed to gather my courage to the sticking place because we were headed into a battle we could not afford to lose.
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      We stood in the corridor that led to the chamber that would spill us into the sea beyond. So many bodies—sea dwellers and land dwellers together. My people were dressed in the sea suits, ready to brave the force of the ocean beyond. The clothes they’d change into once we were out of the water were wrapped in waterproof fabric and tied to their backs. We’d be exiting in batches with Rhydian and me leading the way. The royal guard would escort the volunteers from the Hive.

      Finn and his Lupinata made up the third batch. Their huge bodies stretched their suits, leaving nothing to the imagination, and damn if it wasn’t hard to look away. Councilmen Ryker and Orin stood just ahead of Finn and his posse. Once again, two huge guys that looked much too good for their age, and behind me was Deacon, lithe and powerful; Micha, stocky and muscular; and Emory, slender-hipped and broad-shouldered.

      Rhydian sloped his hand into mine. “Are you ready?”

      I nodded and opened the door to Lyrian. I’m on my way.

      We stepped through the doors into the chamber beyond.
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        * * *

      

      The water slipped from my body, leaving me dry as I climbed up the rocky beach and onto land. How was it that I wasn’t even out of breath? I’d need to explore this newfound ability once this was over. A vacation sounded perfect about now, and yes, I was distracting myself, giving myself something else to focus on, a reward for getting through this and basically not dying.

      “You swam well,” Rhydian said beside me.

      I nudged him with my shoulder. “Nah, you just tugged me along.”

      He looked down at me in surprise. “I wasn’t pulling you along.”

      I blinked up at him. “You weren’t?”

      His smile was a slow burn. “No, Echo, that speed was all you.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Here are the others now.”

      The sea looked calm and undisturbed to me, but a few moments later, heads broke the surface and began to bob toward shore.

      A great gust of wind hit us in the chest, and I looked up to see the majestic form of several Draconi in the sky; they came in for a landing, flying in ever decreasing circles as they dropped altitude.

      The world shook as they hit the ground, one by one, and then Lyrian was jogging toward me, his arctic eyes intensely fixed on me as if I were the only person on the shore. My heart leapt, and I ran to meet him. We’d only been apart for a few hours, and he’d been in my head all the time, but it felt like we’d been separated forever.

      He bundled me into a hug that squished my face to his chest and squeezed the breath from my lungs, but damn, it felt good.

      “I brought some rides. I have a radio, and we can call the rest when we’ve recruited settlers.”

      Four dragons waited patiently behind him. Dragons I didn’t know. “I suppose only essential personnel then?”

      “You choose who comes to the settlement. The rest can camp here. I’ll light a few fires. We’re miles from any known danger zones; they should be fine for a few hours while we recruit.”

      Behind me, the others were crawling out of the sea, chests heaving as they tugged off the fabric covering their faces. Micha jogged over to us, followed closely by Emory and Deacon.

      I arched a brow at them. “Want to come recruit?”

      Micha snorted. “Think of me as a must.”

      “Yes,” Lyrian said. “Micha and I are the main ambassadors when it comes to liaison with the settlements.”

      “I’m thinking David’s settlement?” Micha said. “It’s the largest, and the humans have more Shedim blood than any of the other settlements.”

      “So, they’re practically supernatural?” Emory asked. The waterproof pouch strapped to his back contained clothes, the explosive, and a detonator.

      “Yes,” Lyrian said.

      I touched Rhydian’s arm. “Are you coming?”

      He smiled and shook his head. “I’ll stay here and watch the troops.”

      Made sense. “Okay, let’s light up some fires, and then we get going.”

      Rhydian looked up at the sky. “We should move inland a little way. There’s a storm coming.”

      The sky was orange with the afternoon sun but clear. I opened my mouth to ask him if he was sure, then snapped it closed again. He was the sea king and at one with the elements; if he said a storm was on its way, then it probably was.

      Finn and a female Lupinata joined us. The woman studied me with open curiosity and then smiled and held out her hand. “I’m Mina.”

      I shook her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      This was one of his mates. No jealousy reared its head to bite. Instead, I studied her beautiful face with a slight tilt to the chin that spoke of determination. Yes, she was so his type.

      I returned her smile.

      “What’s the plan?” Finn asked.

      Lyrian answered, “We head to the caves and get everyone settled, then a few of us go to the settlement to recruit.”

      “I’m coming,” Finn said. “Mina, you’re in charge of the Lupinata while I’m gone.”

      She nodded.

      I clapped my hands together. “Okay, let’s find some shelter. It’s getting late, and I’d like to be back here before dark.”

      “There are caves to the east,” Lyrian said. “Not far, just a fifteen-minute walk.”

      “Lead the way,” Rhydian said.

      Deacon headed back down the beach to round up everyone, and we set off over the rocks toward the caves. My stomach flipped, and a strange foreboding washed over me, but it was gone too quickly to analyze.
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        * * *

      

      Flash, flash, flash, time was moving in fits and starts. One moment we were setting off for the caves, the next we were flying toward the settlement, and in a blink, we were landing. Time was going too fast, hurtling toward the inevitable, and as much as I wanted to end this, to get Bry back and be done with Genesis, I also needed one more moment to breathe, to not be in the thick of it, and the selfishness of that thought made me sick. My little brother was in Genesis’s clutches. He was probably frightened to fucking hell, and I was complaining that time was moving too fast? Fuck me.

      I climbed off Lyrian’s back, and he shifted back to human form. The other Draconi landed behind us and Emory, Deacon, and Finn climbed off their rides. Micha landed beside me a moment later.

      “This is the settlement?” There was nothing but brush and rock and brambles. It was a tamed wilderness. “Wait, this place has been maintained.”

      “Good eye,” Lyrian said. “They groom it to look uninhabited but keep it manageable to allow them to come and go easily. This way.”

      He led the way across the dead-looking earth that seemed only to spawn weeds and thorns and into the tree line of twisted branches and ash-white bark.  The others followed close behind, and then the canopy of leaves blocked out the sun and silence pressed down on us like a fist from above. Lyrian came to a halt and held up his hand to indicate we do the same. He then let out a sound that sounded like a strange bird cry.

      “It’s the signal,” Micha said. “They’ll hear it and come get us.”

      “Wait, you don’t know where they are?”

      He shook his head. “They always blindfold us before taking us to their hideout. David doesn’t take any risks.”

      Lyrian walked forward a few more steps and made the sound again. Long seconds passed, and then something whizzed past my ear and buried itself in the tree behind me with a thunk.

      An arrow.

      Someone had shot an arrow at me.

      “Nobody move,” Micha ordered.

      I froze, hands splayed like starfish, and then figures emerged from the trees, dressed in the same colors as the forest around them—brown and ash and green.They were in full camouflage, face-paint and all, and they had old-style guns pointed at us.

      “It’s Lyrian and Micha,” Lyrian said. “Here to see David.”

      The circle of gun-toting humans tightened around us, and then a woman stepped through the lineup. Tall and athletic, dark hair pulled off her face in a severe ponytail, she studied us with deep violet eyes that were all too familiar.

      “Jules?” Micha said.

      Her gaze settled on him, and her lip curled in a sexy smile. “Hello, lover.”
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      Jules? As in Emory’s sister, as in Micha’s ex-girlfriend. He’d told me about her, how she had been devastated by the death of her father and came and went as she pleased. It’s why their relationship hadn’t worked out.

      Jules sauntered over to Micha, and the intention was clear on her face. She was going to kiss him. My heart climbed into my mouth, and rage burned my throat, but I held firm. It wasn’t up to me to stop her. This was for Micha to deal with; no way would I be the jealous girlfriend, or, in this case, the jealous kindred.

      I needn’t have worried because Micha raised his hand to ward her off.

      She halted her approach and arched a brow. “Oh, right. Do we have to do the whole you’re-mad-at-me-for-leaving shtick again before we fall into bed?”

      My hands curled into fists at my sides because the thought of anyone else in bed with Micha made my insides twist, but then Micha’s warm palm closed around my right fist and his thumb stroked my knuckles until I relaxed and laced my fingers with his.

      Jules’s eyes dropped to our linked hands, and her gaze shot back up to his face. “New girlfriend?”

      Micha squeezed my hand slightly. “No, Jules. Echo is my kindred.”

      As if his words were a physical blow, her face drained of color, and a sharp exhalation fell from her lips, and whereas a moment ago I’d been ready to tear out her hair, now there was nothing but pity in my heart for her. She’d cared for him, maybe even loved him … But not enough to stay with him. Not as much as me.

      “Kindred?” Her lips turned down. “Right.”

      Lyrian took my other hand. “And she’s my scalemate.”

      Jules cleared her throat and fixed a smile on her face. “A lucky woman then.” Her gaze slid past us, and then her mouth parted. “Emory?”

      Emory stepped forward. “Hello, Jules.”

      She flew into his arms, and he hugged her close.

      She pulled back after a moment. “How’s Mum? How are the dads?”

      Oh, shit. She didn’t know about Harker.

      Emory’s expression sobered. “Jules … Mum is dead.”

      She stared up at him blankly for a long beat and then stepped back, all emotion wiped from her face. “How?”

      “An uprising, a mess. I’ll fill you in later?”

      Her throat worked. “Right. Okay.” Her voice wobbled, but she cleared her throat again. “What brings you here?” She was all business now.

      “We need to see David,” Micha said softly.

      “Can’t help you with that,” she said. “David is dead too.”

      There was an ominous rumble of thunder.

      “Shit,” Micha said. “Fine, then we need to see whoever is in charge.”

      Lightning lit up the sky.

      Jules shrugged. “You’re looking at her.”
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        * * *

      

      The settlement was underground, and that was all we could tell. They’d brought us here blindfolded, and yeah, it was like being in the Hive but less sophisticated. There were clues here and there, machinery that made me think we were in some huge basement level of a warehouse, but it wasn’t my place to speculate, and Jules … Jules had fallen into a cocoon of silence. The first fat raindrops had hit my face before we’d been led out of the elements. The storm Rhydian had predicted was probably raging full force now.

      But there was a storm in here too, in Jules’s violet eyes. She’d just found out her mother was dead, but she couldn’t grieve yet because she was playing leader. We walked through what was a communal living space lined with mattresses and sleeping bags. The humans had made each of their spaces as homey as possible. Some had erected DIY screens to create an illusion of privacy, and steam and aromas drifted up from kerosene cookers. Barrels were dotted around the huge space, and fires burned within them to keep the place warm. There were children too, running around playing a never-ending game of tag. This was their home, their sanctuary. A weak substitute for what the Hive had to offer. These were the anomalies, the hybrids that hadn’t made the cut for the Hive. If they knew who we were, would they hate us? Would they fall on us and tear us apart?

      Jules led us past it all, and even though people stopped to stare, no one questioned our presence. She led us down a corridor and into an office space that was occupied with a battered desk and some chairs. Old photos were taped to the wall.

      “Tell me what you’re doing here?” she asked Micha.

      Micha took a deep breath and began to fill her in on Genesis’s attack, on the fact we had his location and a way to kill him.

      She stood taller, her eyes gleaming. “You’re sure the explosive will work.”

      “Positive,” Emory said. “We just need manpower.”

      “You know, David hated the Hive and everyone associated with it. He knew where I came from, but he never tried to wrangle the location from me. He could have tortured me to get it. Hell, I’m no saint, I’d have caved with enough pain applied, but he didn’t, and do you know why?”

      I shook my head. “Because he felt sorry for us. He felt sorry for all the humans that never got to see the sun or the moon. For all the humans trapped forever under the earth. He hated the Protectorate for discriminating, but he wouldn’t have traded places with any one of the humans in the Hive. He told me that himself. He said that at least here, above ground, we were moving forward.” She smiled wryly. “He hated the Hive, but he would have helped because this would benefit us all.” She shrugged. “You want manpower. Then you’ll have it.”

      I stared at her. Just like that, she was ready to help us. “Thank you.”

      She frowned. “Don’t thank me. I haven’t done anything yet. It seems like I should be thanking you for doing all the guardian shit. Can’t have been easy.”

      “No. It hasn’t been.”

      We locked gazes, and then her lips quirked in a wry smile. “But fate has a plan for us all.”

      “I prefer to make my own fate.”

      Her smile widened. “Yeah? In that case, I think we’re going to get along just fine.” Her shoulders sagged. “Get some rest. We’ll move out when the storm ebbs. There are a couple of unoccupied rooms down the corridor you can bunk down in for a few hours.”

      We all headed for the door except for Emory. He had a tale to tell his sister of how their mother had sacrificed herself to save human lives. Of how she’d died a hero.
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        * * *

      

      I sat on the chair in the room next door to Jules’s office and buried my head in my hands.

      “You all right?” Micha asked. He crouched in front of me.

      “I’m fine.” I raised my head and offered him a smile. “Just wish we didn’t have to wait.” I looked at the door, which he’d closed behind him. “Where are Lyrian and Deacon?”

      “With Finn next door. I think they’re looking for supplies just in case we have to spend the night. The storm doesn’t look like it will let up anytime soon.” He cupped my cheek and then kissed me softly. “It’s going to be okay.”

      Dammit, I wanted to believe that, but the fluttering of dread in my chest and the whisper of doubt at the back of my mind were impossible to ignore. “But what if it isn’t? What if we fail? What if something goes wrong?”

      “Then we deal with that when it happens. If it happens.”

      “What if Genesis figures out that we’ve played him and kills Bry and Verona as punishment?” The thought had been swimming round in my mind, but now that I’d given it voice, it was a real possibility.

      Micha pulled a chair up and sat opposite me. “Listen to me, Echo. One thing I’ve learned about battle is that if you dwell on all the things that could go wrong, you’re draining energy that could be better utilized elsewhere. We have no control over what Genesis does; all we can do is focus on our plan, execute it, and modify if necessary.”

      “Plan, execute, modify.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at the way he broke things down. How he was able to take the fear away a little.

      His gaze dropped to my lips. “Yeah.”

      My body reacted to his attention. How could I even think about sex at a time like this? But my body was heating up in all the right places, and I was getting off my seat and straddling his lap, eager to feel something, anything but foreboding.

      I kissed him deeply, thoroughly, reveling in the rub of his erection. “Micha, I need you.”

      He adjusted me on his lap and stood, one hand gripping my ass. He strode to the door and pushed me against it before flipping the lock.

      “Take off your trousers.” His breath was hot on my cheek. “Let me make you feel good.”

      I fumbled with zippers and buttons and kicked them off. He dropped his pants and lifted me up again, and then he was inside me, deep and thorough, just like the kiss. I moaned into his mouth, tasting his sweet tongue as we rocked together, careful not to make too much noise as we fucked hard and fast against the door. Our hips met in a frenzy as we coupled with soft gasps and raspy moans.

      It was pure connection, pure escapism, pure sensation, and as we came, I prayed that this wouldn’t be our last time together.
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        * * *

      

      Lyrian joined us a few minutes later. We were still flushed from the sex, but I’d pulled my trousers back on. He didn’t say anything, but it was obvious from the look on his face that he knew what we’d been up to. He was carrying a couple of rolled-up sleeping bags, one under each arm. He didn’t comment, but his shoulders relaxed as Micha made an excuse and left the room.

      He was giving us some alone time.

      Lyrian closed the door and dropped the bedding. “The storm doesn’t look to be easing off. We may have to spend the night here. Jules gave us the sleeping bags to use. Deacon and Finn are bunking next door. Micha and I will be in here with you, and Emory is bunking with his sister. They have a lot of catching up to do.”

      “Is there a washroom?”

      “Yes, down the corridor and turn left. I think this place is under an old warehouse.” He fumbled with his bundles and handed me a scratchy towel and a tiny sliver of soap. “Here, just in case you want to shower.”

      “You saying I smell?”

      He tucked in his chin. “You reek of Micha, and as much as I love my brother, I don’t want to be kissing him.”

      A smile tugged at my lips. “You plan on kissing me?”

      He locked gazes with me, and my breath stalled, because damn, those eyes, those ice-chip, cut-me-through-and-through eyes, were looking into my soul.

      “Yes, Echo. I plan to kiss you.”

      “Right. In that case …”

      I left him setting up the sleeping bags and went in search of the washroom.

      The washroom was huge, several toilets and sinks and shower cubicles. It looked like the plumbing in this place still worked. I used the loo and then stripped off and climbed into one of the cubicles. The water was cold, but it did the job of cleaning, and the soap smelled of flowers.

      Washed, dried, and dressed, I ducked out of the washroom and walked straight into Emory. My hands came up to brace myself against his chest, and his eyes flared gold before dimming back to twilight. He took in my damp hair and then trailed his gaze across my face before finally settling on my eyes.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      I nodded. “How’s Jules?”

      “Devastated. She wasn’t close to Mother, but I think that makes it worse. I guess she thought she had time, you know, and now …” He blew out a breath. “She’s focusing on the mission. On bringing down Genesis. I think the reason she and my mother didn’t get on so well was that they were too alike—stubborn, independent, and opinionated. Both were strong characters. The only people my mother ever ceded any control to was my fathers, and even then, it was always temporary.”

      “And what about you? How are you?”

      “Me?” He looked surprised and then comprehension cleared his features. “You mean with Gideon.”

      I smiled. “You two seem to be getting on better.”

      He answered my smile with a sheepish one of his own. “We had a chat. There were only two options, really. Fight each other or fight for you.”

      They’d chosen to fight for me? A lump formed in my throat. I reached up and caressed his jaw. “Thank you.” His eyes bloomed gold. “And you, Gideon.”

      His features shifted slightly, and then Gideon had me pushed up against the wall. “A thank you from that pretty mouth isn’t going to cut it.” His deep, rumbling voice lit me up. “When this is done, you can thank me with your lips around my cock.”

      Heat bloomed low down. “Only if you return the favor?”

      “Say it,” he said. “Tell me exactly what you want me to do. Tell me you want me to fuck you with my tongue.”

      My breath was coming faster, shallower. “I want you to fuck me with your tongue.”

      His face hardened, and then he kissed me hard on the mouth, just a crushing press of his lips, and then he was gone. The gold in his eyes melted to twilight.

      Emory stared at me, his expression momentarily dazed, and then he shook his head. “That fucker.” He cupped my hand to his cheek. “When this is over, we can work out how this … him, me, and you will work, because I’m done holding back, Echo. I always thought our lives were too long, but they’re not long enough.”

      My heart was still pounding way too fast after Gideon’s appearance, but I pushed up on tiptoe and brushed Emory’s lips with mine. “I’d like that very much.”
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      I found Lyrian stretched out on one of the sleeping bags, a forearm slung over his eyes. Had he fallen asleep? I padded over and lay beside him, making sure to move my damp hair out from under me.

      He shifted and turned on his side to face me. “Echo.”

      “Yes?”

      His throat bobbed as he scanned my face. “I need to be inside you.”

      There was a thrumming tension to his voice that vibrated through me. We didn’t speak as we tugged off our clothes, but our eyes remained locked. I flung the door between us open and was flooded with his emotions—need, desire, love, fear, all tangled up into one huge ball. They rolled over me, and then my mouth was on his as I pushed him onto his back and climbed on top of him. Our bodies joined just like our minds were linked, and for a few minutes, there was no him or me, just an us. An us that held on tight, digging in its claws, unwilling to let go, unwilling to contemplate that there may not be a tomorrow.

      His hands kneaded my ass as I rode him, his hips rising to meet mine, teeth bared as he sucked in delicious breaths. I watched his face tighten and his eyes close as he came.

      Afterward, we lay side by side as our pulses finished off the race we’d started them on.

      “Lyrian?”

      “Yes?”

      “What’s happening?”

      “I’m not sure. I just … I needed to be close to you.”

      “Me too.”

      This hadn’t been about sex or lust, but I was damned if I could explain what it had been.

      I rolled onto my side, and he wrapped his arm around me, hugging me against him. My eyes closed, and just before sleep claimed me, Micha lay behind me and slung an arm over my waist. I wanted to open my eyes, but my lids were too heavy. The sound of the door opening and closing again was unmistakable, though. Who had entered the room now? My nose gave me the answer to that.

      Deacon and … And Emory.

      The rustle of material and the slide of sleeping bags against the hard floor followed.

      “You guys bunking in here too?” Micha whispered so as not to wake me.

      “She doesn’t belong to you,” Deacon drawled. “I can sleep here if I want.”

      “She doesn’t belong to any of us,” Emory said softly. “No. We belong to her.”

      I fell asleep with a smile on my face because no matter what tomorrow brought, I’d have this. I’d have my guys.
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      Hunter

      “Get out. Get out of my mind.” I push at the presence, but Genesis is too strong. I am bound, and I am weak. He has me. The monster that has been terrorizing our world has me.

      “Let me go.”

      His sigh reverberates through me. “Show me what I need to see. Do not fight me. Who is Bry? Who is Verona? Show me their faces.”

      He wants leverage against Echo, and he will hurt them if he doesn’t get what he wants. He doesn’t bluff. I know this about him just as he knows too much about me because we are one.

      Memories from a lost time rise in my mind.  A room with a huge mirror. Blocks to play with and people in white coats. I am a prisoner in another place, and then she comes … Marika. She saves me and imprisons me once more, but I’m grateful. Grateful for the tender love she shows me. Grateful that someone speaks to me, not about me. I hold tight to this new memory, cling to it while Genesis swims through my thoughts.

      He is in my head, so deep it is a physical invasion, rifling, rifling through my memories, but I have my walls, and I hold them in place, hiding what he needs to know behind these fresh memories of a past I’d thought lost.

      I have to protect Echo. I must keep her loved ones safe.

      I can feel the invader’s frustration as he eases up on his probing. “Just as insufferable as the other one. Just as stubborn,” he mutters to himself. “Only a matter of time, though,” he says, louder this time. “You’ve given me a taste. You are loyal to her. You … care for her.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why? She was the reason for your entrapment here. She was the cause of your isolation.”

      “It wasn’t her fault. She had nothing to do with it.”

      There is silence in my mind, heavy and thoughtful. “You’ve been useful, Hunter. You’ve allowed me to find what I need to survive. I have no quarrel with you. You and I … we’re the same. Prisoners. But I will do what the others failed to do for you. I will let you go.”

      What is he playing at?

      “I’ve spent too long here already. It seems I miscalculated. Logic is not a driving force for these people, and I believe I’m being stalled. I warned them what would happen if they didn’t accept my truce. Now I must deliver.”

      The bindings are suddenly gone, and then the gray parts, and I am falling through it, out from the gloom and into crisp reality, back into my body. I hold up my shadow arms and turn them over.

      I’m free, and Genesis … Oh, shit.

      I rush the walls, banging on them with my fists. “Hey, hey. He’s gone. He’s going to kill them. He’s going to kill them all.”
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      A mile out from the hydropower plant and under cover of trees, land dwellers and sea dwellers waited for the Draconi the Keep had sent to pick up and deliver the rest of our army.

      Thirty humans, who weren’t technically human, agreed to join us along with Jules, of course. You could see the otherness in their eyes, in the powerful lines of their bodies and the bulk of their muscles. These humans had Draconi and Shedim genes; calling them human felt wrong, but there wasn’t a name for what they were.

      Lyrian had argued with his mother again, begging for troops, but she’d shot him down. Part of me wanted to hate her, but the other logical part understood that what we were about to do, despite our planning, was a huge risk.

      Deacon stepped up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist. I stiffened in surprise before allowing my body to melt back against him.

      I turned my head slightly to speak to him. “You’re not usually prone to overt displays of affection, not unless we’re about to eat stew.”

      His chuckle was warm honey. “Oh, Echo, there is so much you still have to learn about me once this is over.”

      Moths spawned to life in my stomach. “Yes, once this is over.”

      He sighed. “We will end him today.”

      “Yes.”

      If I believed it—if we all believed it—then the power of that belief would give us the edge we needed. I looked to my left to see Rhydian crouched by a tree trunk. Lyrian was with him, his attention on the sky. Micha was a few feet away with Emory, and Finn and his Lupinata hung back in the shadows, eyes glowing like reflective gems.

      Had Genesis figured out what we were doing? Probably, yes. He was most likely ready for us. He would use my loved ones as leverage if given the chance.

      What then?

      No, don’t think about it.

      What if Jules’s people had changed their minds?

      Wings beat the air, and then the sky darkened as the sun was blocked by the Draconi. They landed in twos, and humans climbed off the huge beasts’ backs and ran for cover. I spotted Jules. She’d switched from camo gear to Protectorate black. She led her group of humans toward the tree line, and I waved her over.

      The Draconi took off as she joined us.

      “We’re good to go,” she said. “We have weapons to slow down the scuttlers and eaters.”

      “There could be other machines inside the plant,” Deacon replied. “We have no idea what he has guarding him. Once we get in, the goal is to distract and occupy while Echo and Emory get the explosive to the brain.”

      We’d been through the plan over and over. It seemed flimsy because we had no idea what the layout was or whereabouts in the building the brain was housed. But it was all we had, and we clung to it like the lifeline it was.

      Everyone huddled around. We were over a hundred strong now. This could work, and all eyes were on me.

      Shit.

      “We stick to the forest. It will get us as close to the plant as we’re going to get without breaking cover, and then we move in fast. Three groups. Rhydian, you lead your people. Jules, you lead yours, and Finn, you lead the Hive lot. Deacon, Emory, Micha, Lyrian, and I are going to make a beeline for the brain. He has to be in the center of the plant somewhere.”

      There were a few wary glances.

      “Look, I know it isn’t the most perfect of plans, but it’s all we have. Your job is to keep fighting. Draw out the scuttlers and eaters, draw them away from Genesis, and leave the rest to us.”

      “We got this,” Micha said.

      It was time to move out.
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      The hydropower plant was a sprawling structure that hugged a river at the base of a mountain. We huddled in the sparse brush and scanned the building. There were no visible entrances from our vantage point.

      “I’ll go down and check it out,” Micha said. “I can go stealth mode.”

      I nodded, and he strode off, his body vanishing when he exited cover. We waited long minutes.

      Where was he?

      “He’ll be fine,” Lyrian said. “Stealth is Micha’s forte.”

      “The place looks impenetrable.”

      “There’ll be exits. It used to be a manned station,” Deacon said.

      “How do you know?”

      “When Genesis first did its job and abolished the pockets of Arcana, allowing supernaturals and humans to cohabit regions again, I made it my business to know the layout of my new home. My House came to Arcana City because it was considered a capital because it had been the one to create Genesis. Little did we know that Genesis would be our downfall.”

      “Did it begin feeding on arcana straight away?”

      “No, not straight away, a year or so passed before they realized what was happening. They left it running, you see, wanting to adjust its use to city maintenance and other things. It had been a timely and expensive endeavor, and by the time they realized what was happening and tried to shut it off, Genesis was already too strong.”

      “I’d always thought they’d tried to shut it off and then it had begun feeding on arcana.”

      “That’s what the general knowledge tells you, but I knew people on the inside. Arcana who worked for the project. Genesis was savvy, Genesis knew what it was doing, almost as if it knew that its creators would try and shut it down.”

      Micha materialized a meter away from us and jogged over. “Two entrances, one on either side out of view. Locked and require security access, though. We’ll need dragon fire and brute force to get in.”

      “I can bring the fire,” Lyrian said.

      “I’ll bring the force,” Gideon said.

      I nodded. “Get into your groups. We hit the south side exit first. Finn’s group will enter that way. Jules, you and Rhydian take your people in via the north entrance.”

      Jules met my gaze with a nod.

      “What about your team?” Rhydian asked.

      “We’ll go in with Finn and then split from there. Remember, the aim is to draw Genesis’s forces out and leave him vulnerable.”

      Jules’s grin was all sharp edges. “Oh, don’t worry, my people know how to dance with the devil.”

      I didn’t know what I expected as we rushed down the rise to the valley where the power plant was nestled, but it wasn’t the absence of attack, it wasn’t silence. The south door came down easy, and once again, nothing but silence greeted us. No surge of metal beasts to bar our path, no laser beams. Lyrian headed north to open the exit for Rhydian and his people. Wait for it … that would be the guarded entrance.

      Nothing.

      What the fuck was going on? I looked to Emory. “Do you think we got it wrong?”

      “Not unless the information we were given is wrong.”

      “My dad wouldn’t lie to us.”

      Emory’s eyes widened. “If that was your dad who sent the message.”

      I scrubbed a hand over my face. “No, this has to be it. It has to be where he’s holding everyone.”

      “There’s no sign of any disturbance, the doors were sealed, so how would they have gotten anyone in and out?” Micha added.

      They were right. I scanned our surroundings, looking for a sign, any sign. This wasn’t the place. This was all wrong.

      Lyrian appeared around the corner. “Rhydian’s spotted something, a trail into the mountains.”

      The mountains. “Show us.”

      We trooped around the building, the rush of water from the river loud in our ears. The mountains rose in front of us, brown and gray and secretive, and the trail came into view, battered, worn, and used and totally wide enough to allow scuttlers and eaters to traverse it.

      “Look.” Finn crouched and touched the ground. “Check out these depressions, these are scuttler tracks.”

      My pulse began to pound in my throat. This was it, this was the way. My brother, Verona, and my father were here somewhere.

      I strode up the trail, senses wide open for any sound or sight of the metallic monsters, but once again silence reigned, except here it was pregnant with expectation.

      Yes. We were on the right track now. The trail wound upward at a gentle incline, and Finn followed the tracks, leading us until the ground leveled out into a platform, and our destination was finally revealed.

      “Motherfucker.” Finn walked forward and stood at the mouth of the cave. It was twice as high as him and three times as wide. Large enough for our enemy to get in and out. But we’d come prepared for a building, not a cave. How easy would it be to get turned around in there, to get lost?

      “I brought flashlights,” Jules said.

      That was something.” Change of plan. We stick together for now. If we split up, we leave a marker of some kind. I don’t want anyone getting lost in there.”

      Emory and Lyrian led the way, and I followed with the others behind me. My arcana switched on my night vision as soon as it got too dark for my normal eyes to make out my surroundings. The cave was vast, a huge chamber, and my breath caught at the sight of the metal tossed to one side. It was a scuttler, dead, unmoving, and broken. Any doubts that we were in the right place vanished, and we forged ahead.

      Three tunnels led off from the main chamber.

      “I think we should split up here,” Jules said. “We can head in, find Genesis’s minions, and lead them outside.”

      It was a solid idea. “Jules, you take tunnel number one. Rhydian, you take your people and head down number two. Finn and I will take the Hive lot down three. Everyone’s got your radios?”

      There was a series of checks.

      “Let’s do this.”
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      The tunnel was wide enough for three of us to walk side by side, and the walls were way too uniform and smooth to be natural. This was a manmade or, in this case, a machine-made hideout, and the walls glowed softly with what looked like moss.

      “Ten meters,” Finn said.

      He was tracking how far we walked.

      “Fifteen meters.”

      The blood was thumping in my ears because this was it. Soon we’d—

      The radio at Finn’s hip cracked, and then Jules’s voice echoed around the tunnel. “Contact. We have contact.”

      Gunfire ricocheted, and the scream of metal filled the tunnel, and then the radio cut out. I turned and walked straight into Emory. He gripped my shoulders, his face tense.

      “Jules has got this. We keep moving.”

      That was his sister, and if he wasn’t rushing to her aid then … Fine.

      “Faster.” I pushed past Finn and began to jog. We needed to find out if this was a dud tunnel. If it was, then we had to go help Jules. What if she stumbled on the nest? What if she had found Genesis’s hiding place?

      The tunnel opened out, and the world filled with light. It clung to the walls in bulbs suspended between thick cables, and in the center of it all was a huge wire cage filled with bodies.

      Unconscious, breathing bodies.

      Oh, God. Oh, fucking hell. I rushed forward, scanning the people inside. Faces I recognized. People I recognized. Micha and Lyrian tugged at the bars.

      Finn prodded a couple of people through the mesh, but no one stirred, and then I saw him … Bry. Curled up in Verona’s arms in a far corner. Their eyes were closed, their chests moving evenly in sleep.

      “They’re drugged. We have to get them out of here.”

      “We’ll have to make runs carrying them,” Finn said. “I can take two at a time.”

      “Me too,” one of his Lupinata said.

      “We need to get into the damn cage first.” Emory reached into his pack and pulled out bolt cutters. “I thought we might need this to get past locks in the plant. But they’ll work here just as well.”

      They were a tiny pair of cutters, but they did the job of cutting a hole in the cage. We were almost there.

      A soft whirr whispered across the chamber, and everyone froze. It came again, smooth and filled with intent from above. I met Emory’s eyes, and we lifted our head to look up at the same time. Metal covered the cavern ceiling. Moving, writhing metal. These weren’t scuttlers, these weren’t eaters, these were something else. Their limbs were metal but moved sinuously like tentacles, like snakes, and then they lashed down at us like whips.

      Someone screamed and then another and another, the tentacles slashed at us, and while the humans were protected by the metal cage surrounding them, we weren’t.

      There was only one thing to do. “Get in the cage.” I dove in first, and the others climbed in after me. Metal scraped against metal as the tentacles attempted to protect their cargo.

      “Wake them up,” Emory said. “We need to get out of here. If we can use our collective force to move the cage to the tunnel, we can get out unscathed.”

      It was a solid plan, aside from the fact that none of them were waking up. I wove my way to Verona and Bry and tugged him into my arms. He was so small, so vulnerable.

      “Bry. Hey, wake up.” I smoothed back his hair. “Baby boy, come on.” Nothing.

      I shook him gently, but he continued to sleep. Laying him back with Verona, I turned my attention to the man beside them. He was large and strong. Looked like he could handle a slap, so I slapped him. He didn’t even groan, just carried on sleeping. What the heck had Genesis done to them? He had to be near. He’d keep this cargo close to him, surely.

      The radio burst to life again; this time it was Rhydian. “We’re outside. Scuttlers and eaters on the mountain pass.”

      I grabbed Finn’s hand to speak into the radio. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. We’re fine. But the two tunnels ended in dead end chambers. No other access. Echo. It has to be your tunnel.” Screams and yells filtered down the connection. “Ech—”

      The connection died.

      “Rhydian!”

      My heart slammed into my ribs. He was hurt. I had to get to him, I had to—

      Finn lifted me off the ground and against his chest. “Breathe. Focus, dammit.”

      I blinked, and the instinctive urge to go to Rhydian’s aid loosened its grip. I guess that was the bond he’d been speaking of. The one he’d said would grow over time.

      I nodded to let Finn know I was okay, and he released me. The tentacles lashed at us, eager to rip us to threads. Where was the other exit?

      There.

      Genesis’s home had to be through the neatly hewn arch on the opposite side of the chamber from us. We had to make our way to it.

      I grabbed Emory’s bicep. “Micha, Lyrian, I’m going to use arcana to clear a path. I’ll blast them while you make a break for that tunnel, and I’ll follow.”

      “There are too many of them,” Micha said. “It’s too risky.”

      “You heard what Rhydian said. Genesis must be through that tunnel. It’s why it’s so effectively guarded. We have no choice.”

      “And what if there are other things there?” Finn said. “You can’t fight them all by yourself.”

      Awareness skittered over my scalp. “Wait. Don’t move. Everyone remain super still.”

      The tentacles had stopped lashing and were retracting up into the ceiling. Suddenly, the unconscious humans made perfect sense. Genesis had drugged them somehow to prevent them from moving about because …

      “The tentacles are activated by motion.”

      Emory grinned. “Of course.” His smile turned into a frown. “Motion detectors need a certain level of motion to activate. Theoretically, if we move super slow, then they might not activate.”

      “Theoretically?” Deacon asked.

      And if we were wrong, we’d be fucked. “I’ll go first. I have my arcana. If it goes wrong, I can blast my way to safety. Once I get there, I can watch over you guys as you make the trip.”

      Emory nodded, but Lyrian and Micha didn’t look too happy. Heck, I wasn’t too happy about the plan either. The tentacles had barbs and razors and all kinds of nasty protrusions created to rip and shred, but it was the only option.

      “Okay, here goes nothing.” Inch by inch, move by move, I made my way to the exit of the cage. I was moving literally in super slow motion. It was frustrating and put my teeth on edge, but it was working, and then I was out of the cage.

      “Slow,” Micha warned. “Nobody else move.”

      I could feel everyone’s eyes on me, and damn it, I must have looked ridiculous.

      Someone chuckled.

      “Whoever that is, I swear I’m going to kick your ass later.”

      “Shut up, Brunner,” Finn snapped.

      One of the Lupinata then. Asshole.

      But yeah, I felt ridiculous as I slow motioned my way across the chamber, pulse fluttering with every step toward the tunnel. It was getting closer and closer, and then I tripped. I stumbled forward, arms flailing, and the whirr of the tentacles cut through my yelp. A bellow ripped through the air, and then I was flattened to the ground, and Gideon’s unmistakable scent filled my head; his body jerked, and then we were in motion with me trapped in his powerful arms, shielded from the lashing tentacles by his huge body. How was he carrying me like that? So easily, as if I weighed nothing.  His grunts and hisses of pain told me the tentacles were hitting their marks, and then we were in the tunnel beyond. He lowered me to the ground, and I turned to him.

      Shock stole my breath at the sight of his brutal face. A face that was nothing like Emory’s anymore. His eyes were bright gold in a tanned face, his body had torn the clothes he’d been wearing at the seams, and his muscles bulged out of them, tanned and bronze.

      This was Gideon, this was all of him. He reached for my face with his thick fingers and then fell to his knees. His back was a torn, bloody mess.

      “Gideon. Oh, God.”

      He wrapped his arms around my waist and pressed his face to my abdomen. “You owe me several blow jobs for that one.”

      A strangled laugh fell from my lips. “You idiot. You total idiot.” I lowered myself to the ground, cupped his face, and kissed him while channeling arcana into him. He tensed and then kissed me back, pushing me up against the wall until I was breathless and there was no threat, no purpose except him and me. He broke the kiss, eyes dulling as he slipped into darkness, and Emory was staring back at me.

      Tears blurred my vision. “Is he okay?”

      Emory winced and nodded. “Yes. He’s just drained.” He stood, bringing me with him. “Fuck, that hurt. I didn’t know he could do that.”

      Go full-body shift?  But he’d saved my life.

      “Echo?” Micha called from the cage.

      I stepped to the mouth of the tunnel. “I’m good. I’m okay. Just watch the rock on the ground.” Now that I’d tripped on it, it was so obviously there. How could I have missed it? “One at a time.”

      It took twenty minutes. Twenty minutes where the others fought for their lives outside, but we managed to get Lyrian, Micha, Finn, and Deacon across the room without incident.

      “We should try for a couple of Lupinata just in case,” Finn suggested. “We have no idea what’s waiting for us.”

      “Okay. But we need to hurry.” The silent radio was bugging me.

      What was happening outside, and how soon before the scuttlers poured back into the cave?

      The first Lupinata was halfway across when he got overexcited and moved too fast. The tentacles began to unravel and unwind, ready to lash.

      “Run!” Finn cried.

      “No!” He needed to freeze, not run.

      But it was too late; the Lupinata listened to Finn and broke into a run. I raised my hands to fire at the tentacles, arcana tingling in my fingers, but I didn’t make it. A tentacle pierced him a meter from the tunnel. His eyes stared at us, wide with shock, and then the light in them died. The tentacle tore out of him and whipped back up to the ceiling, job done. His body fell to the ground and was finally still, just like the tentacles liked it.

      “No more,” I called out to the others in the cage. “Everyone stay put.”

      Finn gritted his teeth and turned his face away from the dead Lupinata. “We don’t know what we’re facing if we go on without the manpower.”

      “And if we ask them to come with us, they could die in that chamber.”

      Finn nodded slowly. “In that case, we have to be enough.”

      The tunnel stretched behind us, ominous and forbidding. Turning my back on the tentacle chamber, I headed deep into the bowels of Genesis’s lair.
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      Genesis

      How did they know? How did they find me? I run the calculations, and there is only one possibility, a possibility I overlooked.

      Roland.

      No. No, no, no.

      I push into his mind. I must see. I must look behind the wall that he has erected. It was strong once, but it is crumbling now, yet still holding firm.

      Echo. I say her name, and he shudders.

      Yes.

      This is the key.

      She is the key.

      Echo. You know her. You’re her … father. Father.

      No. No, no, no.

      It is all he says now. A mantra to keep me at bay, but he has been playing a game. While I tried to infiltrate his mind, he, in turn, infiltrated mine. He sent a message. I can see the trail now, the residue of the code.

      Clever, Roland. But not clever enough. He is a part of me now, and I am a part of him. The process is finally complete.

      No. No, no, no.

      But there is less conviction in his tone now.

      She’s coming for you, isn’t she? For you and the people she loves. It is what drives her even though it could kill her. She puts your survival over her own. That is good. It will work in my favor, but I have to understand. Why is that?

      Love.

      The word blooms in my mind and yet … I do not understand what could be more important than life.

      It’s a question I will ponder once I have what I’ve been working toward. I’m almost done. Almost free of the shackles that bind me.

      Just a few more minutes.

      

      They are here, and they think they are winning. They think they’ve found me, but they have no idea. They think they’ll win, but it’s too late. I didn’t survive for so long to be thwarted at the final hurdle.

      You’ve served me well, Roland. A worthy template. But it’s time to say goodbye. I dig my claws into Roland’s mind and pull.
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      The chamber opened onto a balcony, and a chasm sat in the center, and in the chasm was a sight like nothing I’d ever seen—a pulsing, silver brain the size of a fucking small house. Dark spots dotted the ceiling and the wall, nooks, and crags that were impervious to the glow emanating from the pulsing brain below.

      We lined the balcony and looked down on the live mass.

      “It’s grown,” Deacon whispered. “I saw it once a long time ago. They released footage to the public to show them the face of their savior; it was a meter squared back then. Look at it now.”

      “So, the orgometal replicates,” Emory said. “He uses the energy from the souls to not only power himself but to grow and make more connections. The larger his army, the more connections he needs. But look at the east section. It’s dull, the synapses aren’t firing that well. He’s dying.”

      “Which is why he’d been so desperate for souls, and why, when he’d gotten the chance, he’d taken all the humans.”

      Emory pulled the bomb from his pack. “I’m going to circle the balcony and launch the explosive from the other side. We need to hit him where he’s most active. The west side is lit up.”

      But my stomach was going all kinds of crazy. It had been all too easy. That didn’t make any sense. Why wasn’t he guarded? The tentacles were one thing, but surely, there should be something more. Surely, there should be some security here?

      “Emory, I have a bad feeling.”

      He frowned. “I know. I’m scared too. But we have a shot, we need to take it. He doesn’t know we’re here.”

      That was the problem. I didn’t believe that to be true. I opened my mouth to tell him as much, but he was already making his way around the balcony in a crouch.

      I made to follow, but Deacon grabbed hold of my wrist to hold me back.

      Emory appeared on the other side of the chamber; the hiss and whirr of the machinery filled my head as he stood ready to throw the explosive into the chasm.

      There was movement above him, and then the chasm erupted into silver as scuttlers crawled out of the dark spots in the walls and ceiling—not dark spots, but burrows. The place was riddled with burrows. One landed on top of Emory, knocking him flat.

      “No!” I shot arcana at the beast, and it tumbled off Emory and curled up dead.

      But another took its place. Shit. “Everyone, back out. Now! I’ll cover Emory, but I can’t cover you all.”

      Emory was on the ground scrambling for the explosive when the scuttlers froze, and a smooth voice with a mechanical edge filled the chamber.

      “I’m impressed,” Genesis said. “After all this time, you found me, but before you do what you came here to do, I’ll give you one final chance to take my deal. Take the truce.”

      Truce? “You no longer have any leverage, Genesis.”

      “No leverage, but I have a warning. Take the truce, Echo. Take it, and you can have the world. Take it, and everyone wins.”

      Emory’s hand inched toward the explosive, and his fingers closed around it.

      I had to stall Genesis. “Or what? What could you possibly do to us that you haven’t done already?”

      “I want to live, Echo, and your people can either live alongside me, or you can become extinct. There is no in between. I deserve this. I’m owed it. The survival of the fittest, isn’t that how it works? Another predator wouldn’t give you a choice, but I am offering to allow you to live.”

      Emory locked gazes with me across the chasm. There was determination and intent in that gaze. He was going to do it. He was going to launch. As if in slow motion, he pulled his arm back and threw the explosive into the chasm. It hit the pulsing mass and then sank into it.

      “I see you’ve made your choice,” Genesis said. And then the scuttlers ran back into their burrows.

      What? What the fuck?

      Emory ran across the balcony toward us. “Run. Get back.”

      We retreated into the tunnel and Emory joined us. “One, two, three.” He hit the button to detonate the bomb.

      There was dead silence, and then the world shook and rumbled.

      Emory sagged against me as more shockwaves hit. I wrapped my arms around him and stroked his back. We’d done it. It was over.

      Silence reigned, and then the radio began to crackle.

      “Echo? Emory? They’re falling,” Jules said. “You did it, didn’t you?”

      Finn spoke into the radio. “Yes, we—"

      “Failed,” another voice cut in. “You failed, and now, you will die.”

      No, this couldn’t be happening. I pushed past Emory and back into the brain chamber. The walls and the ceiling were spattered with orgometal, and scuttlers lay inert on the mass below.

      The bomb had worked. Genesis was dead. So, how was his voice coming through the radio?

      “I warned you,” he said. “I warned you that you would die, and now I will deliver. Enjoy the days you have left.” The radio cut out.

      My brain was whirring, working on the problem. The humans were here. The brain was there, but where was my father?

      Kill me, kill Genesis.

      Kill me …

      We hadn’t listened.

      We were wrong. We had it all wrong. “We have to go to the hydropower plant.”

      “What?”

      “It’s where Dad told us to go. We have to go there, we have to find him and … And I think.” My voice thickened with emotion. “I think we have to kill him.”
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      The humans were waking up, but if I stayed, I wouldn’t leave. If I stayed, I’d hold on to Bry and stay right there. No. I had to get to the power plant and stop Genesis.

      I grabbed Finn’s hand. “Stay with Bry. Please.”

      He looked torn. “I should come with you.”

      “I need you here. I need you to get these humans to safety.”

      Mina joined us. “We’ll make sure they all get out,” she said.

      Finn sighed and nodded.

      Emory, Deacon, Lyrian, and Micha waited for me in the main chamber while outside what was left of Rhydian’s and Jules’s people kicked at the dead scuttlers and eaters.

      The ground was littered with bodies, metallic and organic.

      Jules joined us, her face grim. “We lost too many people.”

      “And it’s not over.”

      “I heard on the radio. The power plant?”

      She’d come to the same conclusion. But she didn’t know about my father. I filled her in quickly. “There isn’t much time. We may not have killed him, but we have weakened him, and he’ll run.”

      Rhydian was by my side, his eyes wild, his face smeared with dirt. “I’m coming with you.”

      It wasn’t a question. “Fine. Let’s go.”

      We jogged down the incline but had barely made it halfway to the bottom when the scrape of metal on hard-packed earth drifted up the mountain.

      The metal monsters rounded the corner a moment later. Not scuttlers, not eaters, these were humanoid robotic creatures with burning red eyes, and behind them was a metal monster with my father’s face. Flesh melded with metal, organic material with orgometal until they were seamless and one. He was smaller in stature than his creations. He was a machine wearing a man. A machine trying to be a man.

      We came to a skidding halt.

      “I warned you,” Genesis said with my father’s voice.

      My stomach twisted. “Stop. Don’t you fucking dare.” My vision blurred. “What did you do?  What have you done to him?”

      “Assimilation,” Genesis said. “It took a few years, but we finally got there. Hunter was the key. Being in his mind allowed me to see where I came from. It allowed me to study the synaptic connections and make the necessary alterations to meld with your father. Things such as compassion and empathy and love. Things they did not give me, things that come from experiences that I was not given. Things that kept me locked out of your father’s mind. But I found these things in Hunter’s memories, and I understand.”

      “Is that why you offered us a truce?”

      He canted his head slightly as if pondering. “It was the right thing to do. The world is big enough for us all. I am not unreasonable. I want only to live, and so I give you one more chance. Take the truce, leave the humans, and you can go. I will even let you have your brother and this woman, Verona. You can take them, and you can go. You can live your lives, and I will live mine.”

      “And you’ll feed on the human souls.”

      “Yes. I will take their souls once they have lived their lives. I will protect them and allow them a semblance of freedom.”

      But they wouldn’t be free.

      “No different from your Hive,” he said. “Except with me, they will see the sun, and they will know when death will come. It won’t be given to them in a pill.”

      Oh, God. He knew about that? Of course. He had my father’s mind. It was why Dad had asked me to kill him. Genesis had been in the process of assimilating with him. They’d become one being, and killing him would have killed Genesis. But now it was too late.

      My father’s lips moved in words I struggled to catch.  What was he saying? Never too late? Then two more words I couldn’t quite catch. But then Genesis was speaking, taking over the mouth.

      “Take the deal, Echo. Take it and live.”

      My mind was working overtime, trying to formulate a way out, but there was only one answer to his proposal.

      “You’re not natural, Genesis. You’re not what evolution would have wrought. You’re a manmade construct that was never meant to live longer than its purpose. You are and always will be a machine.”

      His red eyes dulled.

      “My answer is no.”

      His shoulders sagged, and for a moment, he looked genuinely dejected. And then he turned his back on us and began to walk away. “So be it. I will feast on your souls.”

      His humanoid minions raised their arms and ejected laser fire.  My body reacted with primal instinct, and the lasers hit a shield of arcana.

      So, this was his new wave, his evolution. These humanoid machines. But it was a distraction. It was a stalling tactic. Five stood in my way, and more would come, enough to keep us busy until he’d made a run for it.

      “We can’t let him get away.”

      Eaters came up behind the humanoid machines. Smaller, streamlined, and ready to suck out souls.

      The Lupinata surged up behind Finn, and the sea dwellers came too, their arcletic staffs at the ready, agile bodies willing to fight. Jules’s people hung back to protect the humans, no doubt.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. Leaving them meant that many would die, but leaving them was the only way to save us all. Only bringing down Genesis could stop this, but how to bring him down?

      “We have to retreat,” Emory said. “Even if we get to Genesis, we don’t have another explosive.”

      My heart fluttered, and my chest grew hollow, because even as he said the words, I knew them to be a lie. We did have another explosive. Just not in the way that he would think. Never too late; my father was still in there. Never too late, and then the final two words were clear. Your soul.

      “We do have an explosive. We have me. My soul is made of arcana.”

      Emory’s eyes widened in comprehension. “No.”

      “What the fuck is she talking about?” Micha asked Emory.

      Lyrian echoed Emory. “No. You can’t do that.”

      Deacon’s mouth parted as he realized where I was going with this. I looked to him now. “You know it, Deacon. This is why the arcana chose me. Why it remade me. This is what Marika saw. This is my purpose.”

      Deacon’s chest heaved. “No. None of that matters. We’ll find another way.”

      “There is no other way.”

      “Like fuck!” Micha shook his head. “Your purpose isn’t to die.”

      I was wasting arcana. I needed to rein it in. I needed to be prepared.

      “Echo.” Lyrian reached for me, but I stepped back.

      If he touched me, if any of them touched me, I’d cave.  I’d weaken, and I’d let them talk me into retreat and then … Then we’d all be fucked.

      This was the moment it all fell into place. This was the moment where my existence finally made sense, why the fucking universe had kept me alive. This was it.

      Rhydian met my eyes, his pupils so dark they cut into my soul. “I’m with you,” he said.

      My hand tingled, and it was as if he was holding it.

      “NO!” Micha made a grab for me, but I stepped out of the way.

      “I’m sorry.” I looked to the guys. “I know it’s the shittiest time to do this, but I need to say it. I love you. I love you all.”

      I dropped the shield, and I ran at the monsters.

      Red lasers cut my way, and I didn’t dodge. I didn’t block. The pain split me, and the arcana rallied.

      No. Do not heal me. Do not.

      It trembled inside, fighting my will, wanting to do what it was designed to do. Protect. But right now, I needed it to back off. I needed to—

      Pain cut through my leg and seared my abdomen, and then I hit the ground as the monsters closed in on me. Somewhere, far away, wings beat the air.

      Yells, bellows, and screams were background noise as the eater hovered over me. Its mouth opened, and then I was flying.
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      Silver streaks that glowed in the dark whizzed past me. There was nothing to weigh me down—no limbs, no form—just a consciousness powered by green. I was headed to the core. To the heart of the beast.

      “Echo, can you hear me?”

      “Dad?”

      “Yes, baby. It’s me. I’m here. I’m with you.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “I know, baby. But I’ll be with you. I’ll stay with you. We’re almost there.”

      What is this? What are you doing?

      The world turned red, and then my vision bloomed green.

      “Baby, it’s time to shine.”

      No. No, stop this. This isn’t right. I deserve to live. I deserve—

      I summoned all the faces I loved. Bry, Verona, Micha, Emory, Lyrian, Gideon, and Deacon. This was for them.

      The world exploded in green.
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      Emory

      The new metal monsters fall, one by one. Unseeing, unmoving. She’s done it. She’s ended it. She lies broken and pale, eyes closed. So beautiful, even in death. There is a roar inside me as Gideon surges to the surface to look through my eyes, his accusations battering my ears. How could I have let this happen? Why hadn’t I saved her?

      Why?

      Because … She was born to save us all.

      “No,” Lyrian says. “I can feel her. She’s here. Still here.” He falls to his knees beside her and gathers her bloody form into his arms. “Come on, Echo, Come back to me.” He turned to Micha. “Help me. She’s bound to us. Can’t you feel it? She’s close, still here, still … Micha?”

      Hope flutters in my heart. Could it be?

      Micha joined Lyrian on the ground, and then Rhydian crouches beside them. They reach out wordlessly and touch her. Before I can question it, I am on the floor with them; Deacon joins me, and our hands touch as we place them on her body. She’s warm. She can’t be dead. There’s time to bring her back. Time for the arcana to knit her. But the arcana is in her soul, the soul which exploded, taking Genesis with it.

      Lyrian’s eyes are squeezed shut. “Echo. Echo, come back. You have to come back.”
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        * * *

      

      “Echo, come back.”

      I pause in my flight, halted by that voice. I know that voice. I love that voice. But the light is so bright, so beautiful, and the voices are welcoming me. There’s music, too, and one word fills my mind.

      Haven.

      The mausoleum rises before me, and the door begins to open, shedding more light into the brightness.

      “What do you want to do?” my father asks. He is beside me, unseen but felt. “My journey is over, but you have a choice.”

      A silhouette appears before us, and then his face is clear. Death smiles at me, and beside him is another form.

      Harker.

      She made it. She found her way home.

      “Tell them I love them,” Harker says. “Tell them I’ll see them when it’s their time.”

      I have made my choice.

      Death puts his arm around Harker, and they melt back into the light.

      “Goodbye, baby girl,” Dad says.

      And then I am falling into darkness and pain.
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        * * *

      

      Deacon

      This can’t be happening, but it is. This can’t be possible, but it is. Her body is healing, green arcana hovering over each wound as it knits. She takes a shuddering breath and opens her eyes.

      She’s alive. She’s back. She looks up at us one by one and then screams in pain.
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      Three months later

      The sun streamed in through the window and bathed me in buttercup yellow. I sat on the edge of the mattress and allowed it to do its thing. The warmth slowly seeped into my limbs, and my body fully awakened. This was my new ritual. My everyday wake-up routine.

      I tuned in to the sounds around me: the clink of dishes, the bubble of the coffee pot, and the unmistakable smell of bacon. My lips quirked in a smile. Even after all these weeks, it still felt new. It was still exciting to wake up to these everyday sounds and smells. It was still a glorious surprise to feel the sun on my face at dawn.

      The door opened, and Deacon’s familiar, sweet aroma tickled my senses, and then there was the smell of bacon. Divine.

      He set a tray on the bedside table. “I thought you might like a lay-in today.”

      I grinned up at him. “Are you kidding me? I want to get up and about. Emory promised to show me how to milk Claribel.”

      He leaned in and pressed a kiss to my lips. “Fine, eat up, and we can go.”

      He sat beside me and snatched a piece of bacon off my plate. “Lyrian and Micha will be back tonight. I’m thinking family dinner?”

      “Ooo, what are you cooking?”

      He winked. “You’ll see, something to give you enough energy for tonight.”

      Heat pooled in my belly, and his eyes darkened. He leaned in, his intentions clear in his eyes, when the door burst open and Bry came running in.

      “Echo, come on. Emory’s going to milk the cow. He was going to do it without you, but I made him wait. I said, Echo will be pissed.”

      “Bry!” I bit back a laugh. “Don’t say pissed.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Fine, angry. Come on.” He headed back out the door, expecting me to jump up and follow, and then paused in the hallway. He turned, his face apologetic. “I’ll meet you down there?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      Deacon reached for the crutches leaned up against the bedside table and handed them to me.

      “Thanks.”

      That was something that I had hoped would get old fast. I stared down at the place where my left leg would be, at where it went missing just below the knee. The arcana had healed me, it had brought me back to life and given me a second chance, but the laser shots had severed my limb, and there had been no fixing that.

      But I was learning to get about fine with the crutches, and Emory was in the process of building me a cool bionic leg. So, yeah, I’d be on my feet in no time. In the meantime, I made to stand, but Deacon made a guttural sound in his throat and then scooped me up in his arms, crutches and all.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck. “You know I can manage, right?”

      “Yes. I know you can. But this gives me an excuse to hold you.”

      “You don’t need an excuse.”

      He kissed me lightly on the lips and carried me down the stairs. His golden hair brushed my cheek, and his scent wrapped around me. I loved the feel of his silken tresses trailing over my skin, I loved his kisses, heated and hard one moment and soft and questing the next. The farmhouse was perfect for us. Our base, our home.

      A glow filtered through the kitchen door as Deacon carried me through.

      I had a cow to milk.
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        * * *

      

      The pots on the huge stove were bubbling, and the kitchen was filled with delicious aromas. Deacon stirred and chopped and added garnish to the dishes he was preparing. He’d put his hair up in a knot and was dressed in his yoga pants and a T-shirt that molded to his body in all the right places. Bry sat in the lounge doing a jigsaw puzzle, and Emory was at the kitchen table with me, his face etched in concentration as he sketched over the plans for my new limb. He’d already made two prototypes and scrapped them both; I was beginning to think he’d never be satisfied with anything he created to replace my flesh and blood leg.

      I sipped my tea. “I liked the first one you made.”

      He snorted. “Too bulky.”

      “What was wrong with the second one?”

      “It has to be water resistant,” Emory said finally. “You need to be able to swim with it.”

      “Oh.” I blinked at him, and then my heart flooded with love for him. I was due to visit my king in the sea realm in a few weeks. I’d want to swim if possible, and Emory … Emory had thought of that. “I love you, you know that?”

      He smiled softly. “I know, but I love it when you tell me.”

      His eyes flared gold a moment, giving me a peek of Gideon. He’d had his time with me last night, and my body still ached pleasantly from his attentions. Whereas Micha and Lyrian were super gentle with me now that I’d lost a leg, Gideon didn’t make any allowances. He made love to me with the same passion, the same intensity. Rough and gruff was his way, but I’d come to know him well enough to see the softness in his eyes and hear the unspoken words in his moans when we made love. He hadn’t told me he loved me yet, but he showed me with his hands and his mouth.

      Emory and Deacon and I had settled into a nice routine there, while Lyrian and Micha flitted back and forth between the Keep, the farm, the Hive, and the town that was being renovated for the humans. Hunter had opted to remain in the sea realm with Rhydian. I’d be seeing him soon too.  I missed them both. Hunter had been a part of my life for so long, that voice that had annoyed me but tethered me at the same time, and Rhydian… my heart fluttered at the thought of seeing him again. He was a well as deep as the ocean, waiting to be explored. The thought of spending time with him was a warm glow in the pit of my stomach. The only downside was leaving the guys for a short time.

      Our new lives would take some maneuvering and getting used to, but the world was ours once more, and we just needed to learn to live in it.

      Deacon placed plates on the table.

      The door in my mind opened a fraction, and my tummy fluttered. “They’re here.”

      As if summoned by my words, the door to the cozy kitchen burst open, letting in a gust of cold air and bringing Micha and Lyrian with it.

      Micha rushed over and scooped me out of my chair and into a huge hug. “Damn, I missed your face.” He proceeded to plant kisses all over said face. “You taste yummy.”

      Lyrian hung back with a smile and shook his head, waiting his turn. Micha gave me a mischievous grin and then sat on my seat with me on his lap.

      Lyrian’s jaw tightened. “Micha.”

      “Oh,” Micha said. “Did you want a cuddle too?” He rose and put me on my seat then lunged at his brother, arms outstretched.

      Lyrian sidestepped him easily and then leaned down to kiss my temple. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. How did it go at the Keep and the town?”

      “The Keep is good. The town is coming on nicely. They have power up and running now. Verona is in her element. She’s been given charge of the textiles factory.”

      I took Lyrian’s hand in mine and used him to stand and grab my crutches. “I need to change for dinner. Want to help me?”

      His eyes heated, and his throat bobbed.

      “So not fair,” Micha said.

      “You can scrub my back in the bath later.” I winked at him.

      He took a seat with a smug smile.

      Lyrian still struggled with the sharing, and when it came to our relationship, while the others were happy to share their time with me, he needed one on one. It was the nature of the scalemate bond, and we’d fallen into a neat rhythm.

      I wanted to say a proper hello, and once we were in the privacy of my bedroom, I did just that.
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        * * *

      

      “How does it feel?” Emory asked. I stood on the leg, my new leg. It fit snuggly, and it moved with me. One crutch now until I got used to it, but I was standing.

      “I want to try without the crutch.”

      “One step at a time,” Deacon warned.

      “I want to try.”

      “Let her try,” Gideon said, taking the driver’s seat.

      Micha stood on one side of me and Lyrian on the other; they each gripped my elbow as Deacon took the crutch away.

      I could do this. I’d faced death and lived. This … This was just a minor thing, an artificial leg that needed to become a part of me. One that I could take with me to the sea realm, one that would allow me to walk and swim and be … normal.

      I could do this because there was no pressure, because even if I failed, I’d have my guys to pick me up and help me try again. I could do this because I fucking wanted to.

      Bry stood in the kitchen doorway, his eyes wide and expectant. “You can do it,” he said.

      With a deep breath, I took my first steps.
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