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        Hailey

      

    
    
      He lay there completely still aside from his slow and even breathing. I’d never seen him still before. I’d never heard him silent before either, and now he was both.

      I treated myself to one last glance at his relaxed face, his eyelids tightly closed and his dark hair tussled from a sleepless night. A thin sheet covered the lower half of his body, but his chiseled chest, complete with an elaborate pattern of tattoos, was on display under the moonlight.

      I slipped back into my clothes, trying to swallow down the guilt for what I was about to do. I wasn’t the type to run out on a guy, but he wasn’t just a guy. He was a man who could destroy me—who could rob me of everything I held dear. Yet I also knew he could give me more than anyone else.

      What he had to offer wasn’t enough. I turned my back on his sleeping form and reached for my other side—my Pteron side. I released my long black wings and jumped off the mountain side. I glided through the silent, dark night pushing away the clear and urgent warning deep inside my soul. I was making a mistake, but it wasn’t the first time. It also wouldn’t be the last.
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      I could finally imagine what it was like to be human. I could fathom what weakness felt like, what powerlessness could do to the soul. I could picture the true darkness of night that existed when your vision couldn’t adjust. And more than anything I knew loneliness. I knew the true loneliness that only manifested when you lost complete touch with the rest of your world.

      I wasn’t actually alone. I had friends and family, but loneliness has little to do with reality and more to do with state of mind. My state of mind was in desperate need of a change.

      I lay in my twisted royal blue jersey-knit sheets and tossed a small rubber ball up in the air. I caught it with ease and tossed it again, this time launching it so it barely missed the ceiling. I caught it and set it down beside me. In theory I should have gotten out of bed, but I was comfortable, so there was no rush.

      “Hailey!” My roommate pounded on my door. “Are you up yet?”

      I’d been up for hours. I couldn’t break it to her that I only needed a few hours of sleep at night. Telling humans my true nature wasn’t something I did often. “Yeah, what’s up?”

      My door burst open and Sina strode in with a smile so bright it was nearly alarming. “I got in! I got into the program!”

      “The one in Greece?” I sat up.

      “Yes! I can’t believe it!” Her long black hair was in a ponytail rather than styled and down as she usually wore it.

      “That’s great.” It was. For her. “I’m so excited for you.”

      “I know this is going to mess things up for you.” She sat down at the edge of the bed. “I can pay rent until you find someone to take over my half.”

      “Nope. You’re done when you move out. Don’t worry about it. But when will you be leaving?” I didn’t want to tell her I wasn’t worried about the money. I could always find a new roommate. I was sad the only friend I’d made since college was leaving. Everyone left whether they stayed in New Orleans or not.

      “In a few days. I was the last one to get off the wait list.” She stared down at her lap.

      “Wow. That’s crazy. Anything I can do to help you get ready?” I fought down any sign of negative emotion. If she was avoiding my eyes she was worried I was upset.

      “I’m sure I’ll find plenty.” She grinned. “I can’t believe it! I’d completely given up on it happening.”

      “I can believe it. They would have been crazy not to have taken you.” My words were honest. Sina was one of the hardest workers I knew. She was also sweet, attentive to detail, and incredibly easy to get along with.

      “They almost didn’t.” Her smile faded.

      “But they got smart in the end.” I pushed back my blankets and let my pajama clad legs hang off the side of the bed. “That’s what matters.”

      “I’m going to miss you, Hailey. I’m glad we met.” She took my hand in hers. She was far more of a touchy-feely person than anyone else I knew. Paranormal creatures as a whole tend to keep their hands to themselves unless sex is involved.

      “Me too.” And I didn’t say that about a lot of people. I also didn’t pull my hand away. Both of those things spoke volumes.

      “We’ll stay in touch. I’m sure of it.” Her smile returned.

      I wasn’t so sure. We’d stay friends on social media, and maybe we’d grab a drink if and when she came back to New Orleans, but that was it. That was how it always was with people, but there was no reason to point that out right now. “Drinks tonight to celebrate?”

      “Oh.” Her face fell. “That sounds great, but I’m meeting with a girl who did this program last year.”

      “Not a problem.” I didn’t bother to make up an excuse about what other thing I had to do anyway. Excuses weren’t worth the effort.

      “You sure? You could come if you wanted.” She attempted a neutral expression, but I saw right through it.

      “Nope. This is for you.” I hugged her. “Enjoy your chat.” I walked past her and down the hall to the shower. When at a loss for what to do, there was always something waiting. Work.
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      “About time you got here.” Geo grinned when I stepped off the elevator into the basement of the Crescent City Hotel. It was a basement, mind you, that wasn’t supposed to exist due to the fact that New Orleans was below sea-level.

      I scowled at the college student wearing a muscle shirt. “I’ve put in enough hours this month to last a year.”

      “Still, it’s almost noon.” He cocked his head toward where a large grandfather clock stood in the corner. It was a new addition to the offices of The Society—as was the security officer slash greeter near the elevators. Neither was a change I appreciated much. The former was loud; the latter was annoying.

      “What’s your name again?” I deadpanned. Geo had only been working there for a few months. I’d pretty much grown up there, and I’d worked there since my sophomore year of college.

      “You know my name.” He walked toward me. “And you want to know me better.”

      I rolled my eyes. “No. I don’t want to know you better.” I stepped around him and headed down the dark hallway in which I could still see perfectly clear.

      “You’re into me,” He called to my back.

      “I don’t rob the cradle.”

      “I’m only a few years younger than you. Might be worth the chance.” He was screaming, which was completely unnecessary. I could have heard him whisper.

      “No. Not worth it.” My disinterest had nothing to do with his age. I reached my office and closed the door behind me. In the beginning I’d left the door open, but I learned that only invited interruptions.

      I flipped through the pile of papers on my desk. There was one thing about The Society  that had stayed old-school: paper. No matter how well designed online systems were, there were always opportunities for hacking. The king preferred to continue with the long held tradition of sharing confidential information via paper. Thankfully anything non-confidential could be shared online.

      There was only one piece of paper that caught my attention. It was a handwritten note written out in penmanship I knew very well.

      Come by when you get a chance.

      -Allie

      A note from my boss wasn’t one to ignore. I got up and walked down the hall, thankful her office was in the opposite direction from Geo. I was in no mood to deal with him any more than I had already.

      I knocked softly on her door.

      “Come in,” Allie called.

      I opened the door and closed it firmly behind me.

      “Hailey, hey! I wasn’t sure if you were coming in today.” She smiled brightly.

      I stepped into her brightly lit office. She’d made up for the lack of sunlight by having recessed lighting installed nearly everywhere. “Tell that to Geo. He was giving me a hard time for being late.”

      “He’s only giving you a hard time because he’s trying to get your attention.” Allie shut down the top of her laptop. “It has nothing to do with the time of day.”

      “And I’m not interested.”

      “I know.” Allie folded her hands on the desk in front of her. “The question is who you are interested in?”

      “No one,” I answered immediately.

      “And that’s precisely the problem.” She pushed some of her brown hair behind her ear.

      “How is it a problem?” I took a seat in my usual spot in front of her desk. I always picked the one on the left even though it was further from the door.

      “You’re holding yourself back from potential happiness.” She took a black cardigan from the back of her chair and put it on. If you didn’t already know Allie was human, that would have tipped you off. The supernatural—particularly the kind I was—never got cold.

      I snickered. “Oh yeah?”

      “Yes. You deserve to find someone.”

      “Not all of us are going to find princes to sweep us off our feet.”

      Her face fell, and for a moment I regretted my words. My best friend couldn’t help she’d become a paranormal princess—and now a Queen. I knew better than to back pedal though. Allie wouldn’t appreciate it.

      “I deserved that.” She folded her hands in front of her on the table. “But don’t forget things with Levi didn’t exactly go swimmingly at first. We went through a lot.”

      They had gone through tons, but that didn’t change that she was now happily married and a mom to two children to boot.

      “I’m not interested in meeting anyone right now.” I was in my early twenties, that should have been enough. I couldn’t help that all of my friends seemed to couple off insanely early.

      “I don’t mean marriage, Hailey. I mean date. When’s the last date you were on?”

      “It’s been awhile.” It had been longer than I was ready to admit.

      “I’m your best friend. It’s my job to worry about these things.”

      “In other news, Sina is moving to Greece.” The all-important art of changing the conversation when things got uncomfortable was one I was well versed in.

      “Moving there?” Allie raised an eyebrow. “Permanently?”

      “She’s going for a year, so I consider that moving there.”

      “Don’t worry about finding another roommate. You’re getting a raise.”

      “Nope.” I shook my head. “No handouts.”

      “It’s not a handout. You work more hours than nearly anyone.”

      “Not more than you.”

      “I’m the queen.” She blinked a few times, and I noticed just how tired she looked. Her usually bright green eyes seemed dulled. They also made me think of another set of green eyes I wanted to forget about.

      “You do realize none of the queens before you spent this much time here.”

      “And none of them had counsel.” She beamed at me. My position in The Society was a new one. “But I’m not them. And they worked just as hard, just in different ways.”

      “I don’t need a raise.”

      “You really want to go through a roommate search again?” Allie rolled her shoulder as if to get out a kink.

      I shrugged. “There’s always someone looking for a place.”

      “I know you’re insanely strong and everything, but what if you end up with a psycho one of these days?”

      “Ok. I have a better idea. I’ll move out and crash in your guest room.”

      Allie tried to play it off, but her eyes gave her away. “You are always welcome at our house.”

      I laughed. “Would Levi say the same thing?”

      “Of course he would,” she said a little bit too quickly.

      "Ok I’m not moving in with you."

      “Yeah, I know." She leaned back in her chair.

      "But I appreciate your unwavering friendship." 

      "Since you are here..."

      "Ugh. Those words never lead to anything good." I was only pretending to mind. I liked staying busy.

      "Could you go to a meeting in my place?"

      "What kind of place?" Considering how exhausted Allie looked I wouldn’t say no even if it was Antarctica.

      "Don't you want to know what the meeting is first?"

      "Place is more important."

      "It’s being held outside San Francisco. But the meeting does matter. It’s a conference on the Women’s Role in Supernatural Leadership."

      "Why would you miss that? It's right up your alley." It was also her major platform as the queen.

      "It's the same weekend as Georgina's 90th birthday party. I can't miss the party. I purposely had them schedule the conference for the week after, but some sort of conflict arose so they moved the date last minute, and now I’m stuck."

      "You mean I'd have to miss your mother-in-law’s birthday party?” I feigned disappointment. I was a fan of the royal matriarch but those kind of parties were far from my scene.

      "I have a prepared speech I need you to give, but otherwise you just have to be there to represent The Society. The rest is up to you.”

      "The rest us up to me? You know how dangerous that is for you to say?” I grinned.

      "And you know how important these issues are to me. You'll be fine." She sat forward again. “I’m not expecting this to be ground breaking, just an opportunity for the groups to get together to discuss progress. You know as well as I do this is a formality more than anything. It’s going to take centuries to change things.” She sighed.

      “That’s not true. You’ve made some inroads already, but you know my feeling on this.” I dropped my attempt to reassure her when I saw her frown. "Do I get the jet?"

      "You don't want to fly yourself?"

      "That's a long flight." She wasn't talking about flying my own plane. When I flew myself it was something else entirely. 

      “I’ve never heard you complain about a long flight before.”

      “All right. You’ve got me. I wanted to see how many perks I could get out of the deal.” And I wanted to lighten the mood. The job of queen was taking more of a toll on my friend than I’d realized. Hopefully Levi, the king, realized that too.

      She laughed. “You’ll be staying in a mansion nicer than my house.”

      “Ok, that’s a nice perk.” Allie’s house was huge and luxurious.

      “You don’t actually mind going, do you?” She studied me in a way she never had before. She knew me better than almost anyone, yet we’d drifted apart over the past few years. I worked for her and saw her daily, but otherwise our lives were completely different from each other’s.

      “Of course not. I can’t promise to stick to your prepared words though.”

      Allie crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re saying the words on my behalf so you have to stick to those. If you want to speak later on as yourself, have at it.”

      “Good. We agree on most of this stuff.”

      “We agree on all of it. The difference is in how we express ourselves. Or rather how we are allowed to express ourselves.”

      “You were born for this position, weren’t you?”

      Allie laughed again, and some of my worry disappeared. She was tired but that was it. Underneath the exhaustion she was still incredibly happy. I was glad for her, but I wondered if I’d ever find that kind of happiness in my own life. “Not exactly. I love my position, but taking it cost me some freedoms I used to take for granted. Leaders can’t just say exactly what’s on their minds.”

      “Some leaders may beg to differ.” I raised an eyebrow. We’d met our fair share over the years.

      She shrugged. “I’m not some leaders. I’m Queen of The Society.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “And to think there was a point in time you didn’t want this job.” When Allie first showed up in New Orleans she’d had no clue she’d end up as the queen of the largest and strongest supernatural governing body around.

      “Things change.”

      “They do.” So much had changed. “Send over the speech. I have to finish up some other things, and then I’ll head home and get ready.”

      “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Hailey.”

      “You’d find someone else to do your dirty work.” I laughed.

      She shook her head. “But no one will talk back to me the way you do.”

      “For once my inability to keep my mouth shut helps me.”

      “And your positive attitude. Don’t forget that.”

      “Very funny.” I slumped in my chair.

      “You used to have one.”

      “As you said, things change.”

      “Have you talked to your brother?” She grazed her lip with her teeth.

      “He’s not in a place where cell phones work.” Although to be fair I could have gotten in contact with him if I really wanted to. The problem was getting in contact with him would involve getting in contact with someone else.

      “In other words, you are still avoiding someone.”

      “I have a lot of work to do. You know my job.” I stood up. “Send over your speech so I can make sure I approve of it.”

      “Approve of it?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “Your speechwriters sometimes miss things.”

      “You are welcome to join the team anytime.”

      “Nah. Speech writing isn’t my thing. I’m more of a wing it kind of girl.”

      “Some would say that’s a pun.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Very funny.”

      “I envy you for them, you know.”

      “My wings?” I touched the spot on my back that hid my greatest secret.

      “Yes. No matter how good a job I do as queen, I’ll never have them.”

      “I’ll never be human, so maybe we’re even.”

      “You don’t want to be human.”

      I shrugged. “It would make life simpler.”

      “You mean like my life?” She spread her arms out. “I never knew you wanted simplicity. Usually you want the opposite.”

      “I’m making a point. We all want what we can’t have.”

      “True. Add sparkling intellect to your list of wonderful traits.”

      “It’s already on the list.” I grinned. “See you around.” I headed out of her office and closed the door. Sometimes working for your best friend was convenient. If I worked for anyone else I would have already been fired.
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      Fiery. Hailey was fiery, but that wasn’t the only reason I wanted her. Scratch that. It wasn’t the only reason I needed her. I knew who she was the moment I met her. The challenge was getting her to agree.

      “What do you mean you’re going in my place?” Owen shook the water out of his blond hair. He’d grown it out nearly to his shoulders about the same time I cut my dark hair short.

      “One of us has to go, but you need to stay here. I will go in your place.”

      “But she’s my sister. You can’t just go in my place.” He ignored the water dripping off his shorts. I’d interrupted his swim by calling him up to talk to me. Theoretically I could have left without telling him—I was his superior—but I didn’t. I wanted Owen on my side.

      “This isn’t up for debate. It isn’t safe for Daisy to travel, and you can’t leave her here.” I played right to his weakness: the other important girl in his life.

      “Daisy isn’t due for another month. She’ll be fine. She wants me to see Hailey.” His face didn’t match his words. He was worried about his mate, as he should have been.

      “Your mate is pregnant with the first Drago to be conceived in decades. You can’t leave her side.”

      He shook his head. “We don’t know what this baby will be.”

      “It won’t be a Pteron.” And there I went, right for his other weakness. What he was.

      “I hate you.” His glare matched his words.

      “I saved your life.” I’d done it for Hailey more than anything, but she didn’t know that. Neither did he. Hailey hadn’t given me the chance to explain anything, and Owen wouldn’t have handled the news well. He was incredibly protective of his younger sister, even though she was fully capable of taking care of herself.

      “You turned me into a Drago.” His expression darkened further. He hadn’t been so upset at first. He’d been relieved, but as soon as his mate became pregnant the anger started. His anger wasn’t all encompassing though, it was only directed toward me.

      “You make that sound like a bad thing.” It was a gift. I’d made him far more powerful than he was before. Pterons weren’t weak creatures, but they had nothing on Dragos. We were the evolved form of dragon shifters. We were older, stronger, and had gifts a Pteron could never achieve, including a nearly infinite lifetime.

      “I don’t want to be a dragon.”

      “And you’re not. You stay humanoid when you shift—just like you did when you were a bird.” I moved my hand in a flight like motion.

      “I wasn’t a bird. I was a Pteron. The greatest creature there is.” He raised his chin. Pterons descended from bird shifters, and although not nearly as strong as we were, they were very high up on the supernatural food chain.

      “Not the greatest, but I will admit there are some redeeming members of your former species.” I was thinking of one Pteron specifically— the only one I cared about.

      “If you touch my sister, I’ll kill you.”

      I laughed. He’d guessed right about which one. “Kill me? Is that right?”

      “Stay away from her. We can skip the conference.”

      “Except we were invited. We are never invited to Society conferences. We can’t turn this opportunity down.”

      “You don’t care about The Society.”

      He was right. I didn’t care about the supernatural organization that ran things in one corner of the human realm, but I did care about someone who was part of it. “I’m going. That’s the end of the discussion.”

      “I’m surprised you even told me.”

      “I need information from you.” And it wasn’t the kind of information he was going to want to share. Still, it was worth asking.

      “What kind of information?”

      “Everything and anything about your sister.” I smiled.

      He lunged for me, pushing me off the mountain side.

      I allowed myself a few wonderful seconds of free fall before I released my long, leathery black wings.

      I flew back up to where Owen stood. “Really? Pushing me off the mountain? You couldn’t do better than that?”

      “Stay away from her.”

      “Why?” I asked a question I’d never asked before. “Why do you want me to stay away? She’s a grown woman. She’s not a little kid anymore.”

      “Because I don’t want you to ruin her.”

      “Ruin her?” I hadn’t expected that answer. “And how do you think I’d do that?”

      “Hailey’s got this spirit, you know? This spirit that keeps her going, and you’ll destroy it. I know what you’re up to.”

      “What I’m up to?”

      “I’m not dumb. And I’m a Drago now whether I like it or not. That means I can see things. I can tell.”

      “Just spit it out, Owen. What do you know?”

      “You want her as your mate.”

      “No. That’s where you’re wrong.”

      “Oh? You don’t want her for that?”

      “It’s not want. It’s need. You don’t get it because you loved Daisy before you became a Drago.” He would never know the need the way I did.

      “You’ll find another. Like I said, you’ll ruin her.” He shrugged. “But you know what? I’m not worried. She won’t go near you.”

      If he only knew how close we’d gotten. I relived it in my mind every night over and over. But this wasn’t the time to lay that on the table. “Ok, then we’re good. I’m leaving tonight.”

      “Tell her to come visit. I can’t take Daisy there so…”

      “I know. I’ll convince her.” Hailey was as protective of her brother as he was of her. She’d come if he needed her.
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      I stood on the roof looking out at the city. At my city. At least that’s how I used to view New Orleans. Now I wasn’t so sure. I was starting to feel like an outsider even in my hometown. Things were changing. The Society was changing, and the people of New Orleans—human or otherwise—were changing too.

      It was dark. As dark as the city ever got. I closed my eyes and released my wings. The transformation was instant as the wave of power flowed through me. I could tell Allie all I wanted about the simplicity of being human, but I couldn’t give this up. Being a Pteron was as much a part of me as my heart and mind.

      I opened my eyes and took one last look at the skyline—focusing on the Hibernia Tower before jumping off into the warm night. The humidity surrounded me as I flew across the city—heading away from the only home I’d ever known. Maybe that was my problem. I’d never tried living somewhere else. I’d never had a desire to before.

      The flight was long, but Allie was right. I wouldn’t have traded it for the private jet. There’s nothing like the feeling of the wind all around you and the endless sky before you. I couldn’t remember a time before I learned to fly. It came as natural to me as walking, and I needed it in the same way I needed food.

      It had been months since I’d flown for more than a few hours, and when my wings grew tired I reveled in it. The strain felt good, a reminder I hadn’t pushed myself enough lately. I’d gone easy on my training too. I’d change that. It was time to get back to my peak form.

      After years of perpetual upheaval, my life had fallen into a relative calm. That calm was on one hand a relief, but it also brought with it an uneasiness. My life wasn’t supposed to be calm.

      As I neared San Francisco, I thought I was going to collapse. I was out of shape for the first time in my life, and I was for sure going to have to do something about it.

      I focused on the skyline, the bright lights lit up the sky. I swooped low over the Golden Gate Bridge, reckless in that I could be spotted, but I didn’t care. If anyone noticed me flying low they’d probably think they were imagining things anyway.

      I circled the Transamerica Pyramid, marveling at the unique architectural design, before heading away from the city, the noise, and the lights, and out toward the forest. As exciting as city life was, the wilderness beckoned to me in another way. The quiet solitude it provided was something my soul craved.

      I landed in a clearing in front of a gorgeous stone house. I craned my neck to take in the beautiful architecture.

      After another moment I headed for the front door. It was far bigger and nicer accommodations than anything I needed, but I wasn’t at all surprised. When the Queen of The Society made your arrangements, you usually ended up in nice digs.

      I lifted the knocker and dropped it waiting for someone to let me in. Usually Allie gave me a key for this kind of thing, but she didn’t this time. I assumed there had to have been some kind of caretaker around. No one answered at first. Normally I wouldn’t have cared at all, but I was exhausted and bed was calling my name. Everything else could wait until morning.

      The door was yanked opened.

      “Hello, beautiful.”

      I stepped back as soon as I heard the voice. Everything about the slight accent and delivery brought back a flood of emotions. One look into the deep green eyes of the voice’s owner brought me back to a sleepless night where I lost my heart.

      I knew one thing. If Allie was in on what was going down she was going to be in search of a new best friend. I composed myself. “Hello, Wyatt. Would you mind telling me what you’re doing here?” Of all my mixed emotions, annoyance at unexpectedly facing this Drago—an evolved form of a dragon shifter, was at the top.

      “Your fearless queen suggested you and Owen could use some sibling bonding time.”

      I tried to see past Wyatt into the house. I didn’t see or sense my brother at all. “Then why are you here?” I gritted my teeth.

      “Because Owen couldn’t get away, and I offered to keep you company myself.”

      “I don’t need anyone keeping me company. And why couldn’t he get away?” Despite my annoyance at Wyatt, I was even more worried about Owen. My brother had been through hell and back over the past few years.

      “You know his transition hasn’t been seamless. He needs to spend more time in the Drago Realm. He’d love if you paid him a visit.”

      “Is he okay?” Guilt shot through me. I hadn’t made any effort to talk to him in months.

      Wyatt smiled. “It’s sweet.”

      “What’s sweet?”

      “That you really care about him. Most adult siblings drift apart.” Wyatt whirled his hand around.

      “He’s my brother. Age doesn’t change that.” But I was being a horrible sister. In order to avoid Wyatt, I’d made no effort to see Owen. I needed to change that.

      “How rude, I should have invited you in already.” He held open the door.

      “You don’t need to stay. I have no problem being alone. Besides isn’t there a caretaker here?”

      “I sent him away. Thought he would enjoy the time off.” He grinned. “The Queen thought you could use the company. Who am I to—”

      “She didn’t think I needed your company. I can assure you of that.” I hadn’t told Allie everything about what had happened between Wyatt and I, but she knew enough to realize how angry I’d be at finding him at the front door. I pushed away my annoyance and anger just enough to keep asking questions. “Why are you really here?”

      "Two reasons." He gestured for me to come inside.

      "Two?" I ignored the gesture and waited for him to explain, trying to ignore how handsome he was. His hair was much shorter than the last time I’d seen him, and even though I usually went for the long hair thing, he looked even better this way.

      “First, I am the Drago representative for the conference tomorrow."

      Was he really going to go there? "There are no women Dragos."

      "So? Men can care about women issues. Besides there are female mates." His eyes brightened at the word mate.

      The way he said mates sent an unwanted shiver through me. Mating with a Drago was exactly the opposite of what I wanted for my life, but one side of mating was sex, and sex with Wyatt was entirely too enjoyable.

      I pushed away those thoughts. “You said there were two reasons?”

      “Yes. There are.” His eyes heated.

      I refused to look away even if the look was having a physical effect on me. "Just spit it out, Wyatt. What's the other reason?" I was sure he needed my help for something.

      "I'm looking at it." 

      I glanced back over my shoulder wondering what I’d missed outside.

      “I mean you." He reached out for my hand.

      I pulled it away. "Shut up." I was in no mood to be messed with.

      "No. We have a lot to talk about after the way things ended." His face tensed.

      "Nope. Whole point about the way things ended was that it was clear as day." I’d made sure of that.

      "You left me."

      “So?” I forced myself to play it cool. Now wasn’t the time to let any emotions show.

      "Naked." His eyes bore into mine.

      I pushed away the vision of exactly what that meant.

      "In bed."

      "How does that change how clear it should be?" I wanted to break eye contact, but I couldn’t. His eyes were like magnets.

      "You left me after the single most amazing sexual experience of my life—and you know my life has been long." He wasn’t calling himself old. Dragos had seriously long lifespans even though they looked twenty-five most of their life.

      I worked to keep my expression neutral. “Oh please. That was not the single most amazing experience for you. Get off.”

      “I’d like to.” He winked.

      “Ugh. For someone as old as you are, you act like a teenager.”

      “Wasn’t it for you?” His face suddenly turned serious.

      “Wasn’t what?” The magnetism broke, and I glanced around into the dense trees surrounding the house. Aside from the clearing we were in the middle of the woods.

      “Wasn’t it the single most amazing sexual experience for you?” He could talk about sex in a way I couldn’t. It was so tied to emotion for me—which is what made what happened between us all the worse.

      “No.” I spit the word out instead of the real answer.

      “You’re a horrible liar.” He shook his head. “Not saying that’s a bad thing.”

      “Then you’ll realize I’m not lying when I tell you to get out of here.”

      “No.” He shifted his weight from foot to foot.

      I blanched. “You can’t say no.”

      “Sure I can. I have permission to be here.”

      “No you don’t. You said Allie thought Owen was coming.” I put a hand on my hip. I was losing patience.

      “But she also invited Owen as the Drago representative. As his elder I am taking his place. Part of the deal offered to Owen was housing. I am taking said housing.”

      “Then I’ll stay somewhere else.” I turned away.

      “Don’t be an idiot, Hailey,” he spoke to my back.

      I turned back. “You think calling me an idiot will somehow endear you to me? If so you might as well just give up now.”

      “I’m not trying to endear you to anything. I’m trying to wake you up.”

      “Wake me up?” I knew better than to let him rile me up, but sometimes it was impossible keep myself calm. “Sure.”

      “I’m being serious. Come on in.” He gestured once again for me to step through the doorway. “I made dinner.”

      “You made dinner?” I raised an eyebrow. “It’s way past dinner time.”

      “Does that matter? Do you have to eat at set times?”

      “I’m not hungry. I am tired, so if you wouldn’t mind leaving…”

      “I already told you I’m staying here. It’s a big house, there’s no reason you can’t share.”

      “Are you angry? Is that what this is? You want to get back at me for leaving and hurting your ego?” I struggled to come up with another rationale for his appearance.

      “This isn’t about my ego. My ego is just fine.”

      I brushed passed him inside. “If I wasn’t so tired, I’d make you leave.” And that was the only reason I was heading inside.

      “Make me leave?” He laughed. “I’d like to see you try.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s right. You think Pterons are so much weaker.”

      “Correction.” He followed me inside and shut the door behind him. “I think male Pterons are weaker than male Dragos.”

      “But female Pterons are stronger than your non-existent Drago women?” I couldn’t ignore the shut door. We were alone, and every part of me was filled with complex emotions about that.

      “I view you differently.”

      “I don’t actually care how you view me.” I dropped my bag down on the floor.

      “It’s good to see you. We could just start there.”

      “But it’s not good to see you.”

      “Or so you claim. Remember you are a bad liar.” He rolled his shoulders back.

      “I’m not lying about it. I’m not glad to see you. I am feeling many emotions right now but none of them are happiness.” The strongest emotions were fear, guilt, and far too much desire.

      “What emotions?”

      “I’m going to bed. Where are you sleeping, so I can pick the furthest room away?”

      “What about dinner?” He pointed down the hall I assumed led to the kitchen.

      “I’m not hungry. I already told you.”

      “I spent hours cooking, and you won’t even try it?”

      “Find another girl to wine and dine. I’m not the one for that.” I started up the stairs.

      “Why not?” He called after. “Why can’t we be civil and dine together?”

      “Many reasons.” I turned around.

      “Care to share?”

      I held up my chin. I refused to let him see the effect he had on me. “I’m seeing someone.”

      “Stop lying.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      He smiled. “What’s his name?”

      I went with the first single male I could think of. “Geo.”

      Wyatt laughed. “Oh yeah? Even if you were a good liar I’d know you weren’t dating the glorified receptionist. He’s a meathead child.”

      “Meathead? You guys use that word?” I didn’t imagine our colloquialisms made it into the Drago realm.

      “I’ve heard others use it.”

      “Wait.” A thought dawned on me. “How do you even know who Geo is?”

      Wyatt shrugged.

      “Nuh uh. How do you know? Were you spying on me?”

      “On you?” He shook his head. “Not really. I was spying on The Society though. Although spying isn’t the word I’d use.  I prefer the term monitoring.”

      “How? Who do you have working for you?” Things had changed. This wasn’t about me and my feelings. This was about The Society and the safety of Allie.

      “I’m not going to tell you that.”

      “Like hell you’re not,” I fumed. “Who do you have working for you?”

      “I already told you. I’m not telling you.”

      I jumped off the step and lunged for him. Before I could knock him over he dodged and caught me, and gently lowered me to the ground.

      “Not a bad showing.” He laughed as he hovered above me, holding all of his weight with his hands. “I kind of like this view. I like plenty of other views too. As you know.”

      “Get off me.” I felt blood rushing to my cheeks, and I refused to blush. I never blushed, yet Wyatt made me do it. He brought out weaknesses in me I hated.

      He jumped up and held up his hands as if in defense. “You’re the one who started it.”

      “I started nothing.” I moved to my feet and struggled to collect myself. I was too tired for this.

      “Yes you did.”

      “You spied. Spied on The Society. Wait until Levi finds out.”

      “You think I’m worried about your king?” Wyatt tilted his head to the side.

      I glanced longingly up the stairs. “Yes. Levi is powerful even if you write him off.”

      “I don’t write him off. I would be an idiot to do that.”

      “Then you should be worried.” I tempered down the desire frowning inside me. His closeness had no business affecting me so much. There was a reason I’d stayed away from him as long as I had.

      “Not writing him off and fearing him are entirely different things.”

      “Ok. Just tell me. Tell me the truth.” At least he could give me that.

      “What truth?” He appeared genuinely confused.

      “Why are you here? Beyond the conference excuse and seeing me. What’s the real reason?”

      “Those are the real reasons.”

      “I call bullshit.”

      “You can call anything you want. That doesn’t change anything.”

      “Why won’t you tell me? You afraid I’m going to rat you out?” I was well aware I sounded childish, but I didn’t care.

      “You keep talking about me being fearful. What about you? Isn’t that the reason you left? You were afraid to face what’s so clearly between us?” He changed the subject almost as well as I could.

      “There’s nothing clearly between us. There is nothing between us. Nothing at all. Nada.” I shook my head over and over.

      “If that was true you wouldn’t be repeating the words so many times. You also wouldn’t be trembling.”

      “I’m not trembling.” I tried to stand as still as possible.

      “You are.”

      “I’m not.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “I like fighting with you. I like doing other things more, but for now I’ll take it.”

      “Aren’t there any other girls you could bother?”

      “There’s been no one else since you. Just as there’s been no one else for you since me. And don’t bother lying. I know.”

      “No. You’re wrong.” I refused to admit the truth. He’d ruined me for other men, but that didn’t matter. I liked being on my own. Life was easier that way.

      “You are going to stand there, look me in the eye, and tell me you’ve been intimate with another since me?”

      “No.”

      He smiled. “My point made.”

      “I’m not going to stand here and tell you anything, because my sex life is mine to know. I don’t owe you any explanation.” I gritted my teeth.

      “No explanation owed or needed. I know it already.”

      “Were you spying on me too? Going to pretend that was part of watching The Society?”

      “I never spied on you. I didn’t have to do that to know I’m right.” He moved toward me. “You were afraid of how you felt. That’s why you ran.”

      “Nope.” I stepped backward. I needed space. I needed air.

      “You did.”

      “No.” I shook my head.

      “I felt it too. I still feel it. The connection. It’s impossible to deny, and it’s what made me 100% sure.”

      “Goodnight.” I grabbed my bag, I’d almost forgotten it, and headed upstairs. I’d never been in the house, but I assumed the second floor was where most of the bedrooms were. I pushed open the first door and found clothes on the bed. Nope. Not happening. I tried the next. Same thing.

      “How many rooms did you leave your stuff in?” I yelled down.

      “All of the them. I wanted to make you feel at home. Keep you guessing.”

      I chose the largest room, tossed out any and all of his stuff and slammed the door. I’d let him get to me. I was usually so much better about ignoring people—keeping them out, but it was different with Wyatt. Unfortunately he wasn’t lying about the intense feelings and connection. It had been exciting during sex, but afterward it terrified me. Everything about being with him terrified me.
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      I collapsed on the perfectly made bed and closed my eyes. This was not how the trip was supposed to go. I had come here to help Allie but also to get away. I wasn’t ready to start the roommate hunt again.

      A soft knock on the door elicited a groan from me. “Go away.”

      “I will. After you let me in.” Wyatt’s voice was calm. How was he so calm when I was ready to explode?

      “You coming in is not you going away.”

      “Give me five minutes. I get to talk, and you don’t interrupt. Then I’ll leave you alone.”

      “As in you’ll leave the house?” I asked hopefully.

      “As in I won’t bother you the rest of the evening.”

      “That’s not all that great.” It meant I’d still have to see him in the morning. Could I sleep knowing he was under the same roof? Yes. I’d stay in my room, and I’d be fine. Then I’d get through the conference and avoid him forever.

      “It’s the best you are going to get.”

      “Fine.” It was better to get it over with. I didn’t want him bringing any of it up in public at the conference. Not only would that embarrass me, it would embarrass Allie’s position.

      “Are you going to unlock the door?”

      “It’s not locked,” I admitted. I hadn’t actually expected him to follow me up. I figured he would have gotten the hint.

      He opened the door. “That’s impressive.”

      “What is?” I propped myself up on the pillows.

      “You didn’t lock it. You trust me.” His lips twisted into a slow and easy smile.

      “I was too lazy to lock it.” And now I regretted it.

      “If you were concerned, you would have locked it.” He bit back a smile.

      “Five minutes is starting.”

      He sat down on the edge of the bed. “Ok. But remember, no interrupting and you have to actually listen to me.”

      “You can’t add in that whole listening requirement now.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Hailey, really?”

      “Fine. Start talking.” I ran my hand over the silky comforter.

      “You already know how I feel about—”

      Loud obnoxious knocking from downstairs interrupted him before he could continue.

      “Expecting anyone?” I asked suspiciously. Was I in for more annoying surprises?

      “No.” Wyatt jumped to his feet. “Wait here.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I felt my jaw drop.

      He shook his head. “Fine. Just let me go first.”

      “Really going to play Mr. Chivalrous?”

      “There’s no playing about it.” His expression darkened.

      I would have laughed at his words, but he looked and sounded so serious. Maybe that was related to the doorbell more than the chivalrous part, but either way, I was surprised.

      He started down the stairs, and I followed. I didn’t need Wyatt’s help, but maybe he’d be a good distraction to help me deal with whoever else decided to stop by. Knowing my luck it was someone even more annoying than him.

      The knocking continued, and Wyatt stopped right in front of the door. He motioned for me to stay back.

      I rolled my eyes. He frowned, and then turned back toward the door.

      The windows were all covered in heavy curtains, and I pulled one back and then another. None gave any view at all of the door.

      “Hailey! Come on, now!” A loud male voice called from just outside the door.

      I knew that voice. I rushed around Wyatt and pulled open the door.

      I wasn’t surprised to see a shaggy, light brown haired Pteron on the other side of the door.

      He looked between Wyatt and me. “Wow, you have company?”

      “Cade?” I tried to understand his sudden appearance. “What are you doing here?”

      “I heard you’d entered my territory and thought I’d welcome you. I didn’t know you’d have company.” He held up a bottle of wine. “Kind of ruins my plans.”

      Wyatt stepped around and strode toward Cade.

      “Chill out, man.” Cade help out a hand in front of me as if in defense. “I’m not looking to get in the middle of anything. Just paying a visit to a friend.”

      “There’s nothing to get in the middle of.” I wasn’t always happy to see Cade, but I was now. Wyatt couldn’t get all serious on me if I had company. “Normally I’d get on your case about that territory talk, but I’m kind of glad to see you.”

      “You should come back tomorrow. She’s going to bed early.” Wyatt’s expression was hard.

      “Is that so?” Cade’s eyes twinkled. “I’ve never known Hailey to be an early to bed kind of girl.”

      “I woke up.” I stepped forward to stand even with Wyatt.

      “Are all your women like this?” Wyatt pointed his thumb at me.

      “Depends on what you mean by ‘my women’?”

      “Pteron women. Are they all this fiery?” Wyatt pointed once again.

      “What are you?” Cade studied Wyatt.

      “You don’t know?” Wyatt touched his throat. “Interesting.”

      “No. Care to tell me?”

      “Sure.” Wyatt pulled off his shirt and stepped outside. I could have stopped him, but whether I admitted it or not, I was excited to watch his transformation.

      His eyes turned black, and he released his long, leathery wings. They were mostly black and outlined in a lime green that stood out against the dark night sky.

      “A Drago?” Cade rubbed the back of his neck. “Someone’s found some interesting new friends. But I’m not surprised. Finding rare creatures seems to be your specialty.”

      “Who are you?” Wyatt furrowed his brow.

      “I thought you figured that out.”

      “I know you’re a Pteron. That’s obvious. But who exactly? You said territory. Are you one of the lesser kings? Is that a thing again?”

      “Again? You that old?” Cade asked with interest.

      “What do you mean? There were once more Pteron kings?” There was so much our elders never taught us. I’d grown up convinced creatures like Wyatt had left our world for good. Little did I know my brother would become one.

      “I’ve been around awhile.” Wyatt grinned.

      “I knew you liked older guys, but not that old.” Cade winked at me.

      “Ok, goodnight both of you.” I headed back up the stairs to the same room. This time I locked the door.
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      She wanted the same thing I did, but she was afraid to admit it. I knew that for sure now. Even fighting with her was fun. Way too much fun. Everything about her called to me. If I was a complainer I’d have bemoaned how irresistible she was and the way memories of our single night together plagued me. But I was a patient man; however, even the most patient have a limit to what they can take.

      “You can leave.” I nodded in the direction of the door.

      “So could you.” Cade grinned.

      “I’m staying here. You’re not.” I glanced up the stairs. Hopefully Hailey was getting the rest she wanted. I knew I wasn’t getting any sleep until we finished our talk. And until this Pteron left.

      “This is my territory. I’m free to stay here.” Cade glanced around the opulent entryway, his eyes lingering on the crystal chandelier hanging above us. I wasn’t sure if his interest was because he liked that sort of thing or because he was trying to come up with a way to make it fall on me. I’ll admit to thinking about it in terms of making it fall on him—not to kill him, but to scare him away. I’d waited months to get another chance with Hailey, and I wasn’t letting anyone get in the way.

      “Why do you want to stay?” I waited until his gaze had moved from the ceiling to ask. “I am sure you have plenty of other places to stay if this is your territory as you say.”

      “Why do you?” He turned the question on me.

      Normally I would have made him answer first, but I was more than happy to share my own reason. “Because Hailey is going to be my mate.” I was ready to set the record straight.

      Cade laughed so hard he almost fell over. “Oh, that’s a good one.”

      “What is?” I scowled. I was close to decking the guy.

      “Hailey as anyone’s mate? She’s not that kind of girl.”

      “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      “She’s not going to settle down. She’s wild by nature.”

      “That doesn’t mean she doesn’t want a mate.” I clenched my jaw. I didn’t care what this guy thought, but it annoyed me how quickly he made assumptions about her.

      “I’ve known Hailey for years. Trust me on this. You are wasting your time. And hers. She has more important things to worry about.”

      “More important? This I have to hear.” I glanced toward the stairs again. I knew Hailey wasn’t coming out again, but I could hope.

      “You are not going to hear. It’s classified information.”

      “Classified information.” I nodded. “Right.”

      “Society business.”

      “You’re the ugly step-child of The Society.” Might as well be honest.

      “I thought you didn’t know who I was?” He sounded amused. Too amused for a guy who was walking a fine line.

      “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t.” I wasn’t about to lay all my cards on the table. One had to be strategic when sharing information.

      “That doesn’t change that this is classified.”

      “What I’m not understanding is why you would be telling her about it then. If it’s so classified. Wouldn’t it make more sense for her to have heard it from the king and queen?” In other words I wasn’t buying his story. He was up to something.

      Cade reddened ever so slightly. “No. It makes more sense coming from me.”

      “She’s busy with the conference anyway.”

      “And that’s why you’re here?” He shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Aside from making her your mate, huh? To attend the conference?”

      “Yes. It’s my first Society conference, and I look forward to it.”

      “I’m going as well.”

      “But Hailey is the Pteron representative.” I was determined to find as many holes in his story as possible.

      “From Levi’s territory. Besides, this is a Society event, do you really think only one Pteron would be invited?”

      “You mean the majority of the U.S.” I rubbed salt in his ego wound.

      “That’s not the point.”

      “Then what is the point?” I rolled my shoulders. “I’m not an idiot, bird. You’re up to something.”

      “Bird? You want a Pteron as a mate, yet you’ll call me a bird?”

      “I wouldn’t call her one.” She was something altogether different. She was so much more.

      “You bet your life you won’t,” Hailey called from upstairs.

      I chuckled. Of course she’d been listening in.

      “How long have you been listening?” Cade glanced up.

      “Long enough to find myself wondering which one of you annoys me most.”

      “What did I say?” Cade rested his hand on the railing.

      “I’m wild?” Hailey descended the stairs, and I enjoyed the view. I could watch her all day.

      “What I meant was independent.”

      “Then why didn’t you say independent?” She reached the bottom of the stairs. “Wild has bad implications.”

      “I wasn’t calling you a slut.” Cade stepped toward her.

      I felt fire in my throat at the use of the term around her.

      “Then why didn’t you say independent?” Hailey pulled an elastic band off her wrist and tied her long red hair up into a messy bun on the top of her head. “That would have been easier, wouldn’t it have been?”

      “Come on, it’s just semantics.” Cade shrugged. “Aren’t you at least a little bit curious about what I want to talk about?”

      “Do you want me to get rid of him?” I asked eagerly. “It would be my pleasure.”

      She laughed lightly. “I’m sure it would be, but right now I am a  bit curious what brought him out here this late at night.”

      Cade smiled at me. “I’ll tell you all about it once this clown leaves.”

      “Clown? Are you kidding me?” Was he really going to call me that?

      “No I’m not kidding you at all. I already told you this is highly confidential.”

      “You didn’t call it highly confidential. You called it confidential.”

      Hailey groaned. “You know what? Forget the curiosity. Can this wait?”

      Cade nodded. “Yes, but not too long.”

      Hailey sighed. “Good. Let’s get through the conference tomorrow, and then we’ll talk. Alone. That work for you?”

      I jumped in immediately. “Not a chance.” I wasn’t positive what Cade was up to, but I knew it couldn’t be good for Hailey.

      Hailey scowled. “Since when do you make decisions for me?”

      “I’m not making decisions for you, I’m merely saving you some time.”

      “Saving me some time?” She raised an eyebrow. “Likely story.”

      I went with another reason. “I thought you were tired.” She didn’t need to know I was worried about her. She wouldn’t take that well.

      “It’s impossible to sleep with you two arguing.”

      “Cade was just leaving.” At least he should have been.

      “No I wasn’t.” He glared at me. “I’m staying here tonight. I’m sure there’s more than enough room.”

      Hailey groaned.  There were some groans of hers I liked, but this wasn’t one of them.

      “Are you okay with that?” I turned to her. Despite what she thought, I wasn’t trying to make her decisions—I was only trying to make my life easier.

      She shrugged. “There’re only a couple hours left before the sunrise so there’s no reason to debate this further.”

      “I’m fine with it.” I’d make sure he stayed far away from Hailey’s room.

      “Good. So shut your mouths for a few hours, and I don’t care where either of you sleeps.” She stomped back up the stairs. She leaned over the top railings. “Let me rephrase that. I don’t care where either of you sleeps, as long as it’s nowhere near me.” She retreated down the hall.

      “You know this is all your fault.” Cade stared at the spot where Hailey had been.

      “You’re mistaken.” I was watching the same spot. “It is all yours.”

      “I’m not trying to sleep with her, so you can quit the macho jealousy act.” Cade seemed to have a complete personality change. “I’m here for business purposes.”

      “Funny you didn’t say that in front of her.”

      “Hailey’s an old friend I deeply care about her, but unfortunately this visit isn’t a pleasurable one.”

      “What’s going on?” I was glad Cade had lost his smug attitude, but I was getting worried. Whatever Cade had to tell her was worse than I thought.

      “Why do you care at all?”

      “Because there’s something wrong, and in my experience something that goes wrong in your world affects mine. Plus you want to involve Hailey, and that immediately makes it important to me. Tell me what it is so we don’t have to involve her.”

      “There only one person who can fix this, and she’s sleeping upstairs.”

      “What could this problem be that only Hailey can fix?” I wasn’t buying it.

      “There’s no reason for me to waste my breath trying to explain it to you because, as you told me, you know nothing of The Society.”

      “I never said I didn’t know anything about The Society. I don’t generally care about The Society, but that’s something totally different.”

      “I thought Owen was supposed to be here.” Cade started down the hall.

      I followed. “Plans changed.”

      “He okay?” Cade opened the lid on the paella I had made Hailey.

      “You don’t care, so don’t pretend you do.” Might as well call a spade a spade.

      “I do care. And I can help a lot more than you think.” He replaced the lid.

      “You can have that, but first do you want a drink?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You’re asking if I want drink?”

      “Only because I want one,” I answered honestly.

      “Things aren’t so wonderful in your realm either are they?”

      I walked over to the fully stocked bar and poured two glasses of bourbon without asking whether he liked it. “We all have our share of problems.”

      Cade picked up one of the glasses. “At least you admit it.” He took a long sip.

      I picked up my glass and did the same. Alcohol had very little effect on me, but I enjoyed it.

      Cade took another sip and then placed the half empty glass back on the counter. “Are you really going to the conference tomorrow?”

      “Yes. If only to hear what Hailey has to say.”

      “Same here.” He picked up the glass and held it out. “To the current state of things.”

      I joined into the cheer. “To the current state of things.”
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      I dreamed of Wyatt. It wasn’t the same memory playing on repeat as usual. This was different, and that in itself worried me.

      The dream was in color. Sort of. It was all sorts of shades of red and brown, not normal colors, and the wind and air was full of feathers and the embers of fire. The symbolism wasn’t lost on me. Fire and feathers. Feathers and fire. One represented Wyatt, and the other me.

      There was no sex. None. That should have been a relief, but instead there were other kinds of intimacies that seemed more intense. We’d laid together in a seemingly floating bed, naked in each other’s arms.

      I woke up sweaty and aroused. Not a good thing when there were two men in the house—including the star of my dream. I dragged myself out of bed and into the bathroom. I could hear people moving around downstairs, and I didn’t need to glance at the clock to know I was running late.

      My shower lasted twice as long as necessary. I wasn’t ready to face either of the guys waiting downstairs for me. Especially not Wyatt. Did he have to reappear now? Of all times? This was supposed to be a break. A chance for me to do some easy work and nothing else. Instead I was stuck with a former lover and a guy who could only be here because he needed something from me.

      Just my luck. That’s what I got for mentally complaining about life getting too calm. I enjoyed the warm water a minute more before I gave in and turned the shower off. Wrapped in a towel, I headed back out to the bedroom. I’d been sure to lock the door the night before, but I checked it again before dropping my towel in order to get dressed.

      My wardrobe choice for the day was easy. I put on my black suit. My only suit. Normally I wouldn’t have bothered dressing up, but I was representing Allie, which meant I had to look professional. I could at least do that for her. I’d stepped in for her at meetings before, but I’d never get used to it. I’d also never done it for any event as big as this conference.

      I checked out my reflection in the mirror. I looked fine, but I didn’t look like me. The suit fit exactly the way it should have, yet I still looked as if I was playing dress-up. I wondered if that would always be the case or if there was a magic age where anyone and everyone finally could pull off being a grown up.

      My damp red hair still hung down my back. I dug out a brush from my bag and ran it through. I was running too late to bother with a blow dryer, so I tied my hair up on the top of my head. That helped a little. I didn’t want to look too polished.

      Satisfied I was presentable, I grabbed my purse and unlocked the door. Maybe magically both of my problems had disappeared while I showered.

      No such luck. I smelled the bacon before I even started down the stairs.

      “I guess you decided not to leave,” I said to neither guy in particular.

      “I don’t remember telling you I was going away.” Wyatt waited at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Nor do I.” Cade appeared with a plate in his hand piled high with pancakes, bacon, and fruit.

      “I have to leave for the conference, but you two are welcome to skip it.” I pulled my eyes from the plate.

      “You have time for breakfast.” Wyatt had clearly noticed the longing look I’d been giving the plate.

      “No I don’t. I can’t fly. I have to arrive by car.” Even if I was in the middle of nowhere, rules had to be followed when on Society business.

      Cade handed the plate over to Wyatt. It wasn’t something that went unnoticed by me. Since when were they getting along?

      “Like I said, you still have time for breakfast.” Wyatt held out the plate.

      “I hope you didn’t make this just for me.” That would have been a waste.

      “Are you becoming the first vegetarian Pteron?” Cade laughed.

      “I already told you I don’t have time to eat.”

      “Do I need to say it a third time? There’s always time. You would have figured that out had you not disappeared so quickly last time.” Wyatt practically pushed the plate at me.

      Cade’s eyes widened. “Now things get interesting.”

      I groaned. “Nothing. Forget about it.” If I was annoyed at Wyatt before, I was furious now. “Wyatt was just leaving.”

      “Not until you do. We might as well go together as we’re going to the same place.”

      I gave in and grabbed a piece of bacon from the plate. I took a bite, and it was still warm and crispy. It was perfect. “Who made this?”

      Cade pointed at Wyatt. “Your dragon boy knows a thing or two about cooking. I enjoyed the meal you missed out on last night.”

      “He’s not my dragon boy.” We weren’t together, and even if we were, he was definitely not a boy.

      “Oh? So he was talking about something else?” Cade smirked.

      “I told you to forget about what he said.” I took another piece of bacon. I wasn’t going to pass up something that good.

      “Telling me to forget it doesn’t mean I’m going to forget.” Cade took some bacon off my plate.

      “After the conference you’re going to tell me why you’re here and then you’re going to leave me alone.” I ate a strawberry. Might as well try to be healthy.

      “Yeah, sorry that’s not going happen.” Cade copied me and ate a strawberry. “What we have to talk about is going to take a while to resolve.”

      I glanced at Wyatt. “Of all times you’re not jumping in to help me?” What was going on with them? The fighting was annoying, but it was better than this.

      “Hailey?” Wyatt put a hand on my arm. “Do you really need me to help you with this?”

      He got me. There was no arguing that. “Good point. Cade, give me one reason not to throw you out right now?”

      “Easy. Because I’m your ride.” He grinned.

      “Allie said she’s having a car sent over.”

      Cade shrugged. “I canceled that. I’ve got my car so we don’t need anyone else.”

      “What kind of car do you drive now?” I didn’t actually care, but I was buying myself some time to come up with another option. Any other option than getting stuck in a car with the two of them.

      “Today I’m in a Tesla, but I have plenty of other babies in the garage at home.”

      “You call your cars babies?” That was extreme even for Cade.

      “I enjoy my collection.”

      “I drive the same jeep I got in high school.” It was comfortable and still ran. What else mattered?

      Cade shook his head. “Because you’re weird.”

      “No because I don’t believe in wasting.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s it.” Cade laughed dryly.

      “Oh? You think it’s for another reason?”

      “Of course it is. You’re afraid to move on. You are holding on to that time in your life because you think it’s the only way to hold on to who you used to be.”

      His words had a strange effect on me. I should have easily brushed them off, but I couldn’t. Was he right? Was I holding onto my jeep because I couldn’t let go of my past? Not entirely. I didn’t want to waste the minimal savings I had on a new car, but was that the only reason? I did find myself wishing for a few days back at eighteen. It’s not that I didn’t like my job, but I missed what life used to be—and what the future looked like. I never imagined I’d have such an important role in The Society, but that never mattered to me. I was happy back then, happy in a way I barely remembered. I couldn’t explain it to Allie because she’d think it was her fault. She’d blame it on herself since her appearance had been the start of the change. But it wasn’t her. Just like it wasn’t Daisy’s fault my brother was now a Drago and didn’t live anywhere near me anymore. None of it was anyone’s fault, which made it that much worse. It was easier when you could cast blame. It was so much easier when you could do that.

      Wyatt broke me out of my momentary freak out. “You guys fight like siblings.”

      “We’re not siblings,” Cade replied before I could. “But like I said known each other long time.”

      “Speaking of siblings, are you sure Owen’s okay?” The nostalgia wasn’t as important as the here and now. I could fix my relationship with Owen. I’d started this line of conversation the night before, but I’d dropped it far too easily.

      “He’s okay, but he’d be better if you visited.”

      “Maybe I will.” There was no maybe. I would. I was determined.

      Wyatt’s eyes widened in surprise. “That was easy.”

      I grabbed a pancake. “Considering my reason to avoid seeing him showed up here anyway, there’s no reason to stay away anymore.”

      Wyatt watched me closely. “You’re telling me you stayed away because you didn’t want to face me?”

      “Pretty much.”

      Cade laughed. “Yeah. You two have a history. I’m sure it’s an interesting one, but I’m going to have to wait before hearing the details. We don’t want the keynote speaker to be late for the conference, do we?”

      I glanced at my phone since I hadn’t bothered to pack a watch. “No. We don’t.” Allie would kill me. Well, she wouldn’t. She was very forgiving, but I’d be annoyed at myself. I hated when people were late because it meant they didn’t view your time as important. At least that’s how I tended to see things. “Great. I’m ready.”

      I took the passenger seat of Cade’s car. It wasn’t as if Wyatt tried to take it from me. He held open the door, but even if he hadn’t I wouldn’t have sat in the back.

      I tried to focus on the scenery as we drove down the gravel drive, but I could tell Wyatt was watching me from the back. I felt his eyes on me, which was alarming. I had always had great senses, but not like this. I didn’t want to have a connection with him, and I wouldn’t. I could fight it. I could fight anything.

      “Is there a reason this conference is in the middle of nowhere?” Wyatt asked.

      “I’d have thought you were used to the middle of nowhere. Your realm is pretty much that.” I was glad for a conversation change that wasn’t about me. Or me and him.

      “My realm isn’t the middle of nowhere. You’d know if you spent more time there.”

      So much for not involving us. “I’ll pay a visit to my brother and Daisy. I already said as much.”

      “Maybe this time I can give you more of a tour.” Wyatt leaned forward toward the front.

      I scooted toward the window. “That won’t be necessary.”

      Cade turned onto a paved road. “You two.”

      “Yes?” Wyatt leaned back in his seat.

      “You’re quite entertaining.” Cade smirked.

      “Entertaining are we?” I turned to him.

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll show you entertaining.” I had had enough out of him.

      “Come on.” Wyatt gently wrapped his hand around my forearm as if he knew about the punch my arm was reading for. “You don’t want blood on that suit.”

      “Ugh this suit.” I was nervous, which was why I was so jumpy and sensitive. That was it. It had nothing to do with Wyatt’s presence.

      “You look nice.” Wyatt released my arm.

      “Wrong answer, man.” Cade caught Wyatt’s eye in the rearview mirror.

      “How is telling a woman she looks nice ever the wrong answer?” Wyatt asked.

      “Because this is Hailey, and she’s wearing a suit.”

      “Still not getting it.”

      I could at least appreciate his honesty. “There’s nothing to get. I don’t like dressing this way, but I have no choice.”

      “The queen told you what you could wear or not wear?” Wyatt’s voice lilted.

      “No, but I know how these things work. If I was going as myself, it would be fine. But I’m not. I’m going in Allie’s place. It’s different.”

      “You respect her,” Wyatt said softly.

      “You say that like it’s surprising.”

      “Not surprising, interesting. I knew she was a friend, but this respect goes beyond friendship.”

      “What he means is he’s surprised you respect a human.” Cade put his arm behind my headrest.

      “She’s the queen.”

      “But that’s not why. You really respect her.” Wyatt was far too interested.

      “Can you save your surprise for normal things, please? It’s a stressful day already.”

      “So I shouldn’t point out that wearing something you don’t want to for your speech at a women’s rights conference seems a bit—”

      “A bit what?’ I turned around.

      “Stop while you are ahead, man.” Cade shook his head.

      Wyatt nodded. “Message received.”
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      Hailey was stressed. Her muscles were tight, and her voice strained. I’d never seen her nervous, and it reminded me of just how little I’d actually seen her in normal life. When facing danger she didn’t stress. She stayed alert, and in some ways seemed to enjoy it. But this. Giving a speech at a conference stressed her out beyond belief. Maybe we were more alike than I even thought.

      Cade pulled up in front of the stone building. It appeared to be made out of the same gray stone of the house we were staying in. Likely The Society had built both at the same time. I may have given the Pterons a hard time about their Society, but it was strong and had endured for centuries. Longer than most organizations lasted. Usually the infighting and a certain amount of narcissism brought them down from within while they worried about setting up the strongest defense from the outside.

      Cade put the car in park. “I’ll park and meet you back here.”

      Hailey nodded. “Fine, but if what you have to tell me is important, it’s up to you to find me after.”

      “Where you planning on taking off right away?” Cade asked.

      “I hadn’t decided yet.” Hailey bolted from the car.

      “See ya,” I shot at Cade before following after Hailey. I wasn’t being brushed off that easy.

      “Stay out of my way today, okay?” Hailey shot over her shoulder without slowing down.

      I hurried up the steps and caught up with her. “Would I ever get in your way?”

      “Is that a joke?” She kept her eyes fixed on the door ahead.

      “Does it sound like I’m joking?” I held the tall wooden door open for her. She went in, and I followed, letting the door close behind me.

      We were standing in a dark lobby. All of the windows were covered with dark curtains, completely blocking out the sunny day. The only light came from small sconces that reflected off the white marble floors.

      “Hailey!” A female voice called from across the lobby.

      Hailey glanced around before moving in the direction of the voice.

      I followed, keeping a slight distance so she wouldn’t try to send me away. We passed by a sculpture of a bird taking off into flight, a nod to the origins of Pterons. Even I wasn’t old enough to remember those days, and I didn’t know many who were.

      “There you are.” A woman dressed in a navy suit greeted Hailey warmly. “I was beginning to think you weren’t coming. My name is Gene, and I am the on-sight director for the conference.”

      “I apologize for running behind.” Hailey tucked a few strands of her hair behind her ear.

      “No need to apologize. It’s fine, but we need to get you inside.” Gene’s face was tight, but her eyes were friendly. She was stressed, but appeared relieved that Hailey showed. Reading facial expressions was a skill you mastered after enough years of life. When I was in my own realm, or one where Dragos naturally occur I had another tool on my hands—mind reading. As helpful as it could be, I’d learned to be just as successful without it. It also never worked on Pterons, so Hailey’s thoughts would always be safe from me.

      Gene seemed to suddenly notice me. “And you must be our Drago representative? I admit I was surprised you wanted to attend, but we are thrilled to have you.”

      Nothing in her voice suggested the woman was lying. “I’m happy to be here.”

      “You’ll find your seat inside.” She gestured to two large doors.

      I tried to catch Hailey’s eyes, but she wasn’t looking at me. I resisted the urge to reassure her. Instead I swallowed down my words and quickly opened one of the doors.

      I stepped into a room with ceilings that spanned three floors. The seating was stadium style, and it spanned the entire room. The vast majority of the seats were empty, but there were probably a couple hundred people inside. I say people loosely. I knew none of them were human.

      Gene was right. I found my seat easily since the table in front of it had a bronze placard with Drago written in all caps. The placard matched all the others and I wondered if they’d had it sitting around for years, or if they’d made everyone new ones for the occasion. The Society definitely had enough money to do that, but it seemed extreme—even for Pterons who were known to be flashy.

      I took my seat next to a slight woman with light brown hair that fell into her eyes. I knew immediately she was a Pixie. On my other side was a giant of a man I knew was a Elephan.

      “You’re real?” The slight woman pushed a pair of light pink glasses up her nose.

      “I think I am.” I smiled, amused by the Pixie’s statement.

      “I mean.” She blushed. “I saw your sign, but I thought it was just for show. I’ve never even met anyone who’s seen one of you.”

      “Then I guess you’ll have a story to tell when you go back home.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, why are you here?” She turned in her seat so that her whole body was facing me.

      “Why shouldn’t I be here?” Turning a question on someone was easier than answering.

      “Maybe I’m mistaken, but from my research I thought Dragos could only be male.”

      “That is correct.” Her research? I hadn’t realized anyone was researching my kind anymore.

      “And you know this conference is about the women’s role in supernatural leadership?”

      “I am well aware, Ms.?”

      “Eloise. Eloise Mano. But call me Eloise.” She raised her chin.

      “Hi, Eloise, I’m Wyatt.” I held out my hand.

      She shook it, staring at my skin as if she expected it to burst into flames. There were many misconceptions about Dragos. Most I didn’t care to correct. It was easier that way. “I am sorry if I’m being rude.”

      “Curiosity isn’t rude, but I’m sure it hasn’t escaped your notice that there are other men here.” I nodded to my other side where the Elephan snored. I tried to block out the unpleasant sound.

      “Yes.” She leaned in. “But they are here so they can pretend to care about the female members of their communities.” She gave me a knowing look.

      “Is that what you think?” I rested my arms on the table in front of me.

      “It’s what I know. I mean there may be exceptions, but in general I’m right. I’m positive about that. But why are you here? You have no one to placate.”

      “You’re very open and honest.” Which was generally a good thing—but not always.

      She folded her hands in front of her. “I’m tired of games.”

      “As you said I have no one to placate, so you know that’s not why I’m here.”

      “But there must be a reason.” She leaned toward me.

      Just then the doors opened and Gene strode in, followed by Hailey. My eyes went to Hailey immediately. Her face was calm, but I knew she was still nervous.

      “Oh. That’s your reason.” Eloise nudged me. “A Drago and a Pteron. Sounds like the beginning of a bad joke.”

      “There’s no joke about it.” I kept my eyes fixed on Hailey. It was impossible to turn away. She was so damn beautiful. And so intense. The combination was intoxicating. And she was mine. Or she would be. I needed to have patience.

      Gene approached the podium in the middle of the room. She picked up a stack of papers before looking out at the assembled audience. “Welcome everyone to the first conference on Women’s Role in Supernatural Leadership.”

      She paused as the room applauded.

      She waited until it quieted down to continue. “This is a conference that should have started years ago, but focusing on the lost time will only cost us more of it. Instead we need to use this as an opportunity to start the long road to change.”

      More applause filled the room. I was in the front, so I turned to get a better look at the reaction. Lots of smiles.

      “And now to start us off we have Hailey Kaye here representing our queen.”

      More applause, but less this time. I wondered what that meant. Gene gestured for Hailey to approach.

      Hailey smiled tersely as she made her way to the now vacant podium. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. When she opened them she looked out at the crowd.

      “She’s beautiful.” Eloise nudged me again. “I can see the appeal.”

      I smiled but said nothing. The Pixie’s openness was refreshing.

      “The queen extends her apologies for not being here herself today. She is sorry to miss such an important and historic occasion, and she will be available to continue the dialogue in the future.” There was some light applause. I clapped louder. Eloise chuckled and joined in. No one else did. Hailey glared, and I only shrugged.

      Hailey looked down at the paper in front of her.

      “The Society was formed by men for men. At the time it was what was to be expected. The clear gender roles prevalent in human society existed in the paranormal one as well.” She pursed her lips. “Although created without the intent to hurt, that is exactly what the structure of The Society has done by serving as an example to others in our community. For years no one questioned the nature of things, but times have changed. And it is time we change as well.” Hailey set down the paper as the crowd clapped.

      “Change now!” Someone shouted from the back of the room.

      “Change now!” A chorus echoed.

      Hailey continued over the chant. “There will be nothing easy about these changes. The Society is an institution adverse to change, and the structure has protected us from the whims of a few on many occasions. That lesson is not one that should be easily lost. But that will not hold us back.”

      Intense applause had Hailey pausing.

      “We also must remember change cannot happen overnight, it must not be rushed.”

      The room went silent. Hailey looked down at the paper for several moments. Then she set it aside and closed her eyes again.

      When she opened her eyes again they were bright, nearly glowing. “Why can’t it be rushed? Why can’t we rush toward a future we have all worked toward? Women in leadership is paramount to the success of The Society, and anyone with half a brain can see it.”

      The crowd moved to its feet. I did the same, trying to take in the change.

      “The queen has done a lot for us. She has changed the role of the wife of the king—but it is not enough. There is more that must be done particularly in the smaller pacts and clans around the country. We have waited long enough. It is time for action.”

      “Action!” The crowd chanted. “Action!”

      “We must work together to ensure the little girls growing up in The Society today understand their vital importance, and strive for roles we never believed possible,” Hailey continued. “Girls are just as strong, and they will not be held back any longer. We must demand all leadership roles be open to the women as well as the men. Nothing will change if we don’t fight for it. If we don’t demand it. We cannot sit back and let another generation suffer because we are too afraid to take risks and demand the equality owed to us.”

      The cheers of the crowd gave the effect of thousands rather than hundreds.

      Eloise grabbed a hold of my arm so she could climb onto the table. “Equality for all!”

      By this point Hailey stopped even trying to speak over the crowd. She looked shell shocked. Positively shell shocked.

      Realizing Hailey was doing nothing to contain things, Gene hurried over. “Quiet!” She yelled.

      Nothing happened. “Quiet now!”

      The crowd gradually returned to their seats. I helped Eloise back into hers.

      Gene smile. “Thank you, Hailey, for that riveting speech. Before we break into panels we have a few more speakers for you.”

      Hailey was in some sort of trance as she stumbled across the room to her seat. She stared at the word Pteron as if it were written in a foreign language before sitting down two rows in front of Cade, who was seated behind a placard that read Pteron (California). The women around Hailey patted her shoulder, but she didn’t react. I wanted to run over to her, but I had a feeling that would just set her off.

      Instead I waited. I watched her and waited as a few speakers tried to follow up on what Hailey had done. Hailey’s expression never changed. I knew why. She’d gone off script. There was no way Allie had approved any of the talk about demanding change now. Hailey was in trouble, and there was nothing I could do to help her.

      I finally made eye contact with her as the room emptied out after the last speaker.

      She caught my eye, and it was like a deer in headlights.

      “She’s an inspiration,” Eloise whispered at my side.

      I didn’t break eye contact with Hailey when I answered. “She’s something special.”

      “Could you introduce us? Would you?” Eloise asked.

      I reluctantly pulled my gaze from Hailey to look at Eloise. “Sure, but give me a moment.”

      I turned back to find Hailey was no longer waiting alone.
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      Allie was going to kill me. The reality hit me the second I finished my speech. I went into full on shock when the applause became deafening and wouldn’t stop. Was I crazy? Did I want to lose my job? Allie pretty much had to fire me after my performance. Or not pretty much. She had to whether she wanted to or not. Why couldn’t I have stayed on script? Because I couldn’t. I knew that just as much as I knew I was in trouble. I couldn’t stand there in front of a room of mostly women and tell them we had to take things slow. The truth was, nothing was going to happen if we didn’t push for it. The male leaders weren’t going to share their power out of the goodness of their hearts. I saw that with my own family, with my own friends. And the Pterons were supposed to be the more progressive of shifters. Things were far worse for the lesser shifters. The only group in The Society I knew where women had leadership roles on a regular basis were the witches. And half of those groups were the enemies of The Society now.

      I found Wyatt in the crowd and let myself enjoy the comfort it gave me. I had no idea what lay beneath the feelings between us, but it was something concrete to latch onto as compared to the shock that was only getting worse. I couldn’t break eye contact. It was impossible—until he did to talk to the Pixie beside him. She was looking at me too, and I wished the room was quieter so I had some clue what they were talking about. I needed a distraction, something to help me stay calm so I had a chance of making it through the rest of the conference.

      “Ms. Kaye?” A soft voice called from behind me.

      I whirled around. “Yes?” I came face to face with a knockout brunette. She was wearing a tight fitting black dress with knee high boots.

      “I was hoping you had a few minutes to chat.” She smiled brightly, revealing all of her bright white teeth. It was the kind of white that only came from a trip to the dentist.

      “Chat about what?” I wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone, let alone someone I’d never met.

      “About what we could do together.” She put a hand on my arm.

      “I’m not sure I follow.”  I resisted the urge to shake off her hand so I wouldn’t come off as rude.

      “I loved your speech. I agree with you 100%, and I think we can achieve great things together.” She removed her hand.

      “And you are?” I studied her face, wondering if I’d met her and somehow forgotten.

      “Veronica. Veronica Dayton.” She held out her hand. “I suppose I should have started with that.”

      I accepted the handshake. “And you are what exactly?” The what was often far more important than the who.

      “I’m a Sorceress.”

      “A witch.”

      “No, a Sorceress.” Her eyes darkened. “There’s a big difference.”

      “Gotcha.” I was used to creatures getting defensive about using the right term to describe them. It was how I felt when someone simply called me a shifter. I was a Pteron, plain and simple.

      “So how about that chat?”

      “I can’t right now, but we can schedule a meeting for a future date if you’d like.”

      “Late for your date with the Drago, are you?” She nodded toward where Wyatt waited, arms crossed and a worried expression on his face.

      “I’m not dating him.”

      “Then why can’t we chat now?” She crossed one ankle over the other. “We can take a drive into San Francisco, grab some lunch, maybe head down to the pier.”

      I noticed Cade from the corner of my eye. By his expression he was dying to let me have it about my ad-libbed speech. And it all came crashing back. “I can’t right now, but as I said I would be happy to meet in the future.”

      “Tell me, Hailey. Are you happy in your current position?” Her eyes seemed to swirl.

      I blinked a few times. I had to be seeing things. “My position as counsel to the queen?”

      “Yes.” Veronica smiled. “That one.”

      “I’m very happy.” And I’d be happy if I could keep the job.

      Veronica leaned in. “This isn’t on the record.”

      “My answer remains the same.” I was in enough trouble as it was. I didn’t need to make more for myself. Besides, I was happy in my position. Or happy enough. It was impossible to constantly love any job. There would always be ups and downs.

      “So that speech, that was Allie’s?” Veronica tilted her head to the side. “The queen’s words?”

      “Not exactly.” I was an idiot. Completely. Was pushing the envelope really worth losing my job? And worse, possibly losing my best friend? Allie would forgive me eventually, but would Levi? If the king wanted me to stay away from her, she would have to listen. Wouldn’t she?

      “Are you sure you don’t want to go to lunch? I know a place that makes amazing martinis. You look like you could use one.”

      “No. I’m fine.” I wasn’t fine, but lunch with a witch—or a Sorceress, since that’s what she called herself- wasn’t going to help.

      “Ok.” She pulled a card from her pocket. “Take this. Call me when you’re ready to talk.”

      “You want me to call you?” That wasn’t how meetings with me worked. “If you want to schedule a meeting you need to contact me directly through The Society.”

      “This is a meeting with you as Hailey Kaye, not you in your official capacity. You understand?” She smiled.

      Her smile made me instantly nervous. Who smiled when saying something like that? “I’m sorry, but I’m not looking for new friends.”

      Veronica laughed. “You’re adorable. This has nothing to do with friendship and everything to do with changing the world. We can do some great things together. Think about it.” She slipped the card into my hand and sauntered out of the doors.

      I stared after her trying to make sense of our strange conversation.

      “Who was that?” Wyatt appeared at my side.

      “Veronica Dayton, the Sorceress.”

      “A true Sorceress?” That was a new term. In the past few years I’d learned just how little I knew about the supernatural world.

      “I’m not sure I know what that means.”

      “There aren’t too many around anymore, but they aren’t the type to mess with if that’s who she is.”

      “And I thought you were always going to be around to protect me?” I teased. Teasing was the only thing I could really do at the moment.

      “Again with that? I can’t keep up. Do you want my protection or not?”

      “She’s going to need it.” Cade joined us. “Allie and Levi are going to kill her.”

      “It was bad, wasn’t it?” I knew it. I knew it from the second I finished, but it was still tough to hear it from someone else.

      “Actually it was wonderful. Inspiring.” Wyatt was kissing up to me, and it was actually kind of endearing.

      “I agree. You have a career as a speaker if you want it, but that doesn’t change the fact that you were here in Allie’s place.” Cade wasn’t kissing up to me. He was being blunt, and that wasn’t endearing.

      I groaned.

      “I’ve got a job for you, so don’t worry. You won’t end up on the street.”

      “That’s not what I’m worried about.” But maybe I should have been. Did I have any skills that could get me a job? I’d graduated college with an Art History degree. It was a fun major, but there weren’t too many jobs in the field that didn’t require more school, and grad school was out of the question.

      “Allie shouldn’t be shocked.”

      “No, but she’s going to be disappointed, and it doesn’t matter. She’s going to have to fire me because otherwise it undermines her position.” That was the annoying part. Just as she had to be careful what she said, she also had certain protocols to follow. Public persona mattered with the royal family. If anyone else had done it, I’d be advising her to do exactly that. But knowing she had no choice didn’t make it any easier.

      “Who cares?” Wyatt leaned on the table in front of me.

      “She does. She’s very into following the rules.” And I couldn’t blame her. It was part of her job—part of her life, because being queen definitely wasn’t a nine to five thing.

      “Quit before she can fire you. Save both of you the awkwardness. Then come work for me.” Cade slumped down into the chair next to me.

      “That’s not going to change what really matters.”

      “Ah.” Cade patted my back. “The whole ‘friendship thing.’ ” He made air quotes.

      “Why are you putting quotes around friendship?” I was almost afraid to ask.

      “Because she’s the queen. She could never really be friends with you.”

      “Is that your way of telling me we can never be friends?” I liked to think we were, even if only because of shared experience.

      “We both know I’m not a real king.”

      My mouth fell open. “You did not just say that.”

      Cade shrugged. “I did. Allie threw me a bone, and I took it, but it’s different. The important thing is we can be friends. You can trust me.”

      “Never trust anyone who tells you that you can trust them.” Wyatt straightened.

      Cade put his hands behind his head “Except me. I’m an exception.”

      “What was it you wanted to talk to me about?” I turned to Cade. “I assume this is all an attempt to butter me up so I’ll do what you want me to do.”

      “Not entirely. I kind of feel bad for you.” Cade returned his hands to his sides.

      “Don’t feel bad for me. It was my own decision.” And that made it worse. It was entirely my fault.

      “No it wasn’t.” Wyatt sat down on the table instead of going around to sit. “You did what you had to do. I watched it happen, and I felt your conflicted feelings.”

      “You felt her feelings?” Cade raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to go with that line, and you’re telling her not to trust me?”

      “I’m telling the truth. Hailey knows I am, and that’s what matters.”

      I sighed. “This is such a mess.”

      “No it’s not.” Wyatt shook his head. “It’s an uncomfortable situation, but not a mess. You followed your heart. Nothing wrong with that.”

      “And you’d be saying the same thing if you were in Allie’s place?” Because I wouldn’t be. Not at all.

      Wyatt shrugged. “I’m not in Allie’s place, so it doesn’t matter. But that doesn’t change that you did the right thing.”

      “You’d probably say that no matter what I did.” And I liked that knowledge even if it meant something I wasn’t ready to accept. I didn’t have too many people unconditionally on my side.

      “No.” Wyatt shuck his head. “My feelings for you don’t mean I’d sugar coat things. You are in the right here. And you’ll get through it.”

      “As I am sure you are in no hurry to get back and face reality, why don’t we head back to the house and have that chat you promised me?” Cade tapped his fingers.

      “Now? What about the panels?”

      “Like you are going to contribute or listen to anything right now?” Cade narrowed his eyes. “I’ll even waive my alone rule. Wyatt might be more of a help than I originally thought.”

      “Really?” Wyatt and I said simultaneously.

      Cade laughed. “Oh no, you two are talking at the same time.”

      “Let’s get out of here.” The more time I spent in that room, the worse I felt. A million questions ran through my head. Did Allie know yet? Who would tell her? Would she call me herself or have someone else do it? Would it be Levi who showed up and broke the news that my services were no longer needed?

      “Yes, let’s.” Cade jumped out of his seat. I did the same, and he linked his arm through mine.

      Wyatt let out a low growl, but I didn’t worry about it. Cade was only playing around, and I needed everyone I could get on my side. He may have only been joking about the job, but I was nearly positive that I was going to need one.
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* * *

      I still felt sick to my stomach when Cade parked out front of the stone house. The sun was already on the way down—typical for the winter, and I didn’t mind. The darkness fit my mood far better than the sun. The building didn’t look nearly as inviting as it had the night before. At the same time my companions didn’t seem nearly as annoying. I liked being alone, but at the moment what I needed most was a distraction so I could buy myself some time in order to figure out what I should do.

      “Anyone else hungry?” Cade parked right up front.

      “You should have grabbed something on the way back.” Either Cade had bad timing, or he wanted to be annoying.

      “Where would I have grabbed something?” Cade waited at the door. “At the non-existent grocery store or the invisible convenience store down the road?”

      Wyatt laughed as he unlocked the door.

      “Ok, we’re in the boonies. I’m not the one who decided to schedule the conference here.” I slipped passed Wyatt, and headed further into the house in search of a place to sit down. With everything going on the night before I hadn’t actually explored the downstairs.

      I found a sitting room and slumped down on the first sofa I found.

      No one followed, and I used the time to close my eyes and attempt to relax. I’d never been a particularly stressed person, but I was now.

      Ten minutes passed, and the quiet time to relax was getting old. I was about ready to go in search of the guys, when they appeared through the doorway. Wyatt was holding a platter with sandwiches.

      “Where’d you find all this stuff?” I took a sandwich off the pile. It was turkey and cheese. “First breakfast, and now this?”

      “I made you dinner last night. I did some shopping.” Wyatt smiled. “I don’t have many opportunities to use a grocery store back home.”

      “I could kiss you right now.” I took a large bite of the sandwich. The stress was making me hungry. The lettuce was crisp and the tomato juicy.

      “A kiss would be a very acceptable method of payment.” Wyatt raised an eyebrow.

      Cade groaned, and I ignored him.

      “This is good.”

      “Can’t take credit on the construction of the sandwich. Cade claims to be the sandwich king.” Wyatt took a sandwich for himself.

      “It’s no paella, but...” Cade grinned.

      “Paella?” I paused with the sandwich mid-way to my mouth.

      “That’s what he made you last night. You missed out. It was good.” Cade took a large bite of his sandwich.

      “You made paella?” I turned to Wyatt. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”

      “You didn’t ask.” Wyatt set down the platter on the glass coffee table.

      “If you’d have told me that, I would have eaten it.”

      “I’ll remember that next time.” Wyatt sat down beside me. “Glad I adequately picked a meal you liked—even if you didn’t eat it.”

      “I was being a jerk. Sorry.” That was as much of an apology as I was going to muster.

      “Don’t say sorry.”

      “Ok, guys, let’s eat and get down to business.” Cade sat down on the armchair caddy-corner to us.

      “When do you ever want to get down to business?” I asked with complete seriousness. He was always the fun now, work later kind of guy.

      “Yeah, so that in itself should tip you off that this is important.”

      “As in I need to stop eating important?” I hesitated with the sandwich nearly to my lips.

      “No, we can eat.” He polished off his sandwich.

      I finished and waited nervously. This wasn’t going to be good.

      “All right, you ready?” Cade wiped some crumbs off his lap onto the floor.

      I cringed internally because I knew he wasn’t going to clean it up.

      I took my final bite and swallowed. “I’m ready.”

      “Ok.” Cade nodded. “I need you to believe me.”

      “Uh, is there a reason that I wouldn’t believe you?” I leaned back against the couch.

      “Yes. Several.” Cade crossed one leg over the other and leaned forward.

      “Great.” I closed my eyes for a moment so I could clear my head. My phone had not made a sound, and I was trying hard not to read into the silence. For a few brief moments I had forgotten about the colossal mess. “Ok, let me have it.”

      “There’s a coup brewing.”

      “A coup?” I asked for clarification.

      “Yes. And we’re not talking a group of shifters or witches. We’re talking about something else entirely.”

      “Wait. So I assume you mean this is a coup of The Society?” I’d learned it was always worth clarifying. Assumptions helped no one.

      “Of course.”

      “Ok, continue.”

      “This is big, Hailey. Bigger than anything we’ve seen before.” He sat stock still, which was something Cade never did. He was always moving.

      “And you were made aware of this, how?” Wyatt interrupted.

      “Because they tried to recruit me just the way they are trying to recruit Hailey.”

      “Wait. What?” Recruit me? What was Cade talking about?

      “Veronica. That Sorceress. She asked to get some face time in with you, didn’t she?” Cade leaned forward even more.

      “Yes.” I thought over our entire conversation. There was something off.

      “How long ago was it announced that you would be stepping in for Allie?” Wyatt asked.

      “I don’t know. She just asked me the other day, but she might have told the organizers sooner. I don’t exactly say no to her a lot so she’d have known I would do it.”

      “You are wondering if that’s the whole reason Veronica was there?” Cade stood up.

      “Wait. Stop. Before we discuss Veronica recruiting anyone, explain the coup. What makes this different?” There hadn’t been a year since I got pulled into the fold that someone wasn’t trying to take over The Society. It was the status quo.

      “Because they are mobilizing the masses. This isn’t about elites trying to push Levi out. It’s something else entirely.” Cade paced the room. That was the Cade I knew, and it made me feel a little bit better.

      “Anarchy?” Wyatt’s eyes widened. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      Cade sighed. “I still have a lot to learn but my guess is that’s just a guise. I’m sure they have plans to put someone else in charge—someone who’s going to screw everything up. I’m learning what I can, but it would be a lot easier if Hailey and I could work together.”

      “Work together on what?” I wasn’t agreeing to anything until he told me more.

      “On infiltrating the coup.”

      “Why would you do that? Why would you even care?” Motivations mattered. They mattered a whole lot.

      “Because even if I’m a fake king, I’m still a king. I also believe that anarchy will hurt all of us. It will also hurt the humans.”

      “Wow, a soft side for humans?” Wyatt narrowed his eyes. “For real?”

      Cade smile sheepishly. “They’re defenseless. I care about the defenseless. It’s how I ended up with half a dozen rescue dogs.”

      “Equating humans with dogs.” I nodded. “Nice.”

      “You know exactly what I mean.”

      “Ok, so step back. You’re infiltrating them, how?” I needed more information.

      Cade stopped pacing. “It’s simple really. I’m pretending to be on their side.”
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      “You’re doing what?” Hailey stared at Cade as if he had two heads. He had just admitted to doing something either genius or incredibly stupid. I couldn’t be sure which one.

      “It’s this or be left in the dark. You need to do the same thing.”

      “Oh yeah? Like anyone is going to believe I’m turning my back on The Society?” Hailey crossed her arms over her chest.

      “They will once you get fired.” I spoke out loud. I may have showed up for my own needs, but my timing couldn’t have been better. Hailey needed me whether she’d ever admit it or not.

      “This is awful. How am I going to get Allie and Levi to believe me if they are pissed at me right now?” She pulled her knees close to the couch.

      “You don’t try.” Cade kneeled down on the floor in front of her. “Listen, Hailey. That would be the biggest mistake you could make, so don’t make it. Allie and Levi don’t know how to handle this. We have to keep it between us.”

      “Keep this from Allie?” Hailey’s eyes widened.

      “Yes.” Cade nodded. “We’re helping them this way.”

      “How do we know you’re telling the truth?” I sat on the edge of my seat.

      “You don’t yet. But you will.” Cade took a seat again. “We can pull you in on this too, Wyatt. It’s actually perfect. Everyone knows Dragos hate Pterons—well except when you’re sleeping with one. So you’ll join us. I am sure Veronica will accept your assistance.”

      “I can’t just believe you on this.” Hailey stared down at her hands.

      “I told you that you had to. Or did you forget?” Cade stared at Hailey.

      Hailey eventually looked up. “Telling me I have to do something doesn’t mean I’m going to do it. Especially not when we’re talking about something like this.”

      “Do you want me to look into this first for you?” I suggested. “You head back and deal with the fallout, and I’ll meet with this Veronica?”

      “You really want to get involved in this?” She gave me a severe look. “You don’t have to. You could just leave right now.”

      “If Cade’s telling the truth, this is going to get messy for all of us.”

      “I don’t know what to do.” She put her hand over her forehead.

      “Wyatt’s idea isn’t a bad one.” Cade stood and moved over to sit beside Hailey. “But please keep this between us. Don’t screw this up.”

      “I have a feeling I won’t even get a word in…” Hailey looked down at her lap.

      I rested my hand on her shoulder. “You can do this. Maybe this will end up being a good thing. It gives you a realistic excuse to work with Cade and go undercover.”

      “Maybe.” She didn’t look up.

      “Want me to fly back with you tonight? Keep you company?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “You stay here, but keep me posted.”

      “Same to you. And call me if you need anything. I’m a fast flyer.” And I’d get anywhere she needed me to be. I’d give her the space she needed, but I wasn’t going anywhere. She was stuck with me whether she wanted to be or not.

      Hailey frowned. “And you are modest too.”

      I shrugged. “I do my best.”

      Hailey ran upstairs and returned a few minutes later with her packed bag. She’d changed into jeans and a sleeveless shirt. I walked her to the door.

      “Don’t get weird and try to kiss me right now. Please.” Hailey put a hand on her hip.

      “I won’t. But good luck.”

      She sighed. “I’ll be fine. I guess I should say good luck to you too.” She leaned in to me. “Do you really believe him?”

      I thought over her question. “I do, but I never take things at face value until I look into them myself. I’ll find out what I can.”

      “Good.” She opened the door and released her beautiful long wings.

      I watched as she stepped away from the house before taking off into the night sky.

      “She’s something else, isn’t she?” Cade joined me in the doorway.

      “You’re not messing with her, are you?” I closed the door.

      “No. I wish I could say I was.”

      “This thing is that bad.” It wasn’t a question. We’d get through it. Whether The Society fell or not, time marched on. But Hailey cared, and that meant I cared too.

      “I think so. Veronica scares me, and not too many people scare me.”

      “Sorceresses usually fit into that category, but what’s her angle? Why get the masses involved, so to speak?”

      “I don’t know.” Cade shifted his weight from foot to foot. “And that part makes it worse.”

      He wasn’t lying. I could tell, and that meant things were about to get crazy.

      “You going to get me in to meet with Veronica?” That was step one. I told Hailey I’d check things out for her, and I wasn’t letting her down.

      “Yes. When do you want to go?”

      “Now?” I saw no reason to wait. I wanted to have answers by the time Hailey contacted me.

      “Sure, but we have to get our story straight on Hailey.”

      “We pretend she knows nothing. She went back home to see Allie. That’s it.” I wanted to protect her for as long as we could.

      “I agree. It makes the most sense.”

      “Let me make the call.” He pulled out his phone.

      He stayed close enough and my hearing was strong enough that I could hear both sides of the conversation.

      “Cade?” Veronica answered tersely.

      “Yeah, it’s me.”

      “Is Hailey with you?” Her voice was hard.

      “No, she left. I’ll talk to her later, but I have someone else that might be of help.”

      “Who?” She demanded.

      “The Drago. I haven’t told him everything, just that this might be his chance to finally take down the Pterons in charge.”

      “Can we trust him?” Her voice became suspicious.

      “Yeah, he can be discreet.”

      “Meet me at the usual restaurant,” she ordered.

      “We’ll meet you there in an hour.” He replaced his phone in his pocket.

      “We good?” I asked.

      “Yes. We should drive though. We’re meeting her in a crowded place.”

      “Fine with me.” I wasn’t used to flying in a place where I wasn’t supposed to be seen. Dealing with humans on a regular basis wasn’t something I thought I’d ever get used to.

      “You guys don’t have cars.” Cade didn’t seem to be asking, but I answered him.

      “We have no need for them.” There were many reasons why I loved my realm.

      “Ever drive one?”

      “Of course. I’ve been around a long time.” I’d taken the opportunity to try many of the new things that had developed over the years.

      “Want to drive mine?”

      “I thought it was one of your babies?” I wouldn’t forget how Hailey had called him out for describing them as such.

      “It is, but I have some work to do. I can get it done if you’re at the wheel.”

      “I knew there had to be an ulterior motive.”

      “There always is even if you don’t see it.” He stepped out onto the stone porch.

      “Exactly. I still don’t know yours in this situation.” Which meant I had to be careful. He got credit for staying in the same room while he talked to Veronica. If he’d walked away, we would have had a problem.

      “Nor do I know yours.”

      “I say we leave it that way, it keeps things interesting.” There was no need for us both to spill our life stories.

      “Interesting is one way to put it.”

      We headed outside to Cade’s car. I locked the front door and pocketed the key. Hailey was already in enough trouble with The Society. I didn’t want her to somehow get blamed for destruction to their property.

      I tossed my bag in the back of the car and accepted the keys from Cade. I’d driven plenty of times, but never a Tesla Model S. I didn’t mind giving him a little time to work.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It had been years since I’d set foot in San Francisco. It looked different, but not in any meaningful way aside from some more tall buildings and the traffic. That had gotten worse, but that had gotten worse in most cities. Parking was a pain too, but I found a spot a few blocks from the restaurant where we were meeting Veronica.

      “Play it cool,” Cade instructed as we made our way down the concrete sidewalk. I would have thought they’d have started making concrete more exciting colors by this time. You would think brighter colors would encourage congregation, but maybe that was the point. They didn’t want congregation, they wanted to keep people moving. We didn’t have a population growth issue in my realm. In fact our issue was the exact opposite. The numbers were shrinking.

      “Is there another way to play it?”

      “Oh yes. There are many other ways.” He glanced up at the sky. “Many, many ways.”

      “This isn’t my first rodeo.” I followed his gaze but saw nothing. I wondered what he was looking at or for. “You don’t have to worry.”

      “I’m going to worry.” He walked faster and stepped around a crowd. “This is it.” He opened the door, and we walked inside. Strings of naked bulbs crisscrossed the ceiling and reflected off of large mirrors hanging on the walls. Everything was in shades of pink and red except for the industrial concrete floors. It wasn’t very paranormal, but it seemed to fit the Sorceress we were meeting.

      It wasn’t hard to find Veronica. She sat alone at a table in the far corner. We headed over before the hostess even noticed us.

      “Hello, gentleman.” She smiled but made no move to stand up.

      I took a seat across from her.

      Cade sat between us. “Glad we could get this meeting together.”

      “You should order one of these martinis. They’re fabulous. I tried to convince Hailey to join me for one.” Veronica held up her glass.

      I nodded in acknowledgement. I wasn’t ordering one.

      “I’m sad to hear she left already.” Veronica slowly pulled the olive from her drink off the toothpick and ate it. “She seems like the kind of girl I need to be friendly with. I also think she could really help us. And vice versa. I’m sure I could help her.”

      “I think it was understandable given the circumstances.” Cade also made no move to order anything. “Hailey has a lot on her mind at the moment.”

      “I happen to think it was a wonderful speech. I’m even more determined to bring her into the fold.” Veronica turned to me. “How much has Cade told you?”

      “Enough.” He’d told me very little.

      “And you’re interested? Even if your girlfriend isn’t?”

      “Hailey isn’t uninterested. She’s uninformed. I have a lot of influence on her.” I had none, but no one else needed to know that.

      “Do you?” Veronica seemed to study me.

      “They have a history,” Cade jumped in. “And if you knew Hailey, you’d understand that’s significant in itself.”

      “I assume she’s done her share of dating. She’s gorgeous. Most girls would pay big money for red hair like hers. And those eyes.” If only Hailey could hear the way Veronica was describing her. Hailey’s reaction was likely to be priceless.

      “She used to date, but that’s not the point. They have more than that,” Cade continued. “I can’t attest he has influence over her, but I know Hailey enough to know there’s something going on between them. She’s going to take note of what he does and says.”

      “Did you know she was going off script today?” Veronica turned to me.

      “I’m not going to lie. She didn’t plan on it. That’s what made it so powerful.”

      “Have you heard from her yet?” Veronica sipped her drink.

      “She hasn’t even made it back yet.”

      Veronica set down her martini. “I apologize if I sound impatient, but it’s only because time is of the essence right now.”

      “When isn’t time of the essence?” Even with a life as long as mine I tended to be in a rush.

      “Very true words.”

      “Do you really want to have this discussion here?”

      “Is there another place you’d rather have it?” She leaned back in her chair.

      I looked around. No one appeared to be watching us, but there could be ears everywhere. I knew that for a fact. I’d put watches on enough people over the years to know just how easy it is to pretend that you aren’t

      “I can assure you that they aren’t listening.” Her eyes twinkled.

      “Oh.” Understanding dawned on me. “A spell.”

      “Yes. Did you believe I would be that reckless?” Veronica laughed.

      “I suppose I’m not yet used to being in this realm. I haven’t spent much time year lately.”

      “Did you ever?” She ran her fingers over the stem of her glass.

      “I lived here for short periods of time every so often.” There was nothing about it that ever made me want to stay—until now, although I planned to bring Hailey back to live in my realm.

      “And Hailey? After all these years, why has someone caught your eye?” She ran her teeth over her bottom lip.

      “My personal life isn’t the conversation on the table.” I didn’t trust Veronica one bit.

      “Very well. Let’s stay on task.”

      “The waiter is never coming over, is he?” Cade asked.

      “Change your mind about the martini?” Veronica picked up her glass.

      “No.” He shook his head. “Food.”

      “No. You can eat later.” Her expression darkened.

      “Why would you want to offer alcohol but no food?” Cade narrowed his eyes. “You know it doesn’t have any real effect on us, so you can’t get us drunk?”

      “This isn’t a dinner. It’s a meeting.”

      “And in your world meetings involve liquor. Right.” I searched for some logic in her statement.

      “Do you have a problem with that?”

      “Not really. Only noting it.”

      “If you’re done noting it, how about we get to business?”

      “Yes, let’s do that.” I was in as much of a hurry as she was.

      “How do I know I can trust you?” She had a glint in her eyes.

      “There’s only one Pteron I care about, and you already want to pull her in.”

      “Very well.” Veronica smiled. “Let me explain a few things.”
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      I’d never been so nervous before. I’d been afraid or worried, but not nervous. Not in that gut clenching way when you know you’re walking into an uncomfortable situation, and there is absolutely nothing you can do to change it. As I made the long flight I thought over what I did. I analyzed the words that left my mouth, and how they left my mouth. I didn’t regret them. Sure I could have continued to read Allie’s words—but in that moment, listening to the crowd, I couldn’t. It wasn’t Allie speaking, it was me. I knew that argument was weak. I had broken while in the middle of reading her prepared speech, but still. I’d made it clear. I’d made such a change in direction, it had to be obvious it was me, right? Maybe that helped?

      I sighed. Nope. It wouldn’t. I was in for a rocky reception. Yet Allie hadn’t called. Nor had Levi. I kept waiting for my phone to ring—for me to be summoned back, but so far nothing. Did I go to work right away? Try Allie at home or go to my own apartment and try to pull myself together?

      By the time New Orleans came into view I knew I had to stop at my apartment. I needed to compose myself. I also needed a hot shower and a strong drink.

      I landed around the block from my apartment and walked the rest of the way slowly. I wasn’t tired, but I knew getting home meant the beginning of facing reality, and I wasn’t entirely ready for that. Eventually I reached the building. I headed up the two flights of stairs, unlocked the door to my apartment, and stepped inside. I did a double take. Allie was sitting on the couch. “Hi.” I choked out.

      Allie waved. “I didn’t break in. Sina let me in before she left.”

      “Oh. She left already?” I hadn’t even said goodbye. I took a deep breath. I had bigger things to worry about.

      “Come sit.” Then she seemed to regret her words. “Please.”

      I sat down on the love seat across from her. It was strange—eerie to be staring into the eyes of my best friend when I knew everything would be different now. I’d 100% be alone. I’d only met Allie the summer before college, yet I couldn’t imagine my life without her.

      I debated what to say. “I’m sorry for any problems I caused you.”

      Allie sighed. “Ok, let’s start this way.” She sat at the edge of her seat. “I want to first say I’m here in two capacities, as the queen and as your friend.”

      “Ok.” I waited, terrified for what was coming next.

      “So you need to understand nothing I’m about to say as the queen in any way affects the friend part. I love you, I care about you, and I want you to always stay in my life. You’re the godmother of my kids. Ok? None of that will ever change.” Her eyes bore into mine. “Promise me you get that? You understand?”

      Was it wrong to promise something when I knew it wasn’t true? She could pretend all she wanted, but our friendship had always been tied into Society business. I couldn’t make the promise, but I nodded. I needed her to continue.

      “I’m not going to sit here and remind you that I specifically told you not to do it.” Allie pressed her hands into the couch cushion. “Ok, I guess I just did. And I’m not going to pretend I’m necessarily surprised.”

      Her words hit me in the gut. “You expected me to? Then why did you send me? Did you want an excuse to fire me?” My words were harsh, but so were hers. She’d purposely pulled out the friendship part for her sake, that meant it should also apply for me.

      She leaned back. “Because I needed you. I had to be here.”

      “How was the party?” I tried to shift the conversation to buy myself a few minutes.

      “The party has nothing to do with this.” She pressed her lips together in a firm line.

      I said nothing.

      “I get why you did what you did. I really do. I remember in the beginning—I’d get so angry and say things I shouldn’t, but I learned I couldn’t.”

      “Because leaders can’t just say what’s on their mind.”

      “There’s an order to things.” Allie’s voice was tight, so different than how it usually was with me. “But as I said, I get why you did it. I wish you had done it later on when you were speaking as yourself, as I asked, but I understand. Had I been in your place maybe I would have done the same.”

      “So, what are you saying then?” I couldn’t wait. I wanted it over with.

      “I’m saying I have to put you on a leave of absence even though I don’t want to.” Allie looked down at her lap.

      “A leave of absence? Is this to give you time to decide whether it’s permanent?” I knew it was coming but it still hit me hard, like a shot to the heart. What would I be without The Society? Where would I go?

      “No!” Allie jumped to her feet. “Of course not. Absolutely not. I think leave of absence is the wrong wording. I’ll put it in the books as a ‘courtesy break,’ like what Levi did when Owen left.”

      “But Owen left willingly.” He’d done nothing wrong at all.

      “And you won’t be?” Allie narrowed her eyes. “Come on, Hailey. You’ve been wanting a break for months, but you’ve been afraid to ask.”

      I considered her words. “I have.”

      “So it’s the same thing,” she asked with hope in her voice. “Right? We can agree on that.”

      “Except everyone knows it’s not.” I couldn’t begin to formulate a way to face my parents. I’d be such a disappointment.

      “Have you ever cared what everybody thinks?” she raised an eyebrow.

      “No.” Aside from a small circle of family and friends.

      “Then why start now?”

      I wanted to tell her about what Cade said, but I couldn’t. Not yet. Not until I knew whether it was real. I couldn’t worry her about something pointless. “But you want me to come back?” That was the real question. She could say what she wanted to help me save face, but I needed to do the same. Did she want me out of the picture?

      “Yes. Of course. I can’t do this without you.”

      “You’ll have to for a few months. Any ideas who’s going to replace me?” I didn’t really want to know, but I did. I wanted to get everything over with all at once.

      “No one is replacing you. And I’m not taking on counsel while you are gone. Just an assistant to help with the junk work so I can focus on the important stuff. This is really all my fault. I’ve pushed too much on you, more than you’re supposed to be shouldering.”

      “How angry is he?” I asked yet another question I was afraid of the answer too.

      “By he I assume you mean Levi?”

      “Yes.” I waited.

      “He has known you since you were little.”

      “So?” Length of time didn’t change anything. He was the king, and I was an employee.

      “So he’s not any more surprised than I am. We both agree this requires no formal disciplinary action, but for show we have to do something. So the break sounded like the best plan,” Allie hurriedly explained. “To be perfectly honest I wanted to do a week, Levi insisted we leave it open ended. You can come back when you’re ready.”

      “When I’m ready?” I pulled up my knees to my chin.

      “Yes. But for real. No turning into a Drago like your brother.” She tried to make a joke, but it fell flat.

      “Wait.” Allie sat back down so we were at each other’s eye level. “Did something happen with Owen?”

      “You think Owen showed up?” I was surprised her intel was so off.

      “I know a Drago did.”

      “Wyatt came in his place.” I returned my feet to the ground.

      “Oh my gosh.” Allie put a hand to her chest. “Forget the break. That explains everything. How could I have— Oh, Hailey. I’m sorry.”

      I shrugged. “It’s fine.”

      “Is it?” She looked at me. “I thought you were avoiding him?”

      “I was.”

      “And?” She waited for me to explain more.

      “And it was fine. He wasn’t the—” I stopped myself before I could mention Cade. If I did I’d have to explain why he was there.

      “He wasn’t the what?”

      “He wasn’t the jerk I expected him to be.”

      Allie eyed me suspiciously. Maybe Wyatt was right. Maybe I was a bad liar.

      “So is that it?” I didn’t really want to ask her to leave, but I wasn’t sure how much more I could take. “And I’ll take the break. Excused or not, it’s all for show anyway.”

      “It is.” Allie nodded. “But you will come back, won’t you?”

      I thought about my answer far longer than normal. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      Disappointment crossed her face. “Do you need anything?”

      “Are you asking if I need money?” I crossed my arms.

      “Kind of…”

      “So this isn’t the kind of break with paid leave?” I made my own weak attempt at a joke.

      “Of course it is, but you might need more, you know if you are planning on traveling.” She correctly guessed I wasn’t going to sit around my apartment waiting.

      “I’m not without any means, and I don’t need fancy accommodations.” After the words were out, I wished I’d found a way to say it differently, but being soft about anything wasn’t one of my talents.

      “I know.” Allie stood again. “I’m going to miss you.”

      “I’ll send post cards.”

      “And you’ll call, right?” She put a hand to her chest.

      “A phone works two ways.”

      “It does, but I don’t want to interrupt your break.” She sounded nervous. She had no reason to be. I wasn’t angry.

      “Don’t call as the queen. Call as you.” I stood up.

      “Ok.” She pulled me into a hug. “I hate that this is happening.”

      “It’s the right thing. You’re right. I’ve needed a break.” I wasn’t good at being soft in my word choice, but I was great at taking blame off people. “It’s a good thing.”

      Allie blinked back tears. “Ok. I’m glad you think so. Please call me, and let me know if I can do anything. Anything at all.”

      “Remember to feed my dog.”

      Allie startled. “You don’t have a dog.”

      I smiled. “Just testing you.”

      “I’m going to adopt a dog for you now…” She grinned.

      “Please don’t.”

      She laughed. “You Pterons and pets.”

      “Some Pterons like—” I had to stop myself again before I mentioned Cade’s dogs. I was used to telling Allie everything. If I really went undercover as Cade asked I was going to have to ban myself from talking to Allie at all. “Pets. Some Pterons do I bet.”

      “I haven’t met any.”

      I shrugged. “I’m just saying it’s a possibility.”

      “Everything is a possibility.” She pulled me into another hug. “Be safe.”

      “You too. Make sure you get sleep and take some breaks.”

      “I will.” Allie was a bad liar too.

      I walked her out and closed the door. I turned around and leaned back against the wall. I never would have imagined so much about my life could change in a single day, but I couldn’t pretend to be surprised. That’s what my life was. Normalcy played no role in it.

      I dug out a few duffel bags and started to pack. At least I had a destination: I was going back to San Francisco. I would hear Veronica out even if it meant facing Wyatt. If I’d survived that conversation with Allie, I could survive a meeting with Veronica. And then I was visiting Owen. It had been far too long since I’d seen my brother, and he might be the only one in the world who’d actually understand how I felt. If nothing else he could give me a sense of normalcy. He wouldn’t be angry, and he wouldn’t be surprised. Besides, the Drago Realm was a very nice place to visit.
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      This wasn’t my first solo cross-country road trip, but it was different this time. Maybe it was because my radio stopped working two hours in, but I felt a boredom I rarely felt when behind the wheel.

      Without the distraction of music, the drive was monotonous. I even resorted to singing the few songs I had memorized, but that got old quickly. In theory I could have ditched my car, waited until night fall and flown, but I wanted my car and my stuff. Flying with a small bag was one thing, but I’d taken more with me than I’d originally planned. There was something symbolic about packing up half of my apartment and taking it with me. The only things I’d left behind were things I didn’t need. If I never wanted to go back, I didn’t have to. That was exciting yet at the same time terrifying. I’d never called any other place home, and deciding to do so was huge—even considering all the crazy experiences I’d had in my life. This seemed like the sort of experience I should share with someone—anyone. But I was coming up blank. My parents were out of the country on a vacation. I’d have to tell them eventually, but ruining their trip wasn’t an option. My best friend knew—and well, was part of why I was leaving, and Owen was far more than out of the country. I’d spent the past five years so focused on work, and for the first few finishing school, that socializing wasn’t a big part of my life. But that was just an excuse. I didn’t have much of a social life because I didn’t know how. I didn’t quite fit into the supernatural world, and I definitely didn’t fit into the human one.

      I’d just made a stop for gas and pulled back on the interstate when my cell phone rang. I picked up, eager for something to fill the time. “Hello.”

      “It’s me.”

      “Wyatt.” A shiver ran through me. I hated the effect he had on me.

      “Yes, that’s my name.”

      “Is there a reason you’re calling?” I kept my voice even and business-like. “Do you have news to share?”

      “How did it go? I can tell you’re driving. Where are you?” His voice was deep and managed to have a sexy edge even when asking mundane questions.

      “That’s more than one question at once.” And I didn’t really want to answer one of them.

      “It is.”

      “So which is it?” I didn’t mind talking to him this time, which I was blaming on the boredom rather than any sort of warming to having him in my life.

      “How did it go? Let’s start there.”

      “I’m taking a leave of absence, or a courtesy break as she called it.” Ouch. I was making Allie sound far more bitchy than she was. “That sounded mean. She was nice about things, but I still screwed up.”

      “Are you headed my way?” There was an undertone of invitation in his voice—or maybe I was imagining that.

      “I suppose that’s merely a reiteration of the where I am question?”

      “Not exactly. They are related but not the same.” His voice was light. I wished I could feel the same way.

      I put the phone on speaker and set it on the magnet that held it up as my GPS. “I am headed back to where I last saw you.”

      “Good.”

      “But it’s not to see you.” I needed to make that clear.

      “Still, I will see you, and that’s all I’m concerned about.”

      “Oh yeah? That’s all your concerned about?” I changed lanes to get around a pickup that had changed speeds about a hundred times. I got that not everyone had cruise control, but there was only so much I could take.

      “For right now. Yes.”

      “How did your talk with Veronica go?” That was what I really needed to know. Finding out and hopefully stopping the coup would be the best way to redeem myself with Allie and Levi.

      “I’ll tell you all about it when I see you.”

      “Oh, I see how it is. You make me give details, but you give me none.” Just what I needed, more frustration.

      “I’m protecting both of us. Some things should only be said in person.”

      I thought of his words. “Then should we get off the phone?”

      “Do you want to hang up?”

      “No,” I answered honestly. “Not because I like talking to you but because I’m bored.”

      He laughed. “Honest. I’ll take it. For now.”

      “You keep saying it, as if things are definitely going to change.” I glanced out my window at the growing darkness. Ditching my car and flying was sounding better and better, but I knew I’d regret it later when I needed my own set of wheels or my belongings.

      “They will, but I have lots of time. You do too—because your life will be longer too.”

      “Nope. It won’t.” I wasn’t going to let him bring up the whole mating talk again. It was too much for me to handle considering the mood I was in.

      “It’s already started.”

      “Nothing’s started.”

      “I promise you won’t age as fast as you should. You get my life time.”

      “I’m twenty-three. How much aging should I be doing?” I was still so young, so why did it feel like my life was already on a decline? That wasn’t normal. Peaking at twenty-two wasn’t normal.

      “I’m only letting you know the course of things has already begun.”

      “And I appreciate you letting me know. Now drop it.”

      “Where are you?” Thankfully he took the hint and changed the subject.

      “Does it matter?”

      “We’re making conversation.”

      “I’m in Arizona. Not too far out from Tucson. I’m getting there.”

      “On I-10?”

      “Yes.” I had no idea if he’d made the drive before or if he’d looked it up or something. “Seemed like a better option to I-40 with all the construction.”

      “Are you going to stop for the night?”

      “I don’t want to.” I wasn’t a fan of hotels, especially when alone. I needed so little sleep, that as long as I stopped a few times for food and a break I could usually avoid overnight stops.

      “There’s a nice place a few hours north of Tucson. I knew the father of the current owner. It’s worth staying if only for the breakfast tomorrow.”

      “You like pushing breakfast on me.” There were worse things to push.

      “Most important meal of the day.”

      I laughed, and it came out as more of a snort. I didn’t care. “You are trying too hard.”

      “Stop there ok, will you?”

      “Why? Why does it matter?”

      “I just need to know you’re stopping there, ok?” There was no worry in his voice. His question was about something else entirely. I was pretty sure I knew what he was doing, and I shouldn’t have gone along with it, but I did. I had no excuse, but I played dumb. “Sure, but I hope this breakfast is as good as you claim.”

      “It is.” His voice sounded muffled. “I have to go. See you soon.”

      “See you soon.” I hung up with a feeling I’d be seeing him far sooner than originally expected.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I pulled off at the exit and followed my GPS to the bed and breakfast Wyatt had raved about. It was funny. I didn’t need the GPS when I flew, but I did when I drove. I knew I probably should have called to make sure they had a room, but I had a feeling I’d have known if they didn’t. Wyatt wasn’t recommending this place randomly.

      It was five miles from the interstate, so it would add a little bit to the drive but nothing too much.

      I pulled onto the gravel drive and parked the car, pulling out the smallest of my bags and my purse. I glanced over my shoulder a handful of times before I climbed up the front steps of the porch and knocked on the door.

      A woman with short gray hair answered the door. “You must be Hailey. I’m Marilyn.”

      “Hi Marilyn, since you knew I was coming, I’m hoping that means you have an open room.”

      “Of course. Come right in.” She held open the door, and I walked inside the living room of the older home. It was beautiful. It had clearly been remodeled, but it had been done tastefully. Extremely tastefully, down to the built-in mahogany bookcases and the brick surround of the fireplace.

      “Are you hungry?” Marilyn gestured down the hall to what I assumed was the kitchen.

      “I didn’t know you served dinner.”

      “Not usually but for a friend of a friend of my father’s I am happy to make an exception.”

      “No, that’s fine. I’m not hungry. I have heard wonderful things about your breakfast though.” I wouldn’t have put her out even if I was hungry.

      She smiled. “I’m glad to hear it. I haven’t changed the old recipes too much. I’ve put my spin on the eggs Benedict though.”

      “Sounds lovely.” Lovely? Lovely wasn’t my word. I was however a fan of eggs Benedict.

      “Let me show you to your room.”

      “Are there any other guests here?” I strained my ears, but I didn’t hear anything.

      “No. You’re the only guest right now.”

      “Oh.” I tried to hide my disappointment. Disappointment? Was I disappointed Wyatt wasn’t here? Had I really expected him to be? I was so mixed up with emotions I could barely keep them straight.

      Marilyn led the way up a steep, closed-in, spiral staircase. I fought down the mild claustrophobia that always set in when I was enclosed in any way and followed behind. She continued up two flights of stairs, and then stopped in front of one of two doors on the right.

      She pushed open the white door and stepped into a simple, but pleasant looking bedroom with a queen sized four-poster bed and a window seat that looked out to the back of the house. “You share the bath with one other room, but it locks.”

      “And no one is in that room now?” I wasn’t good at sharing bathrooms with people I didn’t know. Sharing the communal bath in college was hard enough.

      “No, honey. As I said there are no other guests. The rooms with private baths are being renovated right now.”

      “This is fine. Thank you. Do I pay at check out?” I had no clue what the cost was, but I wanted to be prepared.

      “Your room has already been paid for.” She wrinkled her brow.

      “Oh. Ok. Great.” Wyatt had paid for my room? Did he think I appreciated that? I was tired of people thinking I couldn’t afford things. But then again I wouldn’t have had to spend money on a room if I hadn’t agreed to stop, and I’d only agreed to stop because I was hoping to see him.

      “If there is anything you need, my room is around past the kitchen,” Marilyn added.

      “I will be fine. Thank you.”

      Marilyn smiled before leaving the room and closing the door behind her.

      I sat down on the edge of the bed. I hadn’t slept in over twenty-four hours. A few hours wouldn’t hurt. I pulled off my boots and lay back against the soft quilt. I eventually got myself moving enough to wash up and change into pajamas. My shower was going to have to wait. Now that I was thinking about sleep, I couldn’t avoid it. I slipped under the covers and quickly fell asleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I woke up with a start. Someone was in the next room. I heard the sound of feet, followed by the water running in the bathroom.

      I glanced at the clock. It was two a.m. Who would be checking in that late? Nothing in life was ever random. There were no other guests, and Marilyn rented out that room? I walked over to the bathroom to double check I’d locked the door.

      “You up?” A familiar voice called from the other side of the door.

      Familiar or not, it made me jump back and right into the dresser. “Ow.”

      “Hailey? You okay?”

      “What are you doing here?” I pulled open the door to confront Wyatt.

      “Surprise.” He spread his arms out.

      “Now? In the middle of the night?”

      “Were you disappointed I wasn’t here when you checked in?” He grinned. “Sorry, I had a few things to do before I could get here.”

      “Oh.”

      “How are you?” He was shirtless and wearing only a pair of athletic shorts. He owned athletic shorts? He was in amazing shape, but gyms didn’t exist where he came from.

      “Still deciding whether or not to kill you for scaring me.” I wrapped my arms over my tank top. He’d already seen every inch of my body without clothes, but that didn’t mean I was comfortable.

      “It’s great to see you too.” He stepped toward me.

      I backed away and into my room as he stepped around me and took a seat on my bed.

      “Um, did I invite you in?”

      “You opened the door when you knew it was me; I thought that was my invitation.” He stood up. “But I’ll leave if you want me to.”

      “Don’t.” I sat down next to him. “I’m not going back to sleep anyway.”

      “Upset about how things went down in New Orleans?”

      “Just out of it, you know?” I was too worn out to make up any other excuses.

      “I know.” His eyes were so understanding and non-judgmental. I needed that.

      Sitting so close to Wyatt when he was shirtless was dangerous. It brought back so many memories, and all I wanted to do was reach out and touch him. I wanted to get lost in passion instead of confusion for a change. “Can you tell me about what you learned yet?”

      “You don’t really want to talk about that now.”

      “Oh, you know what I’m thinking now?” I rolled my eyes.

      “Not your thoughts but your feelings.”

      “And what am I feeling?”

      “The same thing I am.”

      “Which is?” I gestured with my hand for him to continue.

      “Can I show you?”

      “Show me what?”

      “What I’m feeling.”

      “Depends how you’re going to show me.” I waited with a mix of anticipation and nerves. Why was I going along with this when I knew how dangerous it was for my sanity—and my heart?

      “How about I show you how I’m going to show you.”

      “Wyatt,” I said his name slowly, letting my fake objections fade away, because he was right. I wanted him whether I was willing to admit it or not.

      “Hailey.”  He leaned in and connected his lips to mine.

      The spark was instantaneous, and I couldn’t resist. Without conscious thought I wrapped my arms around him.

      The kiss became deeper, his tongue finding mine and tangling to create even more sparks. His arms wrapped around me tightly, and he carefully eased me down on the bed.

      I pulled him down on top of me, eager to feel the weight of him on me again. The memories came back full force, and I lost any thoughts of objections. I only wanted him.

      I ran my hands down his bare chest as he slipped a hand under my shirt, making small circles with his hand. Compared to the kiss, the touch was too gentle. Too careful.

      I pushed him off so I could pull off my own tank top.

      His mouth descended on one of my breasts while his hand found the other. I closed my eyes and soaked in the twin pleasures he was providing.

      His hand released me, and I felt him sliding off my pajama pants. I kept my eyes tightly closed, wanting to be surprised by his next actions. And surprised I was when his hand slipped between my legs.

      Without opening my eyes I pulled his head down to meet mine. I controlled the kiss this time, biting his lip to gain the access I desired. He moaned, but it was nothing compared to the noises coming from me as he worked his magic fingers.

      I found my way into his shorts, taking him in my hands. He felt familiar and large. Perfect really, and I knew that as good as his fingers felt, this would feel better.

      I opened my eyes and pushed him away again, only to change positions so that he was the one lying on his back. I climbed on top of him, loving the grin on his face as I positioned myself over him.

      The grin disappeared as his lips moved to release a groan as I lowered myself onto him.

      I kept my eyes wide open, locked on his, as I moved up and down. I was in charge this time, and I wanted him to know that.

      Until I wasn’t in charge. Until my eyes closed in pleasure and I was being rolled onto my back without him breaking our connection. He thrust into me over and over, and this time when I opened my eyes I saw black wings spanned out behind him. I did the same thing, letting my Pteron side take over during sex like it had only done one other night—and with this very same Drago.

      “Hailey,” he groaned my name as he sped up his movements. He pushed me over the edge, but he didn’t stop, he only slowed down, while lowering his mouth to my breast again. He bit down on my nipple, and I moaned, loving the sensations I could only feel in my transformed state.
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      She had nearly the same infinite stamina I had. The hours disappeared far too quickly, but I savored them until falling happily into a deep sleep just as the sun began to rise.

      I held her tightly in my arms, unwilling to let her slip out and leave me again.

      I was still in a blissful state several hours later when I awoke. I’d really slept for the first time in months. There was nothing more comfortable than holding her in my arms.

      “Ugh. That wasn’t a dream.” Hailey stirred beside me.

      “You mean, wow, how wonderful it wasn’t a dream,” I teased.

      “No, I used the correct words.” She scooted away from me.

      “At least you’re still here.” That was a big improvement from the last time when I’d woken up naked and absolutely alone. I’d been angry at first, until the anger turned into disappointment, and then determination. She was afraid. I could understand it even if it frustrated me.

      “Because I was tired.”

      “Oh yeah?” I let her have her space. If she really regretted the events of the evening before she would have left the bed already.

      “Why do you keep doing this to me?” She stared up at the ceiling.

      “Doing what to you exactly?”

      “This.” She gestured to the bed between us.

      “If I remember correctly, you were just as involved as I was.”

      “But you started it. With the kiss.”

      “You invited me in,” I pointed out.

      “I opened the door.”

      “How about you admit you enjoyed yourself? We can start there.”

      She groaned. “Of course I did. How could I have not enjoyed that?”

      I grinned. “No argument with that.”

      “But did you have to make it like that? Do you have to be like this?”

      “That? This? Care to explain?”

      “You’re doing it on purpose. Making this so irresistible.” She pulled the sheet up tightly against her.

      “And you want me to apologize for that? For making sex pleasurable for you?”

      “Not apologize, but stop. Stop making me want you.”

      “Why would I want to do that?” I wanted exactly the opposite. I wanted her to crave me the way I craved her, to think about me all the time, and constantly wonder what I was thinking.

      “Because this isn’t good.” She once agains gestured to the bed. “We can’t keep doing this.”

      “You were the one that pointed out just how good this is.” I tried to keep the conversation light even if I was feeling the opposite.

      “You know exactly what I mean.”

      “You’re scared. I get that. You’re not used to having these kind of feelings. Neither am I, but I’m not running away from them.” It was time she faced the truth. We were meant to be together, and there would be no escaping it. In other words, she would not be escaping me.

      “I’m not running away.”

      “Not now. I’m very happy about that change.”

      “I’m not becoming your mate.” She clenched her jaw.

      “I’m not asking that of you… yet.” But I would. We belonged together, and with a little bit of time she’d understand that.

      “See. You had to throw that in.”

      “Because I like to be honest with you.”

      “Ok, let’s make a deal.” She rolled onto her side and looked at me. “I can’t work with you and pretend I don’t want this.”

      “Agreed.”

      “So we do this—but no mate talk. Ok? This is not leading to a permanent thing.”

      “But it is.” No sense lying.

      “Wyatt, would you rather I say no completely?”

      “You just told me you can’t resist me, so I’m thinking that’s not going to happen.”

      “I’m not asking for casual hookups. I’m not going to be throwing myself at anyone else.”

      Fire burned my throat at the thought. I tried to calm down. Hailey was giving me far more than she had last time. “Exclusivity, and you admit publicly we’re together.”

      “What does publicly mean exactly?”

      “It means everyone we deal with knows we’re together.” I had discovered a jealous side I hadn’t realized I had, plus it would be easier to keep her close if the others knew.

      “Why is that part so important to you?”

      “Because it is.”

      “Ok…” She nodded as if to herself.

      “I will not use the mate word again until you’re ready.” It was only a word. It was the feeling and act that was important.

      “Don’t even joke about it, ok? And that word does not come up publicly. We’re dating. That’s it. Got it?”

      I looked at her. I looked at the way her rumpled hair spilled over her freckled shoulder. The way she held onto the sheet with dear life. “This was a nice pit stop, wasn’t it?”

      “Are you flying back?”

      “Is that your way of telling me you don’t want company on your drive?”

      “No. I kind of want it, but only because my radio’s busted.”

      “Am I going to be singing to you or doing a talk-radio kind of thing?” I’d have done anything and everything she asked. Another night with her had made my need even stronger.

      She playfully punched my arm.

      “I’ll take any physical contact right now.”

      That was the right thing to say. She moved back to my side of the bed. “That’s the kind of physical contact you want?”

      “I’d prefer this kind.” I pulled her on top of me.

      “Yeah, I kind of would too.”

      “Kind of?” I narrowed my eyes.

      “You’re not quite as irresistible this morning.”

      “Oh, I’m not?”

      “Nope. Maybe it’s a nighttime thing.” She tried to shrug, but I was holding her so it didn’t really work.

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes.”

      “So you wouldn’t want me to touch you right now?”

      “No. I’m fine the way I am.”

      “Are you?” I slipped my hand under the covers and under her body so it was between us. I continued to move it slowly until it was between her legs, but I didn’t do anything with my fingers.

      “Ok, that’s not fair.”

      “What’s not?”

      “That.” She squirmed.

      “If you want me to touch you, just ask.”

      “You know I’m not going to ask. I can’t.”

      “Sure you can.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Ok.” I moved my hand out and back on top of the blankets.

      She groaned.

      “What? I thought you were perfectly fine.”

      She closed her eyes and clenched her teeth.

      I waited until she opened her eyes them again. And this time there was a gleam in her eyes. “Ok. I might kind of want you right now.”

      “That’s good enough for me.”

      I rolled her over on her back and moved above her. “Was that so hard?”

      “Yes. Very.”

      “It shouldn’t be.”

      “I’m not good at admitting to my weaknesses.”

      “How is wanting me a weakness?”

      “The problem is it’s not so much of a want as a need.”

      “Ok. That’s hot.” I thrust into her, ending the conversation. I let our bodies say what our words never could.

      [image: ]
* * *

      She kept stealing glances at me as she drove the car down the mostly empty interstate. I pretended not to notice, but I did each and every time. I was doing the same thing, but the challenge was not thinking about the evening before or earlier this morning. We’d never make it to California if we had to stop every time my desire took over.

      She looked over again. “You haven’t told me what’s going on with you.”

      “Going on with me?” I turned in my seat.

      “Yeah. Did you really come to this realm just to see me?”

      “Yes.” I’d waited for her as long as I could, and when the opportunity to see her came I jumped on it. So far it had been working out far better than I could have expected.

      “Really?” She glanced over again.

      “That surprises you, and it shouldn’t.”

      “I haven’t had very many guys visit a different realm for me.” She kept her eyes firmly on the road as she spoke.

      “Sometimes I wonder about you.”

      “Uh, where are you going with that?” She tightened her hands on the wheel.

      I bought myself a minute. I looked out at the desert landscape as it whizzed by. Tall cacti intermittently dotted the sides of the road as Hailey drove on. There were some good parts about Hailey’s world, but it had nothing on the physical beauty of my own.

      “Your self-image is off.  My guess is it always has been.”

      “It is not.”

      “Do you have any clue how gorgeous you are?” I already knew the answer.

      She snorted. “Yeah, gorgeous is what you use to describe girls like Allie, not me.”

      “You’re gorgeous, Hailey. Beautiful, whatever word you choose. Don’t get me wrong, being modest is a good thing, but you might understand how people react to you better if you accept that truth.”

      “Beauty isn’t what gets you through life.”

      “It isn’t. But it does influence how people treat you.”

      “Is it the same thing for being handsome? So you know first-hand?”

      “Thanks for the compliment, and it’s mostly the same. Not exactly though. But it helps. You’re right, it isn’t what gets you through. It’s strength that does, and you have tons of it.”

      “I do have that.” She smiled.

      “I’m glad you’ll admit that.”

      “I’ve had to—you know?” Her hands relaxed. “All Pterons are strong, but it doesn’t mean girls are treated as equals.”

      “I know that well. And you happen to be stronger than most male Pterons. Some of that is genes, but the rest you worked for. I respect that. Your brother does too.”

      “Owen? Respects it? All he’s ever done is tell me not to use my strength.”

      “Yet he came to you for help when he needed it.”

      “Not for my strength.”

      “Maybe not for the physical… but there is more than one type of strength.”

      “There is. New conversation please.”

      “Ok.” I loved how blunt Hailey was. There was never any pretense. She just put it out there. “What do you want to talk about?”

      “I can’t continue to sleep with you if I don’t know more about you.”

      “By sleep with, you mean date, but sure.” I wasn’t letting her belittle what we had between us. “What do you want to know?”

      “Peanut butter.”

      I replied with the first thing that came to my mind. “Jelly.”

      “No. What are your thoughts on it.”

      “My thoughts on peanut butter? Well, it pairs well with jelly.”

      “Would you eat it plain?”

      “Plain? As in right out of a jar?”

      “Yes, or would watching someone do that disgust you?” She removed one hand from the wheel and placed it in her lap. She was relaxing, which was a good thing.

      “Well if we’re talking about you eating it straight out of a jar, I can assure you it wouldn’t disgust me. I’d happen to love to see that—especially if you were naked.”

      “Be real.”

      “I am. I take it you eat it straight out of a jar?”

      “Not often. I like it with fruit or on crackers.”

      “May I ask you a question next?”

      “You’re asking permission?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “I wasn’t sure if this twenty-questions thing only applied to me.”

      “I only asked you one.”

      “So we can go back and forth.” I didn’t give her a chance to argue. “Favorite season.”

      “All,” she replied immediately.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “I like them all for different reasons.”

      “Ok, I’ll take that as an answer if you explain.” Maybe I’d even learn more.

      “Easy. Winter is cold, and there is something so beautiful about the snow, although we never get it in New Orleans, or almost never.”

      “When you go to visit Owen I’ll take you to see some of the most beautiful snow there is.” I was already picturing the white snow falling on her hair, and making love to her by a fire after a few hours outside. I couldn’t wait to take her to my favorite place only a few hours from my home.

      “There’s snow in your realm?” Her eyes widened.

      “In some spots. But you still have three more seasons to explain.”

      “Spring always feels invigorating, rebirth and all that.”

      I laughed. “Rebirth and all that? Sounds like a good band name.”

      “I’ll have to remember that.”

      “You play music?” That was something new.

      “No, but in theory one day I might end up friends with someone searching for the perfect band name.”

      “Makes perfect sense.” I smiled, I loved how her mind worked. It was different than anyone else I’d ever met.

      “Summer is warm, schools out. People feel freer. And fall is pumpkins.”

      “Pumpkins.”

      “You a fan?” She asked with a completely serious expression.

      “Is that your question?”

      “No. My question is this: you see someone in trouble across the room. What do you do?”

      “From peanut butter to character. I like it. I walk across the room and help the person, just like you would.”

      “What makes you say I’d do that?”

      “Because I know it. I wish you’d have known that about me, but that’s ok.”

      “I don’t know much about you. That’s the point of this.”

      “Come on. There’s no way you would have slept with me if you truly believed I’d let someone get pummeled.”

      “Pummeled? I never said they were beating anyone up.”

      I shrugged. “It’s the image that came to mind.”

      “It was the image I was thinking of too.” She smiled.

      “I guess we’re two peas in a pod.”

      “You did not just say that.”

      “I did.” I laughed.

      “Thank you for not asking to drive.”

      And another conversation change. “Thank you, I think.”

      “I’m serious. Most guys feel like they need to be the one driving. It irks me.”

      “I was happy you even let me sit shot gun.”

      “You’d be there already if you flew.”

      “Might I remind you I’m here because of you…”

      “But you’re involved in this whole coup thing.”

      “Because of you.” Almost everything in my life was because of her now. I didn’t say that out loud because I was afraid it would scare her.

      “But this isn’t my fight.”

      “Come off it, Hailey. The Society is part of you. It is. Don’t try to deny it.”

      “I’m not denying I’ve had a role in it, but that’s it, a role.”

      “Then why are you doing this? Going to meet with Veronica?” I pressed.

      “Because although Levi and The Society aren’t perfect, they’re better than anyone else that would rule.”

      “So it’s your fight.” I didn’t know why I was pushing her except I thought it was important for her to understand her own motivations.

      “Whatever you say.”

      “We’re going straight to Veronica’s. She’s eager to meet with you.”

      “What do you think of her? You never did tell me what happened in your conversation.”

      “Because we got distracted.” I grinned.

      “And I won’t pretend I didn’t enjoy said distraction, but…”

      “I won’t distract you now.” Even though I wanted to. “There isn’t all that much to tell you. She’s waiting for you to show up to fill me in more, but she claims to have evidence that Levi’s ability to lead has been compromised.”

      “Compromised?” Hailey stiffened.

      “Someone supposedly has something on him, and they are using it.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “I’m not saying she’s right, but she’s citing his father’s secrets as an example.”

      “How he had a child outside of his marriage?” Hailey frowned. “But that was because of a witch’s magic. He didn’t do it by his own free will.”

      “Yes. But she’s arguing Levi has a secret of his own.”

      “I don’t believe it.”

      “I never said I did either, but that doesn’t make her any less dangerous.”

      “I don’t like her.”

      “Neither do I. Which is why I don’t want you near her without me.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “It’s still safer to stay together. I’d feel safer if I had you watching my back.”

      She smiled. “Really?”

      “Yes. We’ve already talked about your strength.”

      “Ok. What about Cade? You think he’s on the up and up with this?”

      “How well do you know him?”

      “Pretty well. I hated him at first, but he’s grown on me.”

      “My gut says he’s on the right side of this.”

      “Which is The Society side?” She seemed to be checking.

      I nodded. “Yes. You know I’m not a huge fan of The Society, but it works, and I don’t like when people come out of the woodwork with no warning. I don’t trust her.”

      “You’ve said that twice.”

      “Which probably means I’m on to something.”

      Hailey nodded. “You want to drive?”

      “You want a break?”

      “Yes. Wait, do you have a license?”

      “No, but I know how to drive.”

      She pursed her lips. “Ok, I’ll get off at the next stop, but no speeding. I don’t want to have to bail you out of jail.”

      “Aw come on, you could talk me out of any ticket. Or I could. That whole beauty thing.”

      She pushed my arm. “Weren’t you the one talking about modesty?”
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      It was almost like someone had taken over my body. I was doing and saying things I normally wouldn’t have, and it just kept happening over and over. Sure sometimes I was myself, like in the car. But sex with Wyatt and agreeing to a relationship of some sort? Was I crazy? I wished he was a warlock with the black magic capable of messing with a Pteron’s mind. At least then I’d have an excuse for my behavior. But he had no magic, and I had no one to blame but myself. I’d gone crazy. That was the only way to describe it.

      I normally couldn’t stand when someone else drove my car. I worried they’d crash it or do something else to one of my few expensive possessions, but it was annoyingly normal to sit in the passenger seat while Wyatt drove. Things weren’t supposed to feel this easy. Where was the awkwardness that was always there at the beginning of a relationship? Where were the excuses I was so good at slinging? They were missing. Someone really had taken over my brain, and unfortunately it seemed to only be getting worse.

      “We’re almost there.” Wyatt turned onto a two-lane road. We were the only car on the road, and it was eerily quiet compared to the interstate we’d recently been on. “I drove out here with Cade yesterday.”

      After a mile and a half he slowed down, and turned onto a dirt road through the woods.

      “Why do I get a bad feeling about where we’re headed?” I searched the woods on either side of us. I saw nothing, but that did nothing to assuage my fear.

      “Your feeling is probably right.” Wyatt drove slowly. I was glad we were in my jeep and not a small sedan or anything.

      “That’s not reassuring.” I’m not sure what I was expecting him to say, but agreeing with me wasn’t it.

      “We’re good. This isn’t our first adventure.” He rested his hand right next to my leg on my seat.

      “No. Not by a long shot.”

      “Also, just so you know, we’re sharing a room tonight,” he said nonchalantly.

      “Sharing a room where?” I was afraid to ask because of one answer he might give.

      “Here. I assume we’re staying overnight.”

      “Ok…” So we were spending the night in a Sorceress’s house in the middle of nowhere. Wonderful.

      “That was a quick agreement.” He glanced over at me.

      “I’d rather not get killed or possessed in my sleep. I don’t want to stay here, but if it’s unavoidable, I’d prefer not to do it alone.”

      “Yeah me neither. I wanted to make sure you understood the whole we stick together thing applied 24/7.”

      “It’s times like these I miss Owen.” Maybe it was odd to think of my brother as I drove in the middle of nowhere with my maybe-sort-of boyfriend, but I did.

      “He’s a good brother.” Wyatt slowed as the dirt road became basically no road. We were pretty much driving between trees. Every so often a branch scraped against the side of the car.

      “He is. I gave him a hard time. Or I give him I guess, but he’s always been there for me. Almost too much.” I winced as a large branch scraped the passenger side. I hoped I had some paint left after this off-roading trek.

      “There’s never too much with something like that.”

      “I guess not, but I learned to rely on him too much.” Even when I begged him to give me space, I still relied on him showing up when I most needed it. He was my safety net, and no one should ever be a safety net—not even to their little sister.

      “Is that a joke?” Wyatt stopped the car.

      “No…”

      He put the car in park. “Rely on him? You don’t rely on anyone. You work twice as hard as you need to because of that.”

      “I can trust you, right? I can unequivocally trust you?” I needed to believe that. I needed to believe I wasn’t completely alone as I considered doing something potentially very, very stupid.

      “Yes.” He looked deep into my eyes. “I can’t promise you much about what this is going to be like, but I can promise you can always trust me. I’m on your side.”

      “Good.” I nodded.

      “My saying that is all you need?”

      “It helps. I’m tired of not knowing who I can trust.” And it was enough, which made absolutely no sense. Trusting people had never come easily, but it did with Wyatt, and in the deepest part of my heart I knew the trust was real. The one thing I didn’t trust was myself around him.

      He took my hand in his. “You know you can trust me. You knew it a long time ago.”

      “Yes, but I like to hear it.” I was too mixed up to even pretend.

      “I’ll say it as many times as you need me to.”

      “Good. You can trust me too.”

      “I know, but thanks for the reminder.” He smiled and started moving the car forward slowly again.

      “When this is all over we’re visiting Owen, and then you’re taking me to that snow place you told me about.” I needed good things to think about. I knew whatever it was we were going to do now wouldn’t be fun in any way, shape, or form. If what Wyatt and Cade had told me was true, Allie and Levi were in trouble. I had to protect them, or I’d never forgive myself. I needed to do it. I couldn’t let a threat against The Society go without following up especially because Allie and Levi wouldn’t be the only ones affected. If this was a coup designed to hurt humans, then I had a moral duty to step in.

      “Absolutely. Sounds like a perfect plan.”

      “But this is going to take a while, isn’t it?” I knew Wyatt didn’t actually know, but he’d talked to Veronica at least. In that sense he knew a whole lot more than me.

      “Likely.” He offered no apologetic words, which I liked. It was always awkward when someone apologized for things they weren’t responsible for. This was the moment where I should have been thanking him for coming with me, but I didn’t. Maybe he was being honest when he said he was doing it for me, as crazy as that would be.

      We drove out of the trees and a sprawling mansion came into view. Whoever this Veronica really was, she had money. Either that or she had connections. From my experience those two things often went hand-in-hand, which meant she was someone to be careful of.

      Wyatt stopped to park midway up the circular drive that could probably park a dozen cars. Maybe more. “You ready?”

      “Ready enough.” Normally I was all about jumping into things, but I wasn’t feeling it right now. For the first time in my life I wanted to curl up into a ball and hide under my sheets for a week.

      “Good.” He opened his door and got out.

      “Ok. Let’s do this,” I said mostly to myself. I was still sitting in the car when Wyatt came around to my side.

      He opened the door. “Change your mind already?”

      “No. Waiting for you to be a gentleman.” I wasn’t. I was stalling, and he knew that as well as I did. That didn’t mean I couldn’t make jokes.

      He laughed. “Oh yeah, that’s it.”

      “It’s been a couple of crazy days. I’m not jumping to add more craziness to my life.” I noted all the lush greenery around the house. It wasn’t the New Orleans type of foliage, but it was pretty in its own way.

      He leaned in. “You say that like you have a choice.”

      “I had a choice before.”

      “You made your decision right away. No reason to deny it.”

      He was right, and that made it worse. How did he know me so well? He voiced things about me I never wanted anyone to know, yet even understanding my weaknesses he stayed around.

      “We can come back for our stuff later.” Wyatt locked the jeep and handed me the keys.

      “Hopefully we don’t have to go back for it.”

      “Keep realistic expectations. You’ll be less disappointed that way.”

      “Is that what you tell all the girls before they sleep with you?” I ribbed.

      “Were you disappointed by anything I’ve done in that department?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “No. Unfortunately I wasn’t.”

      “There’s nothing unfortunate about it.” He brushed some hair away from my face.

      “Yes there is. It means it’s impossible to quit you.”

      “Like I said, there’s nothing unfortunate about it.”

      “There is.” I patted my back pocket to make sure I had my phone, my license, and a twenty. Out of habit I never went anywhere without those three things.

      “Let’s table this discussion for later, shall we?” He put his hand on the small of my back and led me up the steep steps of the oddly designed mansion. It had large columns that made it seem old, yet there was so much glass that it felt modern. The mismatch wasn’t very visually appealing.

      “Wait until you see the inside,” Wyatt whispered as we reached the stain glassed door that seemed jarringly out of place compared to the rest of the modernity.

      I used the brass door knocker. Even that formal style was at odds with the front of the house. Maybe it was a statement; I’d seen stranger things in my time.

      I heard footsteps—high heeled footsteps, and the door was pulled open.

      Veronica grinned. “Hailey, how lovely to see you.” She opened the door wide. “Come in, come in.”

      I stepped inside slowly, gazing up at the crystal beaded light fixture and the painted ceiling above. “You have such a unique home.” Maybe it would have been more polite to call it beautiful, but I liked to keep my lies to a minimum. Even little white lies could be dangerous.

      “Thank you. It took years to find someone who could give us our dream home. We needed to find someone with the right vision. It was most important to me that we had something different, something unlike anyone else.”

      “Your designer succeeded in that.” I smiled politely and thought over her words. ‘We’ implied she didn’t live alone. Assumptions might be unwise, but I went with the most likely side of her we. “Is your husband here?”

      She smiled. “Not today, but I will make sure you meet him soon. You’ll like him. He’s very unique; there are very few men like him. We fell in love at first sight.” Her whole face lit up. “He was so handsome.” She sighed. “But that was a long time ago.”

      “I look forward to meeting him.” How long ago could it have been? She didn’t look like she was more than a thirty-something. Hopefully she wasn’t altering her appearance. I’d seen a witch pull that, and it hadn’t been pretty.

      “Wyatt, nice to see you again as well.” Veronica seemed to finally notice him.

      Wyatt hugged her formally. “Pleasure is all mine.”

      I had to stifle a giggle. Wyatt could lay on the charm when he wanted to.

      “I hope the drive in didn’t put you off. I’ve been meaning to have someone maintain the roads, but it slips my mind.”

      “It was rustic, but unique.” I once again tried to go with being polite.

      “How was your trip home to New Orleans?” Veronica smiled. “All that you expected it to be?”

      I took a deep breath. I had to sell this. “It went as expected. Yes.”

      “And you are here which makes me wonder how much your friend, Wyatt, here has told you.” She studied him.

      “He’s not just my friend.” I shot Wyatt a look. “And he’s told me that you might need my assistance. Same thing Cade told me. But I don’t know what you need my assistance for? Does this have to do with the opportunity you spoke of at the conference?”

      “Still love your position?” She studied my face.

      “I’m on a leave of absence.” I was going with that term.

      “A leave.” Veronica nodded. “For how long?”

      “As long as it takes.”

      “Was the leave of absence at your bequest or the queen’s?”

      I would play along, but that required me to act somewhat like myself. That meant keeping an edge was perfectly acceptable. “You already know the answer to that.”

      “She took issue with your speech? And I thought she was a supporter of women in leadership.” Veronica shook her head. “It’s sad.”

      “She took issue with when I spoke.” I had to force myself to stop defending Allie. “But I have no desire to rehash that unpleasant conversation.”

      “Of course.” She put her arm around me. “I’m being rude. Let me show you around.”

      She proceeded to give me a tour of the ground floor of the house. A kitchen four-times the size of my apartment was at the center, with rooms splitting off it that housed things as diverse as plants, books, and modern art. Nothing was centered, or proportioned the way it was supposed to be, and the strangely shaped rooms threw me off.

      “The upper two floors are mostly bedrooms and some sittings rooms. There’s also an observatory, of course.” She pointed to the grand staircase positioned just off from where you’d expect it to be.

      “Of course.” I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Because everyone had an observatory in their house.

      “Are you tired? Hungry? The others will be arriving tomorrow, but I’d like to talk a little bit of business before then.” She twisted her dangling black and pearl earring around with her hand.

      “Talking this evening would be fine.” I wanted to find out everything I could as quickly as possible.

      “Splendid.” Veronica turned to Wyatt. “I gave the help the week off so we’d have complete privacy. Would you be a darling and get Hailey set up in a room for me?”

      Wyatt flinched ever so slightly. I assumed it was from her use of the term darling. “Hailey and I will be sharing a room.”

      “Oh.” Veronica smiled. “Well then, get both of you set in a room. You may have your pick. The master is downstairs, and all the ones upstairs are vacant.”

      “I’ll wait and select one with Hailey after we talk.” Wyatt put a hand on my arm. “We got some sleep last night, so we’re in no rush.”

      “We need to have some girl talk first. Especially now that I know you two have gone public. How exciting to have another couple dedicated to our cause! I think it’s helpful to bring passion to a project, and that happens naturally when you work with a lover.”

      Wyatt ignored her comments about the passion. I wasn’t going there either. “There’s nothing you two can’t discuss without me.”

      “And I’d have to know your cause before I could bring passion to it,” I pointed out.

      Veronica ignored me and replied to Wyatt. “Oh yes. Dragos may not be familiar with the term girl talk.” She rested a hand on the behemoth marble covered kitchen island. “It’s when girls talk without boys around.”

      “I am quite aware of what it means, only as we’re here for a project I can’t imagine where girl talk fits in.” Wyatt frowned.

      “Hailey, would you mind a little girl talk? I’ll mix us some drinks and in a few minutes Wyatt can join us. That is unless you need your man around to feel comfortable? But I can’t imagine the woman who gave such a riveting speech the other day would be so dependent on a man.”

      She had me there, and she knew it. “It’s okay, Wyatt. I’ll chat with Veronica. That way we can go to bed sooner.” I winked, hoping he read between the lines and realized I was apologizing for breaking our promise but doing what I thought I needed to do. That would be quite a bit of reading between the lines, but if he could sense my feelings maybe he could read me better than most.

      “All right.” Wyatt’s expression seemed both understanding and worried all at the same time.

      “Why don’t you wait for me in the library.” She gestured to the room with bookshelves that went two stories on two walls, and one story on the other wall. It was a triangle shaped room with what appeared to be a sloped floor that made me dizzy even before I stepped inside. “I’ll make us some drinks.”

      “I’m okay without a drink.”

      “After the last few days you’ve had?” Veronica pressed. “Unless there’s another reason you can’t drink?” She glanced in the direction of Wyatt’s retreating figure.

      I wasn’t letting her go there. “I’m not pregnant.”

      “Then is it a religious reason? Spiritual? Moral belief, perhaps?”

      “I’m not really sure why you wanted to talk to me, but is drinking a required part of joining your team?”

      “Of course not. I am trying to be a good hostess.”

      “Then I’d love a club soda, or a seltzer, or something like that. I’m too tired to drink alcohol right now.” And too paranoid. Way too paranoid. Although alcohol barely affected me, and most magic couldn’t work on my mind, that didn’t mean I was taking any chances.

      “Ok. Then I’ll join you with the club soda. We can have drinks tomorrow night.” She smiled, as if knowing I would eventually drink alcohol made everything better. “I had to let the staff go while we all chatted, but I admit I miss the help.” She walked back toward the kitchen.

      I considered checking out some of the book titles, but that would have required me to walk further into the room and it wasn’t worth it.

      I waited until she reappeared with two small bottles of club soda. She handed me one and gestured to the library. “Shall we?”

      “Sure.” I headed into the room.

      Thankfully she didn’t close the door behind her. “He’s cute. I can see the appeal.” She started in before I’d even taken a seat.

      I sat down in a plush arm chair and said nothing. If she wanted “girl talk” it was up to her to carry the conversation.

      “He’s handsome. Charming really.”

      I nodded. If she expected more from me she was mistaken.

      “But I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a Pteron and Drago dating before.”

      I couldn’t let that go. “There’s a first time for everything.”

      “There is.” She unscrewed the cap of her soda. “Tell me, Hailey. Where did you two meet?”

      “It’s a long story.” We’d met when the love of my brother’s life needed help. Wyatt helped us for his own reasons. In the end he was the only reason my brother was alive. I wondered how much of my feelings for Wyatt were tied up in that act of heroism. I hoped none. Things were already complicated enough.

      “Then tell me the short version.”

      “My brother introduced us.” He hadn’t been happy about dragging me into that situation, but I’d been a help to him when all was said and done.

      “Oh, how cute. I wasn’t aware you had a brother.”

      She had to have been lying. Everyone knew I had a brother. He was better known than I was as he was the former counsel to the king.

      “Yes. His name is Owen.” I watched her closely, looking for something to back up my hunch that she was lying to me.

      “Owen is your brother?” Her eyes widened. “Owen, former counsel to the king?”

      “You didn’t know that?” I still didn’t quite believe it even though she seemed genuinely surprised.

      “No. I apologize. I haven’t been in the states for years.”

      “Oh, where were you?” Even being overseas most supernaturals knew who my brother was. Now, me? That was less likely.

      “Here and there. I knew of him, but wow. Brother and sister counsel to the king and queen? How fabulous.”

      “You must tell me about your travels.” I wasn’t letting that go so easily. Here and there? If that wasn’t a sketchy answer I didn’t know what would be.

      “Now that’s a very long story.” She laughed. “It would bore you to tears.”

      “Tell me the short version.” I repeated her words.

      “It’s not particularly exciting. I spent most of it in on a remote island in the Pacific.” She gazed around the room, avoiding my eyes.

      “That sounds very interesting.”

      “It wasn’t. I didn’t get to enjoy the beach much.”

      “Oh.” This conversation was getting weirder and weirder. “What were you doing there?”

      “As I said, a long story that isn’t particularly interesting.”

      “Was your husband with you?” I tried a different tactic. “On the island?”

      “Unfortunately no.”

      “Oh, that must have been hard. What finally brought you back here?” Based on her accent, or lack thereof, I assumed she was from the U.S.

      “Changes in leadership of the organization I work for.”

      “What organization is that?” I crossed my legs. “Was it work that brought you to the Pacific?”

      “That’s part of what we need to discuss with the others tomorrow.”

      “Why can’t you tell me the name of it now?” I leaned forward in my chair. “Surely that can’t take too long to share.”

      “The name won’t mean anything to you.”

      “Try me.” Whether she was right or not, I wanted to know the name.

      “The Emerald Flame.”

      I thought over the name, and as she predicted it didn’t ring any bells.

      “I didn’t think so. It’s an organization dedicated to keeping the balance, and I’ll be telling you a whole lot more about it tomorrow.”

      I belatedly opened my club soda. “Thanks for this.”

      “My pleasure. If there is ever anything I can do to make your stay in my home more pleasant, never hesitate to ask.”

      “I still don’t quite understand why I’m here.” Now I was even more confused. Keeping the balance? What balance was she talking about?

      “All of that will be explained.” She wove her hand around. “I am so relieved you decided to come.”

      “If I’m that important to this project, what would you have done if I hadn’t showed up at the conference?”

      “I knew you would.” She smiled.

      “How?” I pressed as worry set in.

      “I’m the one who set the date.”

      The date. Georgina’s party. Things started to click into place. It wasn’t an accident. And what did that mean?

      She stood up. “I know a lot of things, Hailey.”

      “But you didn’t know about my brother….”

      “I knew about him, but I cannot quite believe I never connected the dots.”

      “We have the same last name.”

      “No one ever uses his last name. And he’s out of the job now.”

      “By choice. He left by choice.” I wasn’t quite sure why I felt the need to point that out, but defending Owen came so naturally I couldn’t turn it off.

      She smiled. “I know. It’s different than you, but still interesting that you’ve both left. Or.” She paused. “Taken a leave of absence in your case.”

      “Being counsel to someone at that level can take a toll on you.”

      “I would imagine it would.” She closed up her soda. “Maybe you’d like to take a bath. I trust Wyatt will choose a nice room for you two.” She headed toward the doorway, and I followed. “But every room is nice. He can’t choose wrong.”

      “Great.”

      She paused in the doorway. “I am sure this goes without saying, but cross me and you’ll have trouble.”

      Whoa. Her change in personality gave me whiplash. “Cross you? Is there a reason I’d be doing that?”

      “No. No reason at all. I was merely making sure you understood that despite my pleasant nature, I don’t do well with being wronged.”

      “I understand. I feel the same way.”

      Her smile returned. “Brilliant. I knew we’d be on the same page.”

      “But I do need to be informed. I can’t help you without knowing exactly what is going on. I thought we were discussing business after the girl talk.”

      “I did too, but I’m tired and the morning won’t wait.”

      “Won’t you tell me something?”

      “I’ll tell you that I am about to give you an opportunity that will change your life. A once in a life time opportunity that will finally put you in the forefront where you belong instead of walking ten steps behind.” Veronica pursed her lips. “Think on that for the evening, and we’ll chat at breakfast tomorrow.”

      She disappeared down the hall just as Wyatt came from the other direction.

      “You have good timing.” Was that really accidental?

      “I waited until she walked out. Can’t pretend it was that well timed.”

      I smiled. “Thanks for the honest answer.”

      “I told you to trust me. How can you trust me if I won’t tell you the truth about everything?” Then he looked me over.  “Everything ok?”

      “I’m fine. Weird conversation, but I’m fine.” I was trying to convince myself as much as him. The talk had been confusing more than anything else, and I now had even more questions than I did before.

      Wyatt frowned. “We’re up on the third floor.” He took my hand. “No more girl talk excuses allowed.”

      “I agree.” I enjoyed the comfort of his touch. “The whole 24/7 thing is sounding better and better.”
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      If I could have turned back time I wouldn’t have brought Hailey to Veronica’s. She wanted to go—and in some ways she needed to, but I could have distracted her with a visit to Owen. When she found out Owen’s mate was pregnant, I could have convinced her it was more important for her to stay to welcome her nephew rather than risk her safety protecting an organization that would never risk itself to protect her. But I knew it wasn’t so simple. The Society was more than an organization to her, and the leaders were more than bosses. I’d made the right decision, but the selfish option—the one that involved taking her home- sounded a whole lot better as we walked up the two flights of stairs to our borrowed room.

      The stairs were wood, with an ornate runner that added a pop of color to the otherwise monotone stairway. Compared to the main floor, the upper floors were simpler, more muted, as though someone else designed them. I wasn’t sure who Veronica’s husband was, but if I had to guess she let him design the upper floors while she focused on the far grander main level spaces.

      We walked in silence, which was strange for us. Normally we’d talk about something, even if it was more bickering than talking. I knew this silence had nothing to do with awkwardness and everything to do with where we were.

      I led the way down the hallway and pushed open the door at the very end of the hall.

      “You actually brought some of my stuff in?” Hailey pointed at the duffel bags sitting at the foot of the bed.

      “Yes. I brought one for each of us.”

      “For show?” She hesitated just inside the doorway.

      “And because I want to change in the morning. Don’t you?”

      “I guess we won’t be leaving right away…” There was a heaviness to her response. She was tired, and not in the way that sleep can fix.

      I shook my head. “We came this far; we might as well see what happens.”

      “Should I call Cade?” Hailey opened the door to the bathroom, stepped in and walked back out. “Or have you already talked to him?”

      I closed and locked the door. “He’ll be here tomorrow, so no need to call unless you need to talk to him about something else.” I didn’t really know what kind of friendship lay between the two of them, if it was even a friendship, but I no longer viewed him as a threat.

      “What else would I need to talk to him about?” Hailey eyed me warily before walking over to the closet and repeating what she did with the bathroom.

      “I’m just saying. The only thing we discussed was this.”

      “Yes, this.” She sat down on the end of the bed. “This is confusing.”

      “We are talking about the Veronica stuff right? Not us?” As far as I was concerned there was nothing confusing about the two of us. It was only about letting things progress to their natural—and wonderful—conclusion.

      “Yes. We’re not confusing. Well, not in the same way.”

      “Ok, good.” I resisted the urge to kiss her even though that was exactly what I wanted to do, but distracting each other wasn’t the right answer. We still had things to talk about. “I agree it’s confusing, but what part are you referring to exactly?”

      “How much am I supposed to know? She seemed to think I knew more than I do.”

      “She probably assumes I told you.”

      “Because we’re lovers after all.” Hailey smiled. “Passion and all that.”

      I smiled back. “Veronica can be theatrical, can’t she?”

      “Yes.” Hailey walked back to the door and tried the knob, as if to make sure I’d locked it. “She got really sketchy when we talked.”

      “Sketchy how?” I’d heard the tail end of their conversation, but not all of it.

      “She told me she’d been overseas for years, but wouldn’t say what she was doing. She didn’t know Owen was my brother, which I don’t really believe.”

      “Really?” I considered her words. “She must have been really overseas.”

      “On a remote island in the Pacific, or so she says. But the weird part is she seemed legitimately surprised Owen and I were related. Strange for a woman who seemed to know way more about me than she should have.”

      “Meaning she had spotty research. It’s not shocking, but still surprising.” I hadn’t quite figured out Veronica yet. I knew she was more dangerous than she appeared, but I got the sense it was the people we hadn’t met who might be even more of a problem.

      “Are we really the only ones here?” Hailey nodded toward the door.

      “Yes. I checked.” I wasn’t going to put Hailey in any unnecessary risk beyond what we were already facing.

      “I figured.” Hailey bit back a smile. “As you saw I was double checking. It’s not that I didn’t trust you—”

      “But you were double checking. I don’t blame you. We make a good team.”

      “Even if we were separated.” She pulled the elastic out of her hair.

      “That was a tight spot. I think we handled it as well as we could have.” I hoped it was the last time we were separated, but I figured it wouldn’t be. Still, having the game plan to stay together as much as possible was the safest—and most preferred way.

      Hailey lay back on the bed. “Tell me about Owen. What’s going on with him?”

      I tensed. I couldn’t tell her everything. Then she’d want to leave, which would be great in some ways but also defeat the purpose of being there. “I’ll tell you all that later.”

      She sat up. “No, you’ll tell me now.” Her eyes were wide and her expression serious.

      She was worried. I had to say something. I’d promised her she could trust me. Withholding the truth would violate that trust.

      “Ok, but we can’t go see them right now. Okay? We have to see this out. At least for a day.”

      “See them? Is Daisy okay?” Hailey’s face paled, and I realized how much she really cared about her sister-in-law. Hailey seemed so tough on the outside, but she cared so deeply for the few people she let inside her inner circle. I was hopeful I’d get to become part of that circle.

      “She’s ok…”

      “Wyatt. Spill.” Hailey put her hands on my upper arms and looked into my eyes. “Tell me, now.”

      “It’s nothing bad. It’s wonderful actually.”

      “Oh crap. She’s pregnant.” Hailey released my shoulders and fell back against the bed.

      “Not the reaction most people have to finding out they are going to be an aunt.” I couldn’t hide my amused smile.

      She sat back up. “But this pregnancy isn’t normal, right? One of your buddies told me your mates can get close to death when pregnant, that’s why so few Drago babies are born.”

      “It’s all about being careful. Staying put. That’s why Owen can’t come see you.” I would find out who scared her, and they’d be in some trouble. The reason Dragos were scarce was that our mates were becoming harder to find. Likely it was one of the younger guys who’d never seen a Drago pregnancy that fed her that yarn.

      “Understandable, but I have to go to see them.”

      “We will. After tomorrow at least. You know he’d want you to see this out. And coming from me that should mean something. You realize just how much I’d love to take you back to my realm.” There were many things I’d want to do with her back in my realm, but most got us back to the mating talk I’d promised to avoid for the time being.

      “She’s okay though? Really?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “She’s better than ok. She is healthy and happy.”

      “Maybe it’s a Pteron pregnancy then.” Hailey avoided my gaze.

      “It’s going to be a Drago.”

      “How do you know?” She leaned back on one hand.

      “I know.”

      “Wait.” Hailey froze. “Is there going to be an egg? Like the way Owen—”

      “There will be a shell.” I gave the honest answer.

      “Oh my gosh. Part of me is disgusted, part of me is fascinated.”

      “Focus on the fascinated part.” I wondered if she was thinking beyond Daisy and to herself.

      “But she’ll lay an egg?”

      “No.” I laughed. “Of course not.”

      “Um, then explain.”

      “She will have the child. Then he will naturally develop the shell and be reborn in his strong form.”

      “What happens if he doesn’t develop the shell?”

      “He will develop the shell.” It always happened, even if it took a few days or weeks.

      “But you won’t throw him in one, you know in case he’s a Pteron?”

      “The shell comes naturally. We can’t just make them. Trust me, he will have one.”

      “You can’t know for sure.”

      “Would it bother you to have a Drago as a nephew?” I tried to understand the source of her discontent.

      “No.” Hailey switched the hand she was leaning on. “But what it means does bother me.”

      “Explain.”

      “Owen will never come back.” She spoke softly, but her words carried a punch.

      “But you may live there too…” I had to say it.

      “No. Stop. No mate talk.”

      “Mate or not, you are welcome in my realm.”

      “Because you are in charge?” She asked.

      “Now I am.” Our prince had been taken by a powerful group. We were biding our time before we could get him back. I needed Hailey to help me do it. I needed my mate to finally reach my full strength, but I couldn’t tell her. Not yet.

      “I live in this world. Not yours.”

      “Your brother used to as well, but he’s adjusted.”

      “Because Daisy was with him. After years of pining for her, he had a chance to be with her again.”

      “I’d be with you.” I sat down beside her.

      “And that’s the same thing?”

      “I’m hoping it will be.” I liked that Hailey was blunt, but sometimes the way she questioned everything about us was hard to react to. “Without all the pining.”

      “Well, it looks like I may not have anything left here.”

      “I don’t want you to leave because you feel you have to. I want you to leave because you want to.” And that was a very big difference.

      “My parents would flip.”

      “Where are they?” She hadn’t mentioned seeing them in New Orleans. I wondered if they’d heard what happened. The Pteron community was a close-knit one.

      “In Europe for a few weeks. Kind of interesting timing.”

      “Interesting sometimes means suspicious. What made them decide to go?” I didn’t want to needlessly worry Hailey, but I didn’t believe in coincidences.

      “My dad claims it’s because they were finally done paying college tuition.” She shrugged. “It’s kind of sad. Owen and I have done more traveling in our lives than they have.”

      “It doesn’t sound like you believe his explanation, and it’s not sad. It’s the reality of the jobs you and your brother hold.”

      “My mom is human.”

      I tried to guess what direction she was going in, but I couldn’t. I only knew she was hurting. I put an arm around her. “Yes. I assumed that much.” Until very recently Pterons almost exclusively mated with humans.

      “She’s sick. They won’t tell me anything, but I know it’s bad.”

      “I’m sorry, Hailey.” My heart hurt for her. It had been years since my own mother passed, but I remembered what that loss felt like.

      “I’d like to say it’s all right, but I’m not sure it is. I’ve never been there for her the way I should have been.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Because it’s true. And maybe as a kid that’s okay but not now. I’ve been so focused on work that my parents came second. And if I’m being really honest, I never respected her the way I should of because of what she was.” Hailey buried her face in her hands. “There I said it. And I always tell Allie it doesn’t matter that she can’t fly and she isn’t as strong. Her kids won’t care. It won’t change anything. I’ve lied to her over and over. I’ve let her believe her worries and concerns are nothing. Yet I’ve known the truth. Her kids will always view her as other. She will always be on the outside even though she’s queen. She’ll always be weaker.”

      I rubbed her back. “That isn’t lying so much as protecting. Sometimes that’s more important. What good would it do if she knew the truth? And do you really know it’s the truth? She’s the queen. That might make her kids view her differently than you viewed your mom.”

      “The only one who knows that is Levi.”

      “Who you can’t talk to now, but you could later.”

      “That isn’t a bad idea…” Hailey sighed.

      “You sound surprised.”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t know if you could understand. I mean I don’t know what your mom was… it has to be your dad who was the Drago. I’m not assuming…”

      “It’s a little known secret what my mother was.”

      “Was. That means?”

      “Both of my parents… but they lived long, long lives. It’s different.”

      “What was she?”

      “A Lightness. They are nearly extinct in my realm now. Completely gone in your world.”

      “That’s sad.”

      “It’s also the nature of things. Creatures come and go. I hope the Dragos have more time—that’s why Daisy’s pregnancy is so important.”

      “Is Owen excited?” She wiped a stray tear away from her eyes.

      “Scared. Very scared.”

      Hailey smiled. “I bet he’d be that way for a normal pregnancy too. He’s a worrier.”

      “Because he cares. It makes sense.” I was relieved to see Hailey smile. We had a crazy few days ahead of us, and I didn’t want her going into them down.

      “Do you guys have doctors?”

      “Not in the sense your thinking.”

      “And Owen is okay with that? And Daisy? I mean she was human until a few years ago.”

      “She is. Daisy was freaked out by everything at first, but the freak out eventually became excitement. She’s healthy—feeling great. The problem is getting her to rest when she feels like she can take on the world.”

      “I’m glad she can still have a baby. Most Allures can’t.”

      “She’s not a full Allure.” Owen’s mate had been turned into a nearly immortal supernatural creature against her will. Lucky for her, she was able to hold on to one of the most important parts of being human: her feelings. Most Allures didn’t. And most Allures couldn’t have children either. Daisy’s pregnancy had been a big and very pleasant surprise.

      “No.”

      “Does he think I’m coming? Is it going to add more worry when we don’t show up?” Her forehead furrowed.

      “No. And we can contact him if it takes too long.” Owen wasn’t worried, but he was sure to be full of questions.

      “It won’t be too long. A few days tops and I’m paying them a visit.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      “I like this renewed interest in family.”

      “Doesn’t mean I’m ready to start my own.”

      “I didn’t say that. You did.” And I wasn’t rushing her—I’d waited centuries, I could wait a few years more.

      “You were thinking it.”

      “I’m always thinking it. You would too if you’d been waiting centuries to find the person you were meant to have one with.”

      “You really believe that? Believe that there is only one mate for each Drago?” She uncrossed her arms.

      “I do. Or I guess in another hundred years there might be another…”

      “That’s a depressing way to view it.”

      “It’s the true way to view it. What else can you do?” I sat down beside her.

      “Are you tired at all?” Her hand brushed against my leg.

      “No. I’m glad to have an excuse to be alone though.”

      “Me too.” She scooted back so her head was on the pillow. I joined her. “You probably have some amazing stories. You’ve lived so long.”

      “I have plenty of stories. But I’d rather focus on the future rather than the past.”

      She rolled over on her side. “Wow. You really went there.”

      “It’s honest.”

      “It’s corny.”

      “You only think it’s corny because you’re afraid.”

      “Afraid?” She raised an eyebrow. “I’m not afraid.”

      “You are, but I’m not going to say anything else.”

      “Oh no you don’t.” She sat up. “You can’t say something like that and then try to innocently change the subject. It doesn’t work that way.”

      “Is there something else you want me to say?” I remained lying down.

      “Why do you think I’m afraid? What could I possibly be afraid of?”

      I wanted to reach out for her, to pull her close again, but I knew that would backfire. It would be two steps back for me. “You want me to explain? And you won’t storm out of this room?”

      “Yes.”

      I moved to sitting. “You’re afraid of being seen as weak. Of feeling weak. Your biggest concern is being strong—but you incorrectly assume that needing someone makes you weak. It’s why you hate relying at all on your brother, and it’s why you don’t want things to move past the physical with us.”

      “But it has moved passed the physical!” She jumped off the bed. “There’s the annoying thing. The way you make me feel better. The way you understand my feelings. I hate it.”

      “You don’t hate it. You’re afraid of it. That’s two completely different things.”

      “You don’t get to tell me what I hate and don’t hate.”

      I smiled. I couldn’t help it. She looked so adorable. Her cheeks were all red, nearly matching her hair.

      “What?’ Hailey glared at me. “Why are you smiling?”

      “You are very animated.”

      “You mean I’m angry. You’re smiling because I’m angry?”

      The cuteness became something else. Her eyes darkened, and any thoughts of her being adorable were replaced by ones about how sexy she was.

      I leapt off the bed and pulled her into my arms. The spark started again as soon as my lips made contact with hers.

      She responded, her anger turning into desire and blending with my own.

      We yanked at each other’s clothes, ripping fabric to get them out of the way. My wings released as hers did also, and while my lips descended on her breast, I touched her wing, loving the response it drew from her. There was an intimacy that came from exploring each other’s transformed bodies that nothing else could compare to.

      She took me in her hand, and I closed my eyes, savoring each stroke. With my eyes still closed, I slipped my hand between her legs, remembering her body as if a memorized map.

      “Wyatt.” She said my name softly, but it sent a jolt through me.

      I ran my lips down her neck, waiting until I found the exact right spot to nip her. I didn’t break the skin. That would have to wait, but the sensation was still incredible.

      I moved my mouth to her breast, grazing my teeth over her nipple. She moaned, and I backed her up to the bed. I gently pushed her so she was lying down. I put my hands underneath her and pulled her to the very edge of the bed. I looked deep into her heated eyes and thrust into her, losing all conscious thought as we connected again.

      Each time was better and better. The reality of it astounded me as I also realized how much better it would be when she was finally my mate.

      I thrust into her again, harder, faster, responding to what her body craved and what she begged for.

      And then the sound of a door slamming jarred me from my fog of ecstasy.

      I tried to ignore it, to focus on what mattered. On being inside Hailey, and on the soft moans coming from her perfect mouth, but then something crashed, and Hailey pushed me away.

      “What was that?” Hailey stood up and searched around for her clothes. She picked up the remnants of her ripped shirt. She examined it for a moment and then tossed it heading to her bag and pulling out a new one.

      Another loud crash carried up from downstairs.

      “I don’t know.” I dug through my own bag and found something to wear.

      “We have to go check this out, don’t we?” There was something about the way Hailey said it as if it was actually a question that made me fall for her even more.

      “Unfortunately, yes. We have to.”

      She smoothed down her shirt. “But we’ll need to finish that later.”

      “Yes, we will.” I grinned.

      I unlocked the door, and we stepped into the hall.

      “You’re my husband! You’re supposed to want to come home.” Veronica shrieked.

      “No, Veronica. I was your husband. Then you died, and I was free of you. What I want to know is what you are doing back.” A male voice said far more calmly.

      We continued down the stairs.

      “You son-of-a-bitch!” Veronica screamed. This was accompanied by another loud crash.

      Hailey and I exchanged looks. She sighed.

      This visit was getting worse by the minute.
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      Being interrupted during sex might be one of the worst experiences. It’s especially bad when you are so close to climax; your body hates you for giving in to the interruption.

      That was exactly how I felt as Wyatt and I headed toward the sound of the dispute coming from the kitchen.

      I was already frustrated, and I hoped no one hit me with something. Staying upstairs wasn’t an option, even if it was more desirable on so many different levels. At least I’d find out who this mystery husband was—or former husband. And what did he mean about her being dead?

      Veronica was even more full of secrets than I thought. And they weren’t the good kind of secrets. They were the kind of secrets that each held more baggage than what can fit in the baggage compartment of an AirbusA380.

      “Stop throwing things and answer my question,” the male voice asked in a much calmer voice than Veronica.

      We stepped into the doorway, and my jaw dropped. I looked to Wyatt after I recovered. It turned out I had met her husband before, and finding this man in Veronica’s kitchen was completely unexpected.

      “What are you up to?” Veronica’s husband stepped over a pile of broken plates toward her. “Tell me now.”

      “Oh, honey. We’ve awoken our guests.” Veronica put back on her sugary smile and nodded in the direction of where we waited.

      “Guests?” The man turned around.

      “Sol?” I spit out his name, finally over my shock. I’d met the man around the same time I met Wyatt: when we were trying to save Daisy. “What the hell are you doing here?” He was wearing a leather jacket and sunglasses. I already knew the sunglasses weren’t for some weird fashion statement. They were to cover his often unusual eyes.

      “I could ask you the same question. Both of you.” His expression was anything but pleasant.

      “You answer first. You are married to Veronica?” I was still incredibly confused. It was always jarring when you saw someone from another place and time. This was even worse than normal. Nothing about this situation was good.

      “Was. Past tense.” He scowled at Veronica.

      “Is. Current tense.” Veronica put a hand on her hip. “There was a mix up. He thought I had died, but I didn’t.”

      “You died. I saw your body,” Sol fumed. “Stop trying to convince me otherwise.”

      “Seeing doesn’t make something true.” Veronica tied the tie of her purple, silk bathrobe tighter. In all the craziness, I hadn’t realized she was in a robe. “Can I get you that drink, Hailey?”

      I was in la la land. Either that or the Twilight Zone. “No. Having a drink isn’t what I’d like to do right now.”

      “Then is there anything else I can get you?” She smiled. “Something to eat?”

      “Stop trying to be a good hostess. You’ve never been one.” Sol frowned.

      I turned to Sol. “Please tell me why you’re here.” Every time I thought I had a handle on the situation it got more confusing. It was never-ending.

      “Because someone tipped me off that my dead wife was back and stirring up trouble.”

      I stared at him. It’s not that I knew the man well. I’d only been around him for a handful of hours before, yet I’d thought I knew something about the Seer. He was the first and only Seer I’d ever met, and I still didn’t quite understand what he was aside from the fact that he could read people and somehow get into their brain. None of that sounded pleasant. I preferred to keep my thoughts carefully guarded. The fact that Wyatt seemed to know my feelings weirded me out enough.

      “Before anyone else says anything I need to know how you know each other.” Veronica’s smile disappeared. Her eyes had darkened until they appeared to be black. My eyes did that when I transformed or got angry.

      I looked between Veronica and Sol and then back at Wyatt and made a decision. “We are going to sit down. Now.”

      “What a splendid idea.” Veronica led the way down the hall and into the library. Out of all of the rooms downstairs that seemed to be the default one she brought company too. After hearing all the crashing, and seeing the remains of vases and picture frames I hoped it wasn’t so she’d have lots of books to throw at people.

      I waited for everyone to sit down before I spoke. I was taking the lead on this. If I was in this crazy mess, I was going to control it.

      “Ok. Let’s start with what I know. Veronica invited me here to talk about an opportunity since I’m currently on a leave of absence from The Society.” I looked at Sol. “You following?”

      “Yes.” He kept his sunglasses on, and I was perfectly fine with that. I was pretty sure he had to take them off to do any of his weird seeing stuff.

      “Ok, good.” I crossed my legs. “Wyatt is here for the same reason and because we’re dating.”

      “You’re dating?” Sol sat forward on his chair.

      “Of everything I said, that’s what you’re going to question?”

      “It’s just that you weren’t dating last time I saw you…”

      “That was before...” Wyatt scooted closer to me on the love seat.

      “Which brings me to how we know Sol.” I turned to Veronica. “He helped save my brother’s girlfriend—now wife. That sums up my side of things.”

      “You know what he is?” Veronica put a hand to her chest. “You know he’s a Seer?”

      “Yes—although the details of exactly what he can do are fuzzy.” I admitted my lack of knowledge in the hopes that someone would fill me in more.

      “Everything in the supernatural world connects.” Sol seemed to be talking to himself more than anyone else. “Hailey, I’m going to give you some advice.”

      “Yes?” I leaned back waiting for some words of wisdom.

      “Walk out of this house and don’t turn back.”

      “Sol!” Veronica shot out of her chair. “Is that any way to talk to our guest?”

      “Yes. Yes it is. I like this Pteron.” He pointed at me. “I’d like to see her live to see her twenty-first birthday.”

      “I’m twenty-three,” I corrected.

      Sol shrugged. “Ok, I’d like to see her live to see her twenty-fifth birthday. Same idea. She shouldn’t be here. And Wyatt, if you care about her one lick you’d get her far away.”

      “I’m not going to hurt her. I need her help.” Veronica sat back down. “She knows she’s safe here.”

      “Can you just tell me what’s going on?” I wasn’t sure I was safe, but I wasn’t just going to walk away either.

      “Drop the act. I know Wyatt told you something.” Veronica adjusted her robe over her otherwise bare legs. To Wyatt’s credit he hadn’t looked at her long, sculpted legs once. “I just don’t know what.”

      “Cade told her you have concerns with The Society. That’s about all she knows.” Wyatt put his hand over mine.

      “Cade?” Sol put his hands behind his head. “The wannabe king? What does he have to do with all this?”

      “I have a lot to catch you up on, Sol.” Veronica tapped her fingers on her legs. “I’d be happy to do it if you’d just stay calm.”

      “It seems you do.”

      “But first you can explain why I’m here.” I was tired of waiting. Then I looked at Wyatt and rephrased my demand. “Why we’re here.”

      “Why does Sol’s appearance change anything?” Veronica’s brow furrowed. “We can discuss all of this tomorrow when the other guests arrive.”

      “But my guess is the other guests have a clue what’s going on,” I argued. So far I’d gone along with this crazy ride, but there was a limit to how long I would stay in the dark.

      “As do you.” Veronica crossed her arms.

      “You two aren’t the only ones who need answers.” Sol dropped his arms to the side.

      “No, we’re not.” I kept my hand in Wyatt’s. “But she can explain things to both of us, so there’s no reason to debate whose need for information is more important.”

      “True.” Sol slipped off his jacket, revealing a blue button down shirt. “Start talking, Veronica.”

      She looked at each of us, as if debating if she still had an out.

      “No one is leaving this room until you start spilling.” I didn’t have a coat to take off, but I would have. We weren’t going anywhere for a while.

      Veronica took a deep breath. “Sol, I’m going to have to start at the beginning for their sake.”

      “The beginning is fine as long as you eventually get to my questions.” Sol stretched his long legs out in front of him.

      Veronica turned to me. “Do you remember the name of the organization I mentioned yesterday?”

      “The Emerald Flame.” I wasn’t going to forget a detail like that. The name set of a visual image of a bright green flame.

      “Right.” Veronica nodded. “That’s where this story begins.”

      Wyatt stiffened next to me. Did the name mean something to him?

      “Wyatt, let me explain it to her please,” Veronica continued before Wyatt could say anything.

      “Only if you tell her the whole story.” Wyatt clenched his jaw.

      “Of course. Of course, I’m the only one who doesn’t know what’s going on.” That seemed to be the story of my life more often than not. I was the girl always invited to the action, but never briefed until absolutely necessary. Maybe it was better than being left out completely, but it was still beyond tiresome.

      “You didn’t tell me she mentioned The Emerald Flame.” Wyatt looked deep into my eyes.

      “I didn’t know it mattered. Besides, we got distracted. We always get distracted.” I said it to myself as much as to him. Looking at Wyatt relaxed me some. He was on my side. I needed to remember that.

      Veronica waited until she had my attention again before continuing. “The Emerald Flame is one of the oldest secret society’s in existence.”

      “It is the oldest,” Wyatt corrected. “Or rather the oldest one that is still active.”

      “You weren’t around at its founding, were you?” Veronica sat forward in her seat.

      Wyatt shook his head. “No, but my grandfather was.”

      “Your grandfather?” I tried to do the math in my head. If each Drago lived hundreds of years, the Emerald Flame could be ancient.

      “Yes.” Wyatt took my hand. “My family is one of the founding families.”

      “Which I should have known.” Veronica crossed her legs. “But it only makes it more important that you’re here.”

      “Ok, someone explain to me why this Emerald Flame organization has anything to do with why I’m here.” That was the million-dollar question, at least for me.

      “How about I show you?” Sol stood up. “The rest of us know the details, so why not speed up the process?”

      “Um, no thanks.” I wasn’t exactly sure how Sol’s powers worked, but I didn’t want to find out.

      “There’s nothing to be afraid of. I’m not searching your mind, I’m putting something in your mind,” Sol explained.

      “And that’s supposed to make me feel better?” Anyone messing with my mind scared me. What if he put something in there that changed the way I saw the world or even saw myself?

      “The former may have permanent consequences, the latter none. Plus, you’re a Pteron; your mind’s very protected.” Sol wasn’t particularly reassuring.

      Protected wasn’t the same thing as impenetrable. I turned to Wyatt. It was in no way, shape, or form his decision, but I wanted his advice.

      Wyatt’s eyes met mine again. “It’s up to you. I’d be happy to explain any elements of the organization if you prefer.”

      “Seeing it would give her a better sense of things.” Sol stood in front of Wyatt. “There are a few things I believe she needs to see first-hand.”

      “Why are you pushing this so hard?” I was always suspicious when someone pushed you to do something that seemed like it would provide them no benefit. It meant there was a benefit for them you couldn’t see.

      “Because I bet you would like to see how the fate of The Society ties in to this.” He lowered his shades down his nose.

      “Wait.” I avoided looking to see if his eyes were exposed, but I pondered his words. I was so confused that the thought of some enlightenment sounded very, very appealing. “What do you mean?”

      Sol laughed. “See, I knew that would get your attention.”

      “Maybe I need to explain more to her first.” Veronica stood and walked over to squeeze in next to me.

      “Stop! All of you!” I was going to lose it. Or really I already had. “Tell me what’s going on? Why am I here?”

      “The Society must be stopped, Hailey. It is the only way to keep the balance.” Veronica folded her hands in her lap.

      “What?” Was she crazy? The Society helped everyone. Did this tie into the silly lies she was spewing about Levi?

      “Let me show you. Veronica is going to give a skewed version of things. Let me show you first hand.” Sol turned to me. “Please. If you are getting involved in this you need to understand.”

      “I thought you didn’t even know what she was up to.” I eyed Sol suspiciously.

      “I don’t know what she is up to now, but it ties into the Emerald Flame. That’s how she got herself killed.”

      Veronica glared. “I will explain all of that later, but we must not keep our guests waiting.”

      “They aren’t guests, Veronica. Guests come willingly to enjoy your company. Neither of them are here to enjoy your company.”

      Veronica raised her chin. “I did not force them to show up.”

      “Who cares why we’re here? We’re here.” I was done listening to them argue. “I want answers. Now.”

      “Let me show you why I think you’re here.” Sol sat back down across from me. “Then you can ask any other questions you have.”

      “Why you think I’m here?” I narrowed my eyes. “How about why I’m here?”

      “What are you are going to show her?” Wyatt asked warily.

      “Something you already know. About the time limit.” Sol rolled up his sleeves.

      “It’s up to Hailey.” Wyatt looked between Sol and me.

      “Have you heard of anyone getting hurt from this?” I figured Wyatt had a vested interest in me keeping my mind through all this. He did think I was his destined mate after all.

      “Normally I’d refrain from pushing you in either direction here, except I think you might learn a lot this way.” He looked into my eyes, and I tried to find any other message there. Maybe he wanted me to do it so I could learn something to help both of us?

      “Ok, but know I will kill you if you screw with my mind.” I wagged a finger at Sol.

      “How will you know for sure?” Sol smiled.

      “Don’t.” I felt my anger boil. “Don’t screw with me.”

      He held up his hands in front of him. “I am kidding. Obviously.”

      “Ok, how does this even work?” If we were doing it, I wanted it over with as soon as possible.

      “I go into your mind.”

      I shook my head. “I know that much.”

      “Oh. It’s easy. You lie down on the couch. I put my hands on your head and remove my glasses.”

      “Oh, that’s all.” I stood and walked over to the longest of the sofas. Wyatt followed, and I didn’t mind the protectiveness at all. I lay down. “Ok, remember, you mess with my mind and you die.”

      “Got it.” Sol grinned. “And no I won’t read your thoughts.”

      “How did you know that was what I was worried about?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.

      “Because that’s what everyone worries about. Don’t worry. I won’t delve into your deepest and darkest secrets.”

      “No, you will not,” Wyatt warned.

      I bit back a smile. Wyatt’s protectiveness was growing even more endearing.
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      Sol removed his glasses and pressed his hands into either side of my head, gradually increasing the pressure against my temples. That in itself was uncomfortable, but then I was hit by a sharp pain that seemed to radiate out in rays. It soon dissipated and became more of a discomfort, a throbbing I could ignore after a few moments.

      I got hot. Burning hot, but then that normalized as well, and I opened my eyes.

      I was in a darkened room. The only light came from sconces that lined one of the walls. There were seats arranged in circles, each circle within the other. The seats were empty. The room was empty except for two figures that stood in the center of the inner most circle.

      They were both wearing black robes that covered them completely. One turned toward me, and I prepared to defend myself. But just as quickly he turned back toward his companion.

      “I feel as if we are being watched.” The figure who had looked spoke to his friend.

      He was being watched. Even if they couldn’t see me, someone had seen them. That was the only way Sol could have this memory—unless. Unless he took the memory from someone else. I pocketed that question for later.

      “There is no one here. Stop stalling.”

      I froze. The voice was female. I hadn’t expected that.

      “I am not stalling; I am protecting our interests.” He turned back to where I stood again. This time I didn’t worry.

      “You are protecting your own interests. Do not mistake those with mine.” The woman spoke again, and it was clear she was speaking with authority.

      “You are wrong. The survival of The Society affects you more than you think.”

      That got my attention.

      “The Society cannot continue forever. You know that. It was designed to be temporary, and it has gone on too long already.” Her voice was softer, almost understanding.

      “It is needed. The damage the downfall would create is unimaginable.”

      “Unimaginable for you. Must I remind you again? Your world is nothing but a drop in my bucket.” The coldness in her voice returned. Maybe I had only imagined the change.

      “We need more time. A few more generations at least.”

      “And then what? Your descendants will argue the same thing.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “Things will be different.”

      “Our organization has one goal. The goal is balance.”

      The male shook his head again. “No. You have many other goals.”

      “I do not think I like what you are insinuating.” Her voice was low, almost husky.

      “Will you deny your thirst for power? Wealth?”

      “How can you desire something you already have a limitless supply of?” She held her hand out and waved it through the air.

      “Nothing is limitless.” He took a single step toward her.

      “Is that a threat?” She stepped back.

      “No, it is merely spoken words.”

      “You have a few more centuries, nothing more. And I am going to keep you around to make sure I do not have to re-explain that to your descendants.”

      “Keep me around?” The man started to pull back his hood but stopped.

      “Yes.” The female pushed back her hood to reveal a face like I had never seen before. She had bright brown eyes, smooth skin, and ruby red lips. She was classically beautiful, but none of that was what caught my attention. The striking part was the light that seemed to be emulating from her face. It reminded me of a toy I had as a child, a glowworm whose face lit up when you squeezed the body. But this wasn’t a cute worm, it was a gorgeous woman, and this light seemed to transcend her and spill into the space around her “I will give you three hundred more years. Not a day more, not a day less. By that time The Society must be dismantled.” She pushed back the man’s hood, revealing a face that looked strangely familiar. The brightness in the woman’s face grew and grew.

      The man’s eyes widened, and he gasped. Then he groaned as if the light might be causing him some kind of pain.

      Then the lightness faded out until it was at the initial level it had been when she removed her hood.

      The man stood straighter and watched her.

      “If you fail in your mission, your descendants will pay the price and you will have the blood of thousands on your hands.”

      “I understand. I will not fail.”

      “Very well.” She replaced her hood. “Cover yourself. The others will be in shortly.”

      He put his hood on, and I jumped at a loud sound. The doors of the room opened and a stream of robed figures walked in. All of their faces were obscured, and that only made them more frightening.

      A few of them seemed to look in my direction, but none of them moved closer or said anything. Still, I was nervous. I had no idea what kind of creatures were under those robes, maybe they could see straight into memories or whatever this was Sol had put me in.

      They each took seats in the circles within circles. The male with the hood sat in the inner most circle, but the female—the one with the crazy lit face stayed standing.

      “Welcome. We have much to discuss tonight and have no time to waste,” the woman began. “The first order of business is The Society. I have made a decision—”

      “Hailey!”

      I heard my name being yelled, but it sounded like it was coming from really far away. I tried to ignore it so I could listen in. I struggled to stay focused on her words, but they were inaudible, and then the room disappeared.

      I blinked a few times.

      “Hailey? Are you okay?” Wyatt’s looked over me worriedly. He squeezed my hand. “Can you hear me now?”

      “Yeah. I’m fine.” I sat up, or rather Wyatt helped me sit up.

      I thought over the image, trying to make sense of all that had happened.

      I turned to Sol. There had to have been a reason he showed me what he did. “I recognized that man. But I don’t know why.” He wasn’t someone I knew well. I remembered him from an old memory or a dream. Something from ages ago.

      “What man?” Wyatt asked. “Could you show me this image too?” He turned to Sol.

      Sol shook his head. “This one was for Hailey.”

      “Why do I know him? Who is he?” It bothered me that I couldn’t remember. I needed to know.

      “I would think you would have met him, but you might have been very young. He is your great-great uncle. Or maybe add another great on. I can’t keep track of these things.”

      “What?” My family was relatively small, and I’d recently discovered I had an uncle my parents had hid from me. Was there really more?

      “Yes. I’m not completely clear, maybe he’s an uncle twice removed, or a grand-cousin or something like that, but he’s a blood relative. Of that I’m sure.”

      I tried to remember ever meeting someone like him, but I came up blank. Still, the face was familiar.

      “Veronica, I think it’s time you continue the story now that Hailey has some idea of what the Emerald Flame looks and feels like.” Sol settled into a chair.

      “Are you sure no one wants anything to eat or drink?” Veronica rose. “I’d be happy to make some breakfast if you’d like.”

      “No!” All three of us said in unison.

      “Ok. Ok.” She sat back down in her seat. “It is possible to act civilized.”

      “Are the other guests going to be Emerald Flame people?” I was picturing the faceless people in robes.

      “No.” Veronica shook her. “They are new recruits.”

      “New recruits?” I asked. “Do they want to join Emerald Flame?”

      She laughed. “No one new gets to just join Emerald Flame. You can only join if you are a descendant. These are recruits that are helping our mission.”

      “Wait. Do I count as a descendant?”

      “You’d want to join?” Wyatt raised an eyebrow. “You haven’t shown her much, have you?”

      “No. I don’t want to join. I’m just asking how direct this lineage thing goes.”

      “A direct descendant would get priority, but in your case there are no direct descendants. Your cousins are further removed, which would mean you and your brother would have the right to petition.”

      “How do you know about my family?” Time and again I was frustrated how little I knew about other creatures. It was impossible to protect myself if I didn’t even know what or who I was protecting myself from.

      “I know many things.” He smirked.

      “Aren’t you lucky?” I rolled my eyes.

      “My initial warning still stands.” Sol nodded toward the doorway.

      “Your initial warning.” I nodded. “Right.”

      “You should walk out the door right now. This won’t end well for you—most likely.”

      “You think I’m going to leave after you showed me that?” I couldn’t leave now. I was thirsty for answers, and I wasn’t going to get any of those if I took off.

      “I showed you that as a warning and an explanation.”

      “No. You showed me that to make me stay. Don’t pretend otherwise.” I wasn’t going to let anyone play games. I was tired of them.

      Sol shrugged. “If that’s what you think.”

      “But I need more information. Are you guys trying to destroy The Society? And if so, why pull me in?”

      “There’s so much you don’t know.” Veronica stood. “And I need to get dressed.”

      “You can’t just leave me hanging.” I was getting annoyed. “But you know what? Go. I need some fresh air anyway.” I headed for the front door, hoping Wyatt would follow.
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      The situation was even worse than I thought. I had made a mistake turning my back on Emerald Flame. I walked away, and now that decision was coming back to haunt me.

      The Emerald Flame organization wasn’t one I was happy to have ever been a part of, and it definitely wasn’t one I wanted to bring Hailey into. I wasn’t sure how to navigate the situation because taking Hailey and running was out of the question. Veronica wasn’t doing this alone. Of that I was positive, and whoever was running things didn’t have anyone but his or her own interests at heart.

      Hailey walked straight to the front door. I didn’t blame her, the house was stifling, especially now that my trust in Sol was waning.

      She left the door open, and I hoped that meant she wanted me to follow. That was exactly what I did, letting the stained glass door slam closed behind me.

      She released her wings, and I stood back for a moment to marvel at them again. They were different from mine—feathered, softer, but they were also similar in size and color, although hers lacked the green accent. I’d always viewed Pterons as the weaker beings, but not Hailey. Hailey was tough in a way that blew me out of the water.

      I took off my shirt and released my wings, happily following her into the sky. I soaked in the feel of the wind on my wings, needing a few moments to escape the uncertainty of the new situation.

      Hailey landed deep in the woods. I landed near to her. She didn’t retract her wings, so I kept mine out as well.

      “Put your shirt on.” Hailey frowned.

      “Why?”

      “Because your chest distracts me.” She pointed at me. “It’s not fair.”

      “How does it distract you?”

      “You know very well how and why it distracts me. Playing stupid right now is not going to help your case.”

      I retracted my wings and pulled on my t-shirt. I wasn’t looking to start any other disagreements.

      “Thank you.”

      “The image Sol gave me. I don’t know what it was, but I have to assume it was something that actually happened, right?” Her black eyes lightened back to their usual unique shade. They were hazel, but with blue accents. I’d never seen a set of eyes quite like it.

      I took a moment to collect my thoughts. It was good I was the one telling her, that meant I could make sure she got the complete story, but that didn’t mean it was easy. I never wanted to burst her bubble about something so important to her life. “What do you know about the creation of The Society?”

      She furrowed her brow. “Not much. I know it’s been around for centuries, and it’s tasked with keeping order among supernaturals while also protecting humans. I know Pterons have been in charge for years but before that the Dire Wolves were the kings.”

      “In other words you don’t know much.”

      “I thought that was a lot.” She put a hand on her hip. “At least it’s more than I know about most supernatural things.”

      “You know nothing about how or why it was formed.” And that wasn’t her fault. Her elders purposely withheld that information from the new generation.

      “I told you. It was formed to keep order and to make sure the humans would survive.” She didn’t sound as confident this time.

      “No. That’s why you think it was formed.” And maybe that’s what the current king believed. My guess was no one ever pulled him into the loop, because they didn’t have to or want to.

      “You’re telling me that’s not the case?”

      “All organizations like The Society are formed for specific reasons and with specific time frames to meet those objectives.” There had been hundreds of them over the years, maybe thousands if you included the creature specific ones that were developed.

      “In the vision Sol gave me, someone said it was taking too long and then gave at timeline of three hundred years.” She ran her teeth over her lip. “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know what the three hundred years means specifically, but as I said they all have time limits.”

      “But why?” Hailey pressed. “Why give a time limit on an organization? It makes no sense.”

      “Because to do anything else would give the organization too much power.”

      “So this is about power? The Emerald Flame doesn’t want The Society to have power?”

      “Yes. That’s the short of it.” It was hard to explain since The Society was all she’d ever known. The supernatural world was so much bigger, and she was just starting to understand. Power was dangerous in the wrong hands. It could be deadly on a mass scale.

      “So what happens now? Is the three hundred years up and now they are going to take it down?”

      “I don’t know all the details, but it’s starting to make sense.” Although I still needed more information.

      “What is?”

      “I need to see that vision you saw. I have a hunch.”

      “What kind of a hunch?” She put a hand on her hip.

      “I think there is more to the story.”

      “There obviously is. I wanted to talk to you before they told me more.”

      “I don’t trust them. I don’t trust Veronica or Sol. But I need you to keep trusting me.” If she lost trust in me we were both in trouble. The situation was going to get much worse before it got better.

      “Just tell me something. You don’t want The Society to collapse, do you?”

      “No.” I took her hands in mine to better convey my thoughts. “Especially not now.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of you, and because I don’t think it’s random that you’re meant to be my mate.”

      “What?” Hailey’s eyed widened.

      “I think you’re more than you think you are.”

      “Because that makes sense.” She looked down. “Ok, so now we go back?”

      “Yes. We go back. And we listen. But remember anything they say may be a lie.”

      “I already knew that.” She pulled her hands back.

      “You knew that about Sol? He helped us a lot when it came to Daisy…”

      “But that was then.” She put her hands in her pockets.

      “And this is now.” Creatures like Sol had interests we would never quite understand. If our interests didn’t align, he’d turn on us in a second.

      “I’m not going to say anything about how you finished my sentence.” Hailey grinned.

      I smiled back. “I’m glad you are in good spirits because this is going to get messy.”

      “It is.”

      “Very messy. And it’s going to take more than a few days.”

      “Unfortunately, and we need to do this.”

      “We should do it.” We always had the choice to leave, but that didn’t mean it was a good choice.

      “We need to go. I am sure they are close to coming out after us.”

      “We’ll just tell them the passion was too much for us to deny.” Hailey winked.

      I brushed a few strands away from her face. “That wouldn’t be too far off.”

      “Beautiful.” Her eyes lit up, and I turned to see what was in her line of vision.

      The sun was on its way up, painting the sky with hues of orange, yellow, and pink.

      “I was an art history major in college.” Hailey kept her eyes on the sunrise.

      “Nice major.”

      “Useless on the job market, but I enjoyed it.”

      I turned back to look at her. “I’m glad. Maybe you can teach me about art sometime.”

      “Let’s add it to our to do list. It’s getting kind of long.”

      “It might as well go on forever.”I leaned in and kissed her, needing to taste her lips once more before we returned to the craziness Veronica was stirring up.
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      Returning to Veronica’s house was difficult. Physically it wasn’t. We hadn’t flown very far, but mentally it was the last thing I wanted to do. I was full of questions for so many people: my parents, Levi, and Georgina, the matriarch of the royal family. Surely she had some answers even if she was human. But before I could ask anyone else questions, I had to get answers from Veronica and Sol. The problem was I wasn’t sure if I could trust them at all.

      It was hard to believe just a few days earlier I was worried that my life had become too boring. I should have known as soon as things calmed they would get crazy all over again.

      “What’s your favorite movie?” I asked as we flew back to the house.

      “I don’t have one.”

      “Because you don’t watch movies.” His answer made sense. “I forget we’re from different worlds.”

      “Any recommendations?” He flew as close to me as he could given our wing spans.

      “Old school action movies. I particularly love Jean-Claude Van Damme. He’s the best.” I remembered a long ago conversation with Allie. We’d bonded over our shared love of Jean-Claude. I missed her, and I wasn’t sure when or if things with us would ever be the same again.

      “Sounds good. We’ll have to watch some. You know, add more to our list.”

      I smiled. Wyatt made me smile more than anyone else ever. “What’s your favorite type of music?”

      “It’s my turn.”

      “Oh, that’s right. We’re supposed to take turns.” I’d remembered, but I preferred to find out more about him rather than to share anything else about myself.

      “What is one thing you can’t live without?”

      “Air,” I answered immediately.

      “Come on, real answer.”

      Real? I’d give him real. “Friends. Family. Someone. I don’t do well on my own even though I wish I was the kind of girl who could be alone. It’s my greatest failing.”

      “That’s not a failing. I don’t like isolation either.”

      “Which is why you’re always with other Dragos.” Or not always, but most of the time.

      “Not always. I’ve spent quite a bit of time alone over the years.”

      We reached the house, and I reluctantly landed. I would have preferred to have spent the day flying.

      “We’ll continue this later.”

      I grabbed his hand before he could head up the steps. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      He smiled. “Right back at you.”

      “I mean it. I am much calmer than I would be otherwise.”

      “I’m glad I’m here too, and I’m glad we’re doing this together.”

      “Do you think we’re going to get any more surprise visitors we know?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. This world is far smaller than you think.”

      I tried to turn the doorknob, but it wouldn’t budge. “They locked us out.”

      “Really…” Wyatt tried the door.

      I bit back my annoyance that he didn’t immediately trust me and tried himself. I would have done the same thing though, so I couldn’t fault him for it. “Why would they do that?” I could have easily broken it down, but that seemed more confrontational than I wanted to be.

      “They are probably searching our stuff.”

      “Do you have anything in your bag they can’t see?” I hadn’t thought of that.

      “No. What about you?”

      “Nope.” I’d have preferred if Sol didn’t touch my underwear, but there were far worse things to worry about.

      The sound of footsteps stopped that line of conversation and the door swung open. “So sorry to keep you waiting!” Veronica was dressed in a skirt and a blouse with a pair of three-inch heels.

      “Why did you lock us out?”

      “I didn’t lock you out. I wasn’t sure when you would return. We were locking others out.”

      “I see.” I didn’t believe her for a second.

      “The first guests are due to arrive any minute.” She gestured for us to come in. “Come, in, come in.”

      Wyatt and I exchanged looks before we followed her back inside. I noticed sol disappearing down the hall.

      “I need to know something.” I needed some answers before we went any further.

      “Yes?” Veronica dabbed at her lipstick. She was wearing a full face of make-up again.

      “Do your plans involve hurting the queen?”

      “No.” Veronica shook her head. “They don’t. I would never harm an innocent human.”

      “What about Levi?”

      She paused for far too long. “That’s going to depend.”

      “Depend on what?”

      “How he responds, and how everyone else responds.”

      “I can’t let anyone hurt him. He’s like a brother to me.” We’d had our differences, but he was like family.

      “Then I suggest you stay involved. You won’t have any chance of protecting him if you aren’t here. The same probably goes for Allie—I wouldn’t hurt an innocent human, but that doesn’t mean no one else would.” Veronica was instant bi-polar. She switched back and forth between moods faster than anyone I’d ever met.

      I grimaced. “Why do you always do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Change your personality so many times. I never know whether you are going to be hot or cold.”

      “I have to keep everything exciting.” She flipped her hair away from her shoulder.

      “Exciting? Is that what you think it is?”

      “It’s what I know it is.” She hurried off down the hall.

      “Come with me.” Sol gestured to us from the staircase.

      Wyatt and I exchanged looks before walking over.

      “I still want you to leave.” He was looking at me. “Wyatt, you can do what you want, but Hailey, I don’t want this for you.”

      “You don’t really know me, so explain why you care?”

      “You’re important.”

      I snorted. “Ok, try another one.”

      “I’m serious, and Wyatt knows I am.” He gestured to Wyatt.

      “Come on, Sol. Don’t screw with me. What’s really going on?”

      The doorbell rang before Sol could say anything.  He hurried toward the door.

      “What’s up with Sol?” I nudged Wyatt as soon as he disappeared.

      Wyatt shrugged. “Beats me. He and Veronica both seem to have a screw loose right now.”

      “Agreed. Sol seemed far more normal the last time I met him.”

      “Maybe she’s the one having the influence on him.”

      “Possible.”

      “Come in, come in!” Veronica’s shrill voice carried down the hall.

      “Thank you.” A male responded.

      I didn’t recognize the voice, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t met him before. Wyatt was right, the paranormal world was far smaller than you’d think.

      “What a gorgeous home!” A female voice lied. The home was many things, but gorgeous wasn’t one of them.

      “Thank you. It took years to find someone who could give us our dream home. We needed to find someone with the right vision. It was most important to me that we had something different, something unlike anyone else.” Veronica seemed to be using the exact same words she’d used with me.

      “Think she’s a robot?” I nudged Wyatt. “Like if we peeled back the clothes there’d be an off switch?”

      “I was thinking the same thing.” Wyatt laughed. “But a robot can’t use enchantments, and I’ve witnessed her do it.”

      “Too bad. That would have been kind of interesting.”

      “I guess that would explain her spotty knowledge, and why Sol thought she was dead.”

      “Hopefully we’re about to find out more.”

      “One would hope.”

      “Hailey!”

      I turned at the sound of my voice to see a woman I’d never met before in my life. “Hi.”

      “How are you? I am so happy you’re here!”

      I looked at Wyatt, and he appeared to be at as much of a loss as I was.

      “I was so inspired by your words.” The woman removed a hat with bright colored feathers. “I am proud of you for making such a strong statement.”

      “No offense, but do I know you?” I squinted my eyes, trying to make sure I really didn’t know her.

      “You don’t remember me?” She scrunched up her face. “Really?”

      Ugh. I hated situations like this. I had a great memory except when it came to faces. “No, I apologize.”

      She laughed.

      “Did I say something funny?” I was not okay with being laughed at.

      “No, honey. What an honest girl.”

      “Excuse me?” I struggled to keep my anger in check. Snapping at this woman wasn’t going to help the situation.

      “We’ve never met. I am impressed you admitted it.”

      “Did you expect me to lie?” I was known for being forward, even brutally honest.

      “Most people would have.”

      “I’ve never been accused of being most people.” And I wasn’t about to change that.

      The sound of more voices carried down the hall. I caught a glimpse of a woman dressed in a fur coat. I added that to the list of the odd things I’d seen that day.

      “Would you excuse me?” I hurried away down the hall further into the house. Wyatt followed, but a few steps later he was waylaid by a large man. I spotted Cade just outside the library, and rushed over, assuming Wyatt would join us when he could. "Finally," I hissed at Cade. "Where the hell have you been?"

      He glanced back at the door. "Taking care of a mess."

      "What kind of mess? If you say a mess your dogs made I’ll slug you." I wasn’t in the mood for any of his jokes.

      "I wish it were that kind of mess. It's not."

      "Then what was it?" I wasn’t use to the serious Cade. It made everything worse.

      "Has she told you more yet?"

      "If you mean am I even more confused, then yes." I was relying on Cade to give me more info. He was the one who brought me into this mess to begin with.

      "Join the club. I'm convinced everything she told me was a lie."

      "Do you mean the whole coup of the masses thing?"

      "Yeah, that's what I'm talking about."

      "Do you know anything about the Emerald Flame?" I wondered if I was truly the only one who’d never heard of it. "I didn't until Sol gave me a vision."

      "You got a seer vision, aren't you special?”

      "Special isn't the word I'd use." It had been a creepy experience I hoped to never repeat. “But you never answered my question. Have you heard of it?”

      "My grandfather mentioned it, but I don’t know much.”

      "Let's hope we find out more soon. I half think Veronica organized this just to have an excuse to entertain." I didn’t actually believe it, but she’d given me so little information I wasn’t sure what to think.

      "Not that crazy of an idea, but don't let her trick you with her superficiality. She's powerful."

      "So she wants me to think." I remembered her threat. It wasn’t that I didn’t take her warning at face value, but I wasn’t going to let her intimidate me.

      "So she is. And whoever she is working for is even stronger." Cade glanced around again.

      "Wyatt said so much. Any clue who is behind all of this?" I whispered. He had a point. She was working for someone, and that was who we really needed to worry about.

      "It has got to go back to Emerald Flame."

      “Which is weird considering I never heard of it until today.” Left in the dark would be a perfect name for my future autobiography of mine.

      “Hello there.” Veronica strode over. “Just the two I was looking for.”

      “You just saw me five minutes ago.” I eyed her warily. “How were you looking for me?”

      Veronica laughed. “It’s an expression. Come, come. There is so much to show you.”

      “Where’s Wyatt?” I glanced around. There was a small crowd of people, maybe a dozen, none of them Wyatt.

      “He’s waiting for you.”

      My alarm bells went off. Something funny was going on. Even weirder than before. “I’ll wait for him here.” I tried to catch Cade’s eye, but he was looking all around us.

      “No, I’m going to have to insist you come with me.”

      If the first reaction was alarm bells, this was something ten times worse. “I’ll wait here.”

      “No,” Veronica seethed.

      

      “Veronica, chill. She wants to wait for Wyatt. Why can’t whatever you want to tell us wait?” Cade’s voice was calm, but his tense posture said it all.

      “Because it can’t.” Her eyes darkened until they were completely black, and all color drained from her face.

      “Um, Cade, let’s go.” I grabbed a hold of his arm when he didn’t respond. He appeared frozen in place.

      “You aren’t going anywhere.” Her fingers throbbed, and seemed to bubble until they became long talons. Her skin began to melt revealing portions of her ribs through her now tattered clothes. Her face darkened until it became merely a shadow of its former self while sharp fangs sprang from her mouth. Her hair was wild, and you could see pieces of her exposed jaw. The smell was the worst part. She reeked, like a dead animal that had been left to rot.”

      I transformed on instinct, and I noticed Cade in my periphery do the same.

      No one else seemed to notice anything. They continued on talking.

      “An enchantment,” I hissed at Cade.

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      I lunged for her but hit nothing. It was as if there was a protective bubble around her.

      She cackled. “Such spunk.”

      “What the hell are you?” Cade asked. He stayed close to my side, as we backed away from her.

      She aimed a strong current of air from her mouth that blew us straight into the library. We blew back until we hit the wall hard and fell to the floor.

      “Figure it out.” She cackled again.

      “You aren’t just a Sorceress.” Cade moved to his feet. “You can’t be.”

      I stood up, staying near the wall in case she decided to knock us over again.

      “No. I’m not.” Her voice was shrill, with a sharp edge that felt like it could slice through you.

      “What do you want?” I cut right to the chase. I didn’t care who or what she was as much as I wanted to understand what was happening.

      “You will see.” She stepped inside the library, and out of the corner of my eye I saw someone sneak in behind her. Veronica—or whatever it was that now took her place—cackled again as she hit a button near the light switch. The floor dropped out from under us, and we fell into the darkness, falling through the vast emptiness.
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      I could not find Hailey anywhere. One moment she walked off to speak to Cade, and the next minute she was gone. If it wasn’t for the same Elephan from the conference stopping me, I would have kept her in sight. He was so big he’d complete cut off my view. I didn’t like sounding like an over protective lunatic, but considering the situation we were in, I didn’t think I was over reacting all that much. My regret over bringing her to the house had gotten even worse.

      I stepped around a couple deep in conversation. They didn’t seem to notice me, which was odd. I found the Elephan I had met at the conference and had run into already. “Excuse me.”

      He didn’t look over.

      “Excuse me,” I tried again.

      I waved my hand in front of his face. He didn’t even blink.

      The pit in my stomach grew. “Excuse me!” I yelled, running out of patience as I started to panic.

      I tried the same thing with everyone I saw, but no one seemed to notice me. They were under an enchantment, there was no question.

      I looped back down the hall toward the library.

      “Hello, Wyatt. Can I help you with something?” Veronica appeared out of the door way of the library.

      “I’m looking for Hailey.” I eyed her warily. She’d set the enchantments for a reason.

      “Oh, I guess she didn’t tell you.” Veronica smoothed down her oddly windblown hair.

      “Tell me what?” My hands balled into fists at my side. Whatever was going on, Veronica was behind it.

      “I saw her leave with Cade.” Veronica wore a hint of a smile.

      “Hailey didn’t go anywhere with Cade.” If Veronica thought she could erode my trust in Hailey, she had something else coming.

      “Yes she did. I watched them go together. I am positive of what I saw.”

      “Hailey didn’t leave with him. Where is she?” I felt fire creep up my throat. I could barely contain my anger.

      “She is with Cade.” Veronica glared at me. “I know it’s hard to swallow, but maybe it’s for the best. Maybe she wasn’t the right one for you after all.”

      “She is.” And if Veronica hurt a hair on her head she would regret it with her life.

      “What if I told you I had the power to allow you to take anyone as your mate? Anyone you wanted.” Veronica stepped closer. “Anyone dead or alive.”

      “Dead or alive?” What was she talking about? Things had gone from strange to creepy, and my fear about Hailey’s whereabouts grew. “What the hell are you?”

      “Think of it more as what I can do for you.”

      “Hailey is the only one I want.” I could feel Veronica trying to persuade me. I felt a force trying to enter my mind, but she couldn’t. One of the many things Pterons and Dragos had in common was the ability to keep magic out of our heads. It didn’t work on us the way it worked on others.

      “Are you sure?” Her smile was strained. I was breaking down her façade.

      “Positive.” I decided to change the subject, if I could break her maybe I could find Hailey. “Where’s Sol? I haven’t seen him in a while.”

      “Sol is around here somewhere.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She frowned. “Why are you concerned with finding him? I thought it was Hailey you were concerned with.”

      “And where did Hailey go again?”

      “I just told you. She left with Cade. What kind of game are you playing, Drago?”

      “No game. Just making sure the story didn’t change.” I remembered joking with Hailey about her being a robot. She wasn’t a robot, but she wasn’t a normal Sorceress. I was positive of that.

      “Why would my story change?”

      “Because you know I’m not buying it.”

      “I understand how hard it is for a man to swallow rejection.”

      “Do you?” I pressed.

      “Yes.”

      “Did you reject Sol at first?” I made it personal.

      Her smile returned. “I played hard to get. Sol loves the chase.”

      “I bet.” What was with the smile? I was getting somewhere.

      Her smile grew. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      She was back to her nice hostess mode. Why? Was it because I mentioned Sol? I had one other thought. “This is such a unique house you have.”

      She beamed. “Thank you. It took years to find someone who could give us our dream home. We needed to find someone with the right vision. It was most important to me that we had something different, something unlike anyone else.” She used the same words she had used earlier.

      Bingo. Something about that question triggered a reset for her. Maybe she wasn’t a robot, but she was being controlled or programmed by someone.

      “Did you reject Sol at first?” I repeated that question again.

      “I played hard to get. Sol loves the chase.”

      And it was all tied to her prior life. “Where were you born?”

      “I was born in Mississippi. I’m a southern gal through and through.” Her smile was big, her eyes bright.

      “Where’s Hailey?”

      Her smile faded. “She left with Cade.”

      I grinned. I was right. I wasn’t sure how this knowledge would help me other than to know getting answers from Veronica would be trickier. Physical coercion wouldn’t work because she wasn’t making her own decisions about the present.

      I needed to find Sol. He was the key to finding Hailey and getting us out of this mess, which seemed to keep getting worse and worse by the minute.
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      My whole body hurt. I was in complete darkness, a darkness I was unaccustomed to. “Ugh.” I moved myself to sitting. I touched the cold, damp, ground under me. It felt like stone. I heard the faint sound of dripping water in the distance.

      “I’m going to be in so much trouble,” A low voice said. “No. I’ll be dead. There’s no way out of that.”

      “What?” I glanced around in search of the owner of the unfamiliar voice, but I could see nothing. “Who said that?”

      “I did,” the voice replied. “I’m Eloise. This is probably a bad time to tell you but I’m your G.P. I was trying to save you, but evidently I was too late.”

      

      G.P? The initials triggered a memory, but before I could say anything, Eloise spoke again. “That means Guardian Pixie.”

      Although my initial reaction was to laugh, I knew what it was because my brother had one. Like all these other creatures, I’d met his on our journey to save Daisy. “I was told mine was male.”

      “Yeah, that was my brother.” Her voice sounded closer.

      “Your brother?”

      “Yes. So I should also tell you, I’m new at this. I wasn’t supposed to be in the guardian profession. I wanted to have a desk job, but my twin brother went missing, and I had to step up.”

      “Another missing person.” I processed the information. “Ok, I don’t really know what you’re capable of, but if you can get us out of here that would be great.” Then I thought of something. “Cade? You here?”

      “Where else would I be?” His voice came from a little bit further off in the darkness from Eloise. “Pixie, anytime you can get us out of here it would be great. We are all going to be dead if we don’t figure out what’s going on. But hey, at least we are together.”

      Together. Wyatt was going to freak. We were supposed to stay together at all times yet I’d been stupid and gone over to talk to Cade. “You had better not be in on this, Cade.”

      “In on it? As in working with that thing? Are you crazy? Would I have ever purposely put myself through that? I’m pretty sure I’m bleeding from ten places right now.”

      “You’ll heal.” I wasn’t heartless: Pterons healed quickly.

      “I will, but it hurts. I’m not in on anything.”

      “He’s not. I would know.” Eloise sighed. “Or I should say I’d know if he meant you harm.”

      “Oh, is that something my Guardian Pixie could tell?” I tried to dial back the sarcasm, but I couldn’t help it. I finally met her, and I was stuck in a— I didn’t even know where we were.

      Cade moved closer to us. “Can anyone see?”

      “No. How is this possible, Cade?” I felt panic start to set in.

      “We are in complete darkness. Our night vision can’t work,” he explained.

      “Ugh that means we’re totally confined.” The panic turned into a huge weight pressing down on me. My body temperature rose, and I started to sweat.

      “Calm down.” Eloise patted my head. “You’ll make it.”

      “We have to get out of here.” I hated confined spaces even when I could see.

      “Everyone shut up. We can’t see, but we can hear. We have to figure out which way to go.” Cade took charge, and for once I didn’t mind.

      We fell into silence until I had calmed down enough to ask a rather pressing question. “What was she?”

      “I am still trying to figure it out,” Cade replied. “I’d say a Banshee, but what’s with the talons?”

      “She’s a Sorceress resurrected by a demon. That makes her a Scarber,” Eloise explained.

      “A what?” That was definitely a name I’d never heard.

      “A Scarber. They are incredibly rare because it isn’t often demons show up and resurrect dead Sorceresses anymore, considering there are barely any Sorcerers or demons with enough power. Someone must have opened up a portal or something.” Eloise had a whole lot more knowledge than I did.

      I heard a small scraping sound, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up.

      “Did you hear that?” Cade asked.

      “Yes,” I answered immediately. The darkness was messing with me big time.

      “What did you guys hear?” Eloise whispered.

      I found her hand in the dark. “Just come with us.” I wasn’t confident about our situation at all, but focusing on helping someone else helped me somewhat. I tried to stand up, but I quickly hit my head. The ceiling was too low. I hoped the walls weren’t going to start closing in like what happened in the trash compactor in Star Wars. My breathing became labored again. Forget helping Eloise, I was going to die.

      Eloise squeezed my hand. “I felt the ceiling. It’s rock. Add that in with the dripping water and this darkness, and I’d say we are in a cave. The house must have been built right over one. “Let go of my hand and crawl. I’ll stay close behind.”

      “A cave. Wonderful. Pterons had no business in caves.”

      “Hailey,” Eloise said my name lightly.

      “Crawl. Got it.” I focused on my breathing until it evened out and got onto my knees.

      Cade led the way, and I had no problem with that. My sight was usually so good I often forgot my hearing was even stronger.

      I heard it again. It was louder this time. The sound of something rubbing against the floor.

      We continued. Whatever the sound was had to be better than stumbling around in complete darkness. At least I hoped. I wondered what Wyatt was doing. Had he noticed I was missing? Hopefully he wasn’t mad at me for wandering off, and he figured out there was foul play at work.

      “Who’s there?” Cade called out. By the sound of his voice he’d moved farther along than I’d realized.

      “Who’s asking?” A slightly familiar voice asked.

      “You tell us first.” Maybe I was being silly, but I was tired of surprises.

      “Oh, a female.  That’s more like it.”

      Ugh. Did I really have to find one of those? “Shut up and tell us who you are.”

      “Feisty, eh?”

      There was something in his voice—a slight accent. I went with my gut. “You’re a Drago.”

      “Am I?” There was a light teasing in his voice.

      “You sound like one.”

      “And you have met many Dragos?” Skepticism dripped from his words.

      “She’s practically mated to one, so, yeah, she’s met them.” Cade was growing impatient, and I didn’t blame him.

      “No Drago’s found a mate in years. Try again.” All trace of amusement was gone.

      “Wyatt has.” I went for it. If this was a Drago, we could use his help.

      “Wyatt?” The Drago’s voice dropped real low. “You know Wyatt?”

      “Did you listen to a word she said?” Eloise sighed. “She’s going to be Wyatt’s mate.”

      “And who are you?” The Drago’s voice was normal again.

      “Eloise. I’m her Guardian Pixie.”

      The Drago burst out laughing.

      “For once it would be nice if someone didn’t have that reaction.” Eloise sounded defeated.

      “I can’t help it.” The Drago tried to stop laughing.

      “Why are you here?” My suspicion set in.

      “Likely the same reason you are. The Scarber threw me here. The damn Elders gave me to her.”

      “You were taken by the Elders?” I froze. He had to have been talking about the immortal god-like beings that destroyed everything that got in their way.

      “I was.”

      “You’re Troy.” Things started to fall into place. If only Wyatt was with us.

      “And you know my name. I’m impressed.”

      “I do. Wyatt told me about you. He had a plan.” He’d been desperate to get his friend back. It was the reason he’d helped Owen and Daisy.

      “I can’t believe you couldn’t get away,” Cade jumped in. “No offense.”

      “What and who are you?” Troy was probably sneering. At least he sounded that way.

      “Cade’s the name. I’m a Pteron like Hailey.”

      “Then why are you there? Couldn’t you have gotten away?”

      “We were tricked.” Cade groaned.

      “But you still have your strength? The ability to transform.”

      “Yes.” I was feeling pretty worthless at the moment.

      “Then you are a lot better off than me.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “They took my fire.” Troy let out a long breath. “The Elders. Without that I’m nothing.”

      “How could they take your fire?” I couldn’t see him, but he sounded ok. Wouldn’t someone taking the fire cause more damage?

      “It’s the Elders. They can do what they want.”

      “Then why did the Scarber still want you? I mean what are you worth without that?” Cade beat me out in the blunt department. The question hurt to listen to, and it wasn’t even directed at me.

      I nudged Cade. Hard.

      “Ow.”

      “Be nice,” I hissed.

      “I’m trying to get us answers here.” Cade was impossible to read when I could see his face. The darkness was making it far harder.

      “I suppose she wants me for the same reason she wanted you. Although maybe I’m wrong. I’m only going off the other creatures I’ve found down here.”

      “What other creatures have you found down here?” Were there more? As if finding a Drago wasn’t crazy enough.

      “A Dire Wolf, a Mer.” Troy listed them off as if going through a check list.

      “Where are they?” Cade asked before I could.

      “Searching for a way out.”

      “What was that noise we heard? It’s what led us to you.”

      “Oh, this.” The scraping sound repeated.

      “What is it?”

      “Chains,” he said nonchalantly.

      “Wait, you are chained up?”

      “Not by the Scarber. It was from when I was with the Elders. If I had my strength, I would take them off.”

      I moved close and felt the cold metal chain. I followed along until I reached his hands. I slipped my fingers underneath the part that was looped around his wrist. His skin was warm, and I tried not to get weirded out about touching someone I barely knew and couldn’t see. I focused my energy and pulled as hard as I could. Nothing happened at first. The chains were seriously strong. I tried again, and this time the chain broke in two.  I dropped the chains, and they made a clanging sound as they hit the floor.

      “Thanks.” Troy’s hand brushed against me. “Would you mind doing the legs too?”

      “You have them there?” I opened and closed my hands. They were tired from the energy needed to break his hands free. “You’ve been down here with your hands and feet chained for how long?”

      I was elbowed out of the way. “Ow.”

      “Oh, shove it.” Cade pulled the leg chains away and broke them for Troy.

      Once the second set of chains were removed, Troy sounded more relaxed. “Only a few days. I think. I lost track of night and day in this complete darkness.”

      “Did she leave you with food or anything?” Cade asked.

      I shook my head even though he couldn’t see. The guy was obsessed with food.

      “No, but it’s the least of our problems in the short term.”

      I felt something scurry across my legs and hoped it was only a mouse. “The big problem being how we get out of here, right?” We hadn’t been down here long, and I was already close to losing it.

      “Exactly.” Troy’s leg brushed against me. At least I assumed it was his leg and not someone else.

      “Let’s find these others you spoke of.” Eloise had calmed down way more than I had. I hoped she was given some useful powers when becoming a Guardian Pixie—whatever that actually meant. “There must be a way out.”

      “You think we haven’t tried?” There was a sneer in his voice. “That we’ve been waiting for saviors like you to find us? I was chained, but the others weren’t.”

      His annoyance in turn rubbed me the wrong way. We weren’t the enemy. “You’ve had your hands and feet chained. How much searching have you done?”

      “I’m very resourceful.”

      “Where are the others?” Trusting a guy chained in the dark might have been a mistake. Maybe everything he’d said was a lie.

      “One way to find out.” Troy cleared his throat. “Hunter!” Troy yelled and his voice echoed throughout the cavernous room.

      “Troy? Is that you?” A deep voice called from somewhere far away. His voice sounded distorted somehow

      “Who else would it be? I found us some new friends.”

      “Who is it?” The voice was louder this time.

      “Wait, is Hunter, the Dire Wolf?” I asked Troy.

      “Yes.”

      “I know him.” He worked for The Society now—well, really he was part of a side organization that fell under the umbrella of The Society, but I knew him, and that brought some comfort. “Hunter, it’s Hailey. Hailey Kaye.”

      “Hailey? Oh no. not you too.” His voice still sounded a bit far away.

      “I’m afraid so.” As nice as it was to not be alone, the more creatures down here, the bigger the mess probably was.

      “I’m guessing your family is Emerald Flame too?” Troy asked.

      “How did you know?” Did he know more than we did? Likely considering we knew almost nothing.

      “Because she is collecting us.” Troy spoke in barely a whisper, but everyone heard it. “The descendants.”

      “But she didn’t take Wyatt.” And that was for the best right now. If he was on the outside he could potentially break us out. He could also find out more about what Veronica was up to.

      “Yet. She didn’t take him yet, and I am sure there’s a reason for that.” Troy made a very good point.

      “We need to get out of here,” Cade spoke making me realize something significant.

      “Wait.” My suspicion grew. “You are a descendant too, Cade? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Says the girl who didn’t tell me.”

      “You are the one who told me to get involved. You had to have known—”

      “Didn’t we just have this conversation? I’m not in on it.”

      “We have to get out of here.” Eloise broke through our argument. “Ok. Let’s work together and move.”

      “Should we find the Mer you mentioned?” I was in a hurry to get moving.

      “This is insane.” Cade groaned.

      “Which part?” Troy asked.

      “The part where we’re all down here trapped in some musty, dark cave.” Cade sighed. He probably felt as great as I did about confined spaces. Pterons as a whole weren’t fans.

      “No, what’s insane is that you let a Scarber get the best of you.” Troy sounded about as happy as Cade did.

      “You’re here too,” Cade shot back.

      “Because the Elders got me. The Elders are a whole different beast.”

      We were getting nowhere. We were going in circles, and I was half convinced Troy had lost his mind along with his fire. Maybe being put in chains and losing his fire had driven him insane—that’s when I thought of something. “Hunter, you were strong enough to take Troy’s chains off, why didn’t you?”

      “Because I’m over here.”

      “Um?” Did he think I could see something?

      “She hasn’t hit the wall yet,” Troy replied.

      “Wall?” What was he talking about?

      “There are walls down here,” Hunter explained. “If you’re with Troy you are on the other side.”

      I processed the new information. I crouched down and moved toward the sound of Hunter’s voice with my arms extended. I hit a glass like partition. “So how were we all going to get out of here together? Care to explain? I assume you’ve tried to break the wall down already?”

      “You were the one with all the escape ideas,” Troy said nonchalantly. “And yes, of course we have.”

      “You sound different. I remember you having this cocky attitude.” So had Wyatt. I thought it was part of being a Drago.

      “What do I have left to warrant a cocky attitude about now?” He sounded completely defeated. “I am worthless without my fire.”

      “Losing your fire changed you that much?” I wanted him to snap out of it. We all had to be at our best if we wanted to get out of there.

      “Losing my fire and ending up down here. Yes.”

      “Ok, so what’s the Mer’s name? Should we call her?” I didn’t want to waste any more time.

      “Her name is Anastasia, and she’s probably too far to hear, but why not? Anastasia, we have company!” Troy yelled again.

      There was no response, and we once again fell into silence.

      “Ok, then we try to find a way out ourselves and come back for her. Hunter is on the other side of the wall anyway. There’s no way to climb the wall, is there?” I realized he probably tried, but I didn’t want to make any assumptions.

      “It goes all the way up to the ceiling. Not that the ceiling is all that high.” Hunter was tall, the ceiling probably felt even lower to him than it did to me.

      “Great.” I knew he would have already tried, but I’d had a small sliver of hope something would work out.

      “Guys, we have another problem,” Eloise spoke from somewhere beside me.

      “What kind of problem?” Cade asked. “You’d think we had enough problems already.”

      “The kind of problem I don’t know how to tackle.”

      “Meaning?” I was afraid to ask what she really meant.

      “Meaning someone is coming.”

      “And you know that how?” She hadn’t predicted us finding Troy before we did.

      “Because I get warnings when creatures that pose a danger to you are around. I’m your Guardian Pixie, Hailey.”

      “Great.” I closed my eyes and tried to prepare myself. I had no clue how much room we had, but I needed to be ready to transform at a moment’s notice.
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      I saw a faint light in the distance; it was just enough to allow me to see again. I glanced around at my companions. I recognized Troy immediately, and I saw the floor to ceiling transparent wall. On the other side Hunter was standing completely buck naked.

      “Um, you’re naked.” I averted my eyes as best I could. “Cover yourself please.”

      “With what?” He put his hands over his lower region.

      “That works.” I nodded. “Why are you naked?”

      “She took me when I was in the shower.”

      “No more details, please.” Cade groaned. “I don’t even want to know.”

      “And you are positive you can’t break the wall?” I pointed to it.

      “I’ve punched it more times than I can count. It’s got to be enchanted with some sort of magic.”

      “We can figure it out.” I was more confident now that I had some light.

      “Hailey, pay attention,” Eloise pulled my attention back toward the light.

      I stood as tall as I could, which meant I was crouched down.

      “Get ready,” Cade stood directly beside me. “We’re Pterons. We can take whoever this is.”

      “We couldn’t take Veronica.” And that knowledge stung.

      “Because we weren’t prepared. We’re prepared now. We know more what we are facing.”

      “Speak for yourself.” I’d never felt so weak in my life. Although admittedly the light had helped.

      The light grew brighter, but it was moving slow.

      “Hailey, get behind me,” Eloise instructed.

      “No, you get behind me.” There was no way I was going to let her risk herself for me no matter what she claimed as her job description. I glanced to the side and saw Troy was still sitting on the floor. “Are you serious?”

      “I have no fire which means no strength. I’m worthless.” He shrugged.

      “Oh, get up. You can at least still look strong.” I wasn’t going to let him have a pity party while we faced who knows what.

      The light grew brighter, and I released my wings. I was ready. I could handle this. I psyched myself up. I’d handled plenty of creatures before. I could handle this one. If it were one. What if it were more than one? I pushed away the doubts. I was ready for this. I was ready for anything.

      The lighter grew brighter, until could make out a figure in a long dress moving toward us. The figure moved closer, and I realized the light was coming from her face. A few more steps, and I recognized her features. It was the same woman from the vision—the one who literally glowed.

      “What the hell is that?” Cade hissed.

      “She is Hailey’s future mother-in-law.” Troy grinned. “That is if she wasn’t lying about Wyatt.”

      “What?” A Lightness. Wasn’t that what Wyatt had said his mom was? The name made sense, but she was dead. Wasn’t she? “Wyatt said she died ages ago.”

      “I did, child.” The woman walked closer.

      I tensed. Eloise had said she was dangerous, did that also mean she’d want to hurt me?

      “You have no reason to fear me.” She stopped in front of me.

      “If you were dead, how are you alive now?” I asked. Cade was surprisingly quiet.

      “I’m not alive. All that exists is my message. Once I give it I will fade away.”

      “Uh…” Cade finally broke his silence.

      “Message? What are you talking about?” I tried to comprehend.

      “I could only give it when you were in full darkness. Come here,” she ordered.

      “Where?” We were standing only a few feet away from her.

      “Here.” She held out a hand.

      “Why?”

      “Because I have much to share with you.”

      “Could you share it after you get us out of here?” Troy asked. “And if you don’t mind I need to get my fire back? Care to take me to the Elders?”

      “Hailey, come here.” The woman gestured again with her hand.

      “You know my name?”

      She smiled. “Of course I do.”

      “How?”

      “I selected you for my son before you were even conceived.” She gestured once again. “Come on. We have little time.”

      “She doesn’t mean you immediate harm,” Eloise whispered from beside me. “I would know.”

      “You sure?” I wanted to trust her, but I had to be sure. “Didn’t you just tell me she was dangerous to me?”

      “She is in theory—but not like this. She doesn’t mean you harm, and it appears to be only a message.”

      “She’s more than a message.” She wasn’t a hologram. She looked as real as any creature I’d met.

      “Trust her, Hailey.” Eloise nudged me.

      I stepped closer to the woman. “What’s your name?”

      “Jesalyn.” She took my hand and looked into my eyes. The light of her face grew brighter and brighter, until I was blinded by it. I heard Jesalyn’s voice, but it sounded like it was inside my head. She was speaking so quickly, telling me so many things at once I couldn’t concentrate on any one thing.

      The light remained bright, and I could almost feel it. It engulfed me and felt like being wrapped in a warm blanket. I saw pictures. Glimpses of things, here and there. I saw a building burning. It was the Crescent City Hotel—the home of The Society. I saw a lace wedding dress, and Wyatt holding a baby. I saw Wyatt’s hair sprinkled with grey hair, and I saw a little red headed girl running across the sand. There were so many images and words. I could barely catch a few.

      “Tell Wyatt I love him. The two of you will do great things,” Jesalyn’s faint words echoed in my head.

      Those last few words and an image of Wyatt holding me in his arms were what I could focus on best. I felt perfect in that moment. Strong and unstoppable. Then just as if nothing had happened the voice stopped, and the bright light disappeared. I could still see, but Jesalyn was gone. I looked all around.

      “That was crazy.” Cade stared at me.

      “Where is she?” Had she disappeared into thin air?

      “I don’t think it was actually her. More like a projection she left behind.” Troy was back to sitting.

      “Can you guys see?” I gazed around looking for any evidence Jesalyn was still around.

      “No. It’s pitch black again.” Cade narrowed his eyes. “Can you see?”

      “Yes. It’s my normal light vision.”

      “It’s completely dark in here, Hailey.” Cade shook his head. “She did something to you.”

      “Jesalyn gave her light.” Troy stood up. “I guess you really are who you claim to be.”

      I thought over the words and images Jesalyn shared. Most of them meant nothing to me, but eventually I’d figure them out. At least I could see, and my fear was gone. We’d get out, and I’d find Wyatt. All my doubts over him were gone. We were meant to be, and I had to find a way back to him.
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      The Pteron Chronicles will continue with Tempt later in 2017. Want more Chronicles? Check out the other series set in the Chronicles world: The Crescent Chronicles, The Empire Chronicles, The Dire Wolves Chronicles, The Allure Chronicles. The Grizzly Brothers Chronicles, and The Forged Chronicles.
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      The son of darkness is all grown up...

      

      James is a Guardian. He is tasked with protecting the most important person in his world. For eight years he has done his job without complaint, but he has grown tired of living under the shadow of a father who is responsible for the most unimaginable violence and destruction his world has ever known.

      Ainsley is at a loss for what to do with her life. She hates her two dead end jobs and the family who betrayed her. She has resigned herself to living one day at a time, but she longs for an escape from her lonely life.

      When Ainsley finds James in her bed, their two lives and worlds collide. They may have both found exactly what they need, but the darkness James has been running from his whole life has just caught up.
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      The dated rock music was giving me a headache. If not for the alcohol still left in my glass I would have been out of the bar already. Even the redhead hanging on my every word was getting to me. Did girls no longer believe in the chase?

      “James?” she said my name with an exaggerated southern drawl that came across as almost fake. It probably was.

      “Yes?” I blinked a few times trying to bring things back into focus. I had drunk far too much, but there was nothing I could do about that now.

      “Are you even listening to me?” She tapped her fingers on the bar top between us.

      “No.” I took in the faded blue paint on the walls. The place had seen better days, but it served my needs perfectly. No one thought anything of the quiet guy getting plastered at the bar. I blended in.

      “I asked you if you wanted to take me home. I only live a few blocks from here.” She put her hand on my upper thigh.

      I looked into her glazed over green eyes. “Probably not.”

      “Oh.” Hurt marred her overly made-up face, and for a second I felt bad, but then it faded. She would be even more hurt when I left her in the morning. Besides, if she was half as drunk as I was, she had no idea what she was asking.

      “I am doing you a favor.” I downed the rest of my beer. It was some crappy lager I had no plans to try again. I had chosen it as an alternative to the whiskey that had filled my glass earlier in the evening.

      “Oh.” She stared at me blankly. She clearly liked that word.

      “See you around.” I moved over a stool to make sure she got the less than subtle hint. I did not particularly enjoy being mean, but I had no time or energy to play nice.

      Loud laughter got my attention. “Cold.”

      I looked at the aging bartender chuckling in front of me before glancing down at the now vacant stool the redhead had been seated on. “Honesty.”

      “You have to admit that was harsh.” He leaned on his elbows. “Do you usually treat pretty girls that way?”

      “Would it have been better to have bedded her and never spoken to her again?”

      He straightened up. “No, but there is an in-between. There is value in politeness.”

      “And what value is that?” I pushed my empty beer glass toward the bartender. “Give me something stronger this time.”

      “I can’t serve you more. We both know that.”

      “And we both know you make exceptions.” I was drunk. There was no question about that, but I needed more to numb the emptiness. Otherwise there was no point in having made the trip into Charleston.

      “I can’t serve you more booze, but I don’t mind listening.”

      “Listening?” I raised an eyebrow. “Do I look like I want someone to listen?”

      “You’re wasted before nine o’clock at night. You need someone to talk to.”

      “Next time I will wait until later to get intoxicated.” I tossed down enough money to cover double my tab and stumbled out of the bar.

      The cool night was a welcome change from the stifling heat of the overcrowded dive. It had been years since I lived in the city of Charleston, South Carolina, but one thing remained the same. They still insisted on pumping heat into buildings the second the temperature dropped south of sixty degrees. I doubted that most of the people at the bar could survive long where I came from.

      The city portion of my walk should not have taken long, but it did. I guess that happens when you get pissed drunk. I knew Charleston well from the months I lived there in high school—and the few nights I spent there now. I spent most of my time in an altogether different place, a place that had stopped feeling like home years ago. A place that was literally another world.

      I was far too exhausted to make it all the way back home, so I stopped at the one place I could in the city. I had no key, but I had another plan to get in. I went around back, taking one cursory look into the withering garden before starting my climb up the thick ivy that wound its way all the way up to the third story balcony.

      The ivy swayed under my weight, but I made it onto the balcony without breaking my neck. I shook the doorknob with enough force to get it to budge. I pushed the door open, kicked off my boots, and tossed my shirt before collapsing on the queen sized bed. It was not my bed, but at the moment any bed would do.
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      I was living the life of a TV sitcom friend. You know the type: the boring one that serves no purpose except to make the main character seem more interesting. I worked not one, but two dead end jobs. I didn’t know which was worse, serving frozen yogurt or working as an office assistant at a law firm. Neither had anything to do with my career goals, but as my mom always said, beggars can’t be choosers. My art history degree had proved as useful as it sounded. I couldn’t manage to land a job working in a gallery, let alone a museum. I’d eventually have to go back to school to get a degree in something useful, but the thought of spending time in a classroom wasn’t something I could stomach. At twenty-two, I was just happy to be paying the bills without moving back in with my parents. It was more than most of my friends could say. Or at least most of the friends I still had.

      I waited impatiently as a couple stared at the flavor listing above my head. They’d been in the frozen yogurt shop for twenty minutes already. We only offered a dozen flavors. The decision couldn’t have been that hard to make. “We close at nine.” I used the most polite voice possible, but as it was 8:56 I figured they needed a reminder.

      “That means you don’t let new customers in after nine. We’re already here. You can’t kick us out.” The guy wrapped his arm around his date’s waist. “Don’t worry baby, there’s no rush.”

      I bit my tongue. Who did this clown think he was? If I wasn’t certain the guy would report me and get me fired, I would have given him a piece of my mind. Instead I started wiping up a sticky spot on the counter I’d overlooked earlier. Despite how boring the job was, it did pay decently, and I didn’t mind my boss.

      “Can I try the vanilla again? I’m not sure I liked it.” The girl pointed at the hard yogurt in the case in front of her.

      Seriously? Who tried vanilla twice? I mean everyone in the world knew what that flavor tasted like. I gritted my teeth. “Sure.” I picked up one of the small pink spoons and scooped a tiny amount. I handed it to her.

      She tasted it. “I’m still not sure.”

      I glanced at the neon colored clock by the door. It was two minutes after nine now. “I’m sorry, but I really have to close.”

      “No you don’t. You’re going to let my girlfriend take her time and pick a flavor.” The guy puffed out his chest like that was supposed to intimidate me or something.

      I sighed before glancing at the clock again. I was going to be late meeting my friends for drinks. Or really my friend Grace and her other friends. Saying it in the plural made it sound better.

      “Is the chocolate chip cookie dough flavor good?” The girl batted her long eyelashes. I’d have bet a lot they were fake.

      “If you like cookie dough, yes.”

      She nodded as though I’d just shared some life altering secret. “Can I try that one too?”

      I sighed again. “Sure.” I took out another pink spoon.

      She tried it. “I changed my mind. I don’t want anything.” The girl turned toward the door.

      “I agree. Horrible service here.” The guy followed her and slammed the door behind him.

      I silently cursed them while I wiped down the rest of counter. There was a time in my life when I got along with everyone. That time had come and passed. Now I was lucky if I could handle being in the same room as someone who rubbed me the wrong way. It made working in the service industry dicey, especially when your customers were mostly tourists. I loved living in Charleston, but sometimes I wished I lived somewhere a little more off the beaten path.

      I finished my clean up and checked the clock again. I didn’t have time to do much to help my appearance, but I changed into a black three-quarter length sleeve sweater rather than my Yogurt Love t-shirt. I checked the tip jar. There wasn’t much in there, which was the same way it was every shift. Clearly my sparkling personality wasn’t doing me any favors.

      I locked up and hurried out to my car, checking the clock as soon as I started the engine. Nine twenty-two. I could still make nine-thirty if I didn’t hit too many lights.

      I raced down to King Street, nearly destroying my car in an attempt to parallel park in the smallest spot known to man. Even my tiny Honda Fit barely found enough room. If it had been during the day, I could have avoided using my car completely, but I was far too paranoid to walk around the city alone at night. My step-dad the cop had shared countless horror stories with me.

      I got out and booked it around the corner to the bar. Right before I reached the entrance I realized I hadn’t locked the car. I turned around, locked it, and walked into the bar half out of breath.

      I took a moment to compose myself while I strained my neck to locate everyone. When I didn’t see anyone I went over to the bar and ordered a glass of wine. You always look less socially awkward when you have a drink in your hand.

      So much for being late. I pulled out my phone and texted Grace. You coming?

      She didn’t respond. I took another sip of wine. It was only ten minutes after the meeting time. They’d show up.

      Twenty minutes later my wine was gone, as was any of my motivation to wait around. My phone buzzed. Sorry. We had to cancel, but someone else is coming.

      Someone else? My chest clenched. What was going on?

      I promise you are going to love him. His name is Brad and he’s been dying to meet you since he saw your picture.

      What? You know I’m not interested in dating.

      Of course I know. Why else would I make up a girls’ night?

      I silently cursed her before stuffing my phone back in my purse. Luckily I had a ten in my wallet, so I tossed down the cash and got up. Whoever this Brad was, I had no interest in meeting him.

      I was never talking to Grace again. She may have been my last friend in town, but that didn’t make up for this. We’d been friends since the first week of our freshman year of college, and she set me up with no warning? How pathetic did she think I was?

      I hurried toward the entrance, carefully maneuvering through the crowd until I walked into something—or rather into someone.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled before I tried to walk around him.

      “Ainsley?” A hand wrapped around my arm. I looked up at the sound of my name coming from a stranger’s mouth. “Am I that late?”

      I glanced into the deep brown eyes of a guy I’d never met. “Uh, sorry, you’ve got the wrong person.” Was my luck really that bad? I literally ran into the blind date I was ditching.

      “I’m Brad. Didn’t Grace tell you about me?” He still held onto my arm a little too tight.

      “Not until a minute ago.”

      “Wait. You didn’t know we had a date? Didn’t Grace show you my picture or anything? And why are you here then?” He glanced over my head as though someone else might somehow have the answers. The only one with the answers was Grace, and she was conveniently not there.

      “I was supposed to be having drinks with friends.”

      “Oh.” His eyes set on mine. “How about having drinks with me instead?” His lips twisted into a smile.

      Talk about confidence. Too bad that wasn’t going to change the fact that I was angry and in no mood to deal with him. “Sorry, I’ve got to go.”

      “Just one drink? I’ve been looking forward to this all week.”

      All week? Grace was really going to get it. We’d only planned the night out a few days ago. “There are plenty of girls here, I’m sure you’ll find someone to occupy your time.” I put a hand over my mouth. Had I just sounded that bitchy? He probably had no clue what he’d stepped into.

      He laughed. “Feisty. Nice.”

      And any sympathy for him disappeared at the use of the word feisty. “Not feisty and not nice.” I shook my arm, but it didn’t budge from his grip. I swore I’d start working out with weights more. “Listen, I’m sorry if you’re disappointed, but I never agreed to meet you.”

      “I get that, but why leave now? Might as well enjoy the evening, right?” He smiled.

      I sighed. “Let go of my arm, and I’ll think about agreeing to a rain check.”

      “A rain check?” He glanced at his watch. “But it’s early. Why not have a drink now?”

      “Because I’m annoyed, and nothing good is going to come of anything I do when I’m annoyed.”

      He laughed. “Fair enough. Can I get your number? Maybe set something up without involving Grace?”

      “How about you give me yours, and I’ll call you?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You mean so you can lose my number and never call?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “You don’t think I will?”

      “I know you won’t.”

      “Then why bother getting my number? I could blow you off that way too.” I gazed longingly at the exit. It was so close yet so far away.

      “No, you like being chased. I understand girls like you, and I’m willing to play the game. Usually the reward is well worth the effort.”

      “Ok, offer to take your number revoked. Goodnight.” I turned away. What an arrogant jerk.

      He grabbed my arm again. “What? I’m just saying it like it is.”

      “Like it is? No, what it’s like is that you’re going to let go of me and walk away right now. Preferably forget my name.”

      I used his momentary shock to slip away. I made it to the door and stepped out into the cool night.

      Holding on to my arm once was one thing, but twice? I’d done the whole Neanderthal guy thing before, and I wasn’t interested in going there again. He’d turned out to be the biggest mistake of my life, and Brad was no different. He screamed alpha male asshole, and I didn’t need that in my life. Boring was better than that.

      I dared one glance over my shoulder before walking around the block to my car. At least I’d parked close. I tossed my phone on the passenger seat.

      I spent two minutes getting my car out of the cramped spot, miraculously sparing my car and the others from any scratches. I drove home slowly, in no real rush to face the giant empty house. It wasn’t my house.

      A former professor had talked me into house sitting for one of his old friends. I didn’t mind the rent free part, but there was something depressing about living alone in a giant house when you were single and nearly broke.

      I marveled at the live oaks as I drove down the narrow streets. I loved Charleston, but there were some things about urban life I’d probably never get used to. The house came into view. It was gorgeous. Three floors and right near the battery. It was so close to the water that you could nearly taste it, and you got an amazing view from the upper balconies. I had no trouble understanding why it was a stop on the historical tours, even if it did get annoying when people parked out front to take pictures.

      I pulled around to the side of the house and parked in the small drive. When I got out, I did what I always did, I checked over my shoulder before walking up the wraparound porch. Living alone in a city wasn’t good for an already paranoid person.

      I unlocked the door and quickly locked it behind me. I glanced at the large kitchen. It was tastefully done, but I was surprised the owners hadn’t updated it. Then again there was something charming about the old countertops. Granite might have taken away from the overall feel of the place.

      The thought of a late night snack appealed, but a glass of wine sounded even better. I filled a tumbler two-thirds full with some left over Cab Sav. Although I was broke, there were certain luxuries I indulged in. I walked down the hall to the living room. At least there was a big screen TV to keep me company.
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      A glass of wine and a hot shower worked wonders. The alcohol relaxed me while the warm water washed away all thoughts of Brad and the fact that my one and only friend in Charleston had betrayed me. I knew she probably meant well in that crazy way of hers, but to set me up like that—with a guy like Brad? She should have known how upset that would make me.

      The water started to turn cool, and I rinsed off my hair one last time before stepping out. I wrapped up in my favorite pink towel and tossed my dirty clothes in the hamper.

      I reluctantly opened the door to the bathroom, dreading the burst of cold that would hit me as soon as I stepped out of the steam filled room. Luckily my room was only a few steps away.

      The heat had blown my door closed again, so I used one hand to pull it open. I stepped into the dark room and felt around for the light switch.

      I turned it on and started to scream. There was a very shirtless guy lying on my bed.

      I was frozen, unable to do or say anything. The guy sat up and rubbed his eyes.

      I stopped screaming, but my muscles still didn’t work. I just stood there staring at the insanely attractive guy lying on my bed like it was his own. His dirty blond hair was messy, but it was his chest and abs my eyes kept going to. Leave it me to focus on the fact that the guy was in impeccable shape.

      For his part, he stared at me too. His eyes raked over me.

      I tried to come up with something to say, but like my body, my mouth seemed to have stopped functioning.

      He blinked his eyes a few times. “Uh, hello. What are you doing here?”

      His words snapped me out of my silence. “What am I doing here? What are you doing here?” Then a thought occurred to me. “Wait. Grace is behind this too, isn’t she? You were the fall back if things didn’t work with Brad. What did she tell you? Guaranteed sex if you came in here?”

      “Wait. Back up.” He held up his hands as if in defense. “I am not here for sex… not that it didn’t cross my mind seeing you there in well, that little thing, but I am only here to sleep.”

      Little thing? I glanced down at my towel. I was nearly naked in front of the sexiest man I’d ever seen. In another context that would have been great, but sexy or not, I had no idea what he was doing in my bedroom. “So you’re not a friend of Grace’s?” I picked up the largest book I could find on the bookshelf.

      “Never heard of her.”

      “Then get out!” I held out the book like a weapon.

      He moved to the side of the bed closest to me. “Hold on there. You still have not told me why you are in this house. I have every right to be here.”

      “Every right?” I lowered my book as a humiliating thought hit me. “Oh my god. Are you the owner’s son or something? I heard they have one.”

      His face relaxed. “Not their son, but I am a good friend of the Calloways.”

      “A good enough friend that you’re staying here?” I watched him carefully. He knew the owner’s name, and so far he was keeping his distance. Part of me still wanted to run, but that would only make this more of an embarrassing story when he relayed it to the owners. “They never told me to expect you. Clearly I wouldn’t be wearing this.” I gestured to my towel. Normally I’d have been mortified by my appearance, but I wasn’t. I was strangely comfortable around the stranger, and that alone should have had me bolting for the door.

      “I have no problem with it. None at all.” He smiled sheepishly. “By the way, my name is James.”

      I took a deep breath. No matter who he was, I couldn’t stay in my towel. I was cold, and his looks were getting longer and longer. “I’m getting dressed. Would you please give me my room?”

      “Your room? You are staying in Charlotte’s room?”

      “Charlotte? Is that the daughter?”

      “How do you know the Calloways?” he asked. “I told you my connection, what is yours?”

      “I’m house sitting for them while they’re away.”

      “While they are away?” He wrinkled his brow. “No one told me there was a house sitter here.”

      “Yeah… I agreed to stay for a year.”

      “Do you pay rent?”

      “No, I just watch the place.” I tightened my hold on the towel.

      “You were not watching it very well tonight.”

      “Wait, when did you get in here?” I hadn’t thought about that. Had he been here the whole time?

      He glanced at the clock. “A few hours ago.”

      “Maybe I was still out. I would have heard the door.”

      “I didn’t use the front door.”

      My eyes went immediately to the balcony door. “You broke in?” I started backing away. That changed everything. If he’d had a key… well, maybe then the owners had okayed the visit. “I thought you were their friend.”

      “I am.”

      “I don’t believe you.” I cursed myself for leaving my cell all the way downstairs.

      “It is true.”

      “Get out!” I backed into the hallway, heading for the bathroom. I could lock myself in there.

      “Wait. I am who I say I am.” He jumped off the bed. “I can prove it.”

      “Then do it, or I call the police.” I struggled to keep my voice level. I didn’t particularly want to deal with the police, but I wasn’t going to just take the word of a guy who’d broken in.

      He kept his distance. “Do you know where Charlotte’s stuff is? She used to have pictures on her wall.”

      “There are some boxes way up in the back of the closet.” I should have run for the bathroom, but I didn’t. I stupidly waited.

      He pulled down a cardboard box and rifled through it. “Here you go.” He held out a photo collage.

      I accepted it while holding onto my towel tightly with the other hand and stuffing the book under my arm.

      A quick sweep of the pictures had me staring at a younger version of the same guy. I glanced from the teenager to the man in front of me. He had filled out in all the right ways. “Ok, so you do know them.”

      He grabbed his shirts and boots and walked into the hallway careful to keep his distance from me. “I will wait downstairs.”

      “Okay…” I ran into the room and locked the door, still holding on to the collage. I glanced down at the pictures again. He was in even more of the photos than I thought.

      I studied his smile. That was one trait that hadn’t changed.

      I pulled on my Harrison University hoodie over a long sleeve t-shirt and my favorite pair of jeans. I brushed out my wet hair. I refused to make any more effort than that. The guy was an intruder, not a potential date.

      I walked downstairs slowly, still not sure what to do. Clearly I couldn’t let the guy stay, but the thought of him leaving and my never seeing him again bothered me way more than it should have.

      I stepped into the kitchen in time to watch him staring into the nearly empty freezer. “I need to go shopping.”

      He turned. “Yes, you do.”

      “I wasn’t expecting company.” I felt more confident now that I was dressed. We were on more equal ground, although his lack of a shirt was making it hard on me. I had to fight to keep my eyes on his face.

      “What about Brad? Was that the name?” He smirked.

      I groaned. “Don’t remind me.” Despite the situation, thinking about the awkward meeting with Brad sounded worse.

      “Not the world’s best boyfriend?”

      I shook my head. “Oh, he’s not a boyfriend. Just some guy my friend tried to set me up with on a blind date.” For some reason it was important to me that James knew Brad wasn’t my boyfriend. I was beyond pathetic. A guy broke into my house, and I was worried that he knew I was available. But he was a friend of the owner. This wasn’t completely random. I held onto that fact as though it changed anything.

      “It did not go well?” He hopped up on to the kitchen counter.

      “Long story, but he’s not my type.”

      “And you assumed your friend had planted a man in your bed?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “Well, she tricked me into the blind date. It was supposed to be a girls’ night. And it was the only explanation I could come up with that didn’t terrify me when I saw you.” Why was I telling him so much? First I couldn’t talk, and now I couldn’t shut up.

      “You mean it was easier to accept than me being a psycho killer waiting to kill you?”

      “You’re not, right? You didn’t fake those pictures to put me at ease?” I was mostly joking.

      “If I was, would I really admit it?”

      “I should have just rented a place.” I leaned on the kitchen table. “It would have been simpler. My mom thought I was crazy for doing this, and I guess she was right.”

      “Finding a free place to live is not crazy. Especially not one with views of the water.”

      “It was to her. She wanted me to come home.”

      “Where is home?” He watched me closely.

      “North Carolina. Chapel Hill.” The words slipped out of my mouth on their own accord. I covered my face with my hand.

      He laughed. “What? You afraid I will stalk you? If I was going to hurt you, would I simply be sitting here right now? And if you were worried, why not call the authorities? Your phone is right there.” He pointed at where my phone lay on the kitchen table.

      “I’d rather not spend the night filling out police reports.”

      “Good, then back to our conversation.” He grinned. “I have been to Chapel Hill.”

      “Oh yeah? Know someone who went to Carolina or something?” Him knowing my hometown shouldn’t have put me at ease, but for some reason it did. I was getting far too relaxed.

      “The Calloway’s son, Kevin, played basketball for them.”

      “What?” He’d definitely peaked my interest. “Wait. When?”

      “Eight years ago.”

      “Kevin Calloway? The name sounds vaguely familiar.” I raked through my extensive knowledge of the Tar Heels.

      “Yeah, he only played one year...”

      “Was he injured or did he jump to the NBA?” Both were frustrating as a fan of the team.

      “He, uh, left school.”

      “Oh, ok. Well, hope you enjoyed your visit to Chapel Hill.” There was more to the Calloway son’s story than James was saying. Maybe he’d gotten expelled or something.

      He smiled again. His smile was deadly. It made my whole body warm. “I did.”

      “You grew up here then? With the Calloways?” I took a seat at the table.

      He sat down next to me. “I did some high school here.”

      I picked up his t-shirt where it lay on the chair on my other side. “You must be cold.”

      “Cold?” He accepted the t-shirt. “Is that the excuse you are going to use?”

      “What do you mean?” I crossed my arms again.

      “My being without a shirt bothers you.”

      “No, why would it?” I could feel blood rushing to my face. Evidently my ogling hadn’t gone unnoticed.

      “You are used to sitting around with strange guys who are not wearing shirts?”

      “You’re supposed to be convincing me you’re safe. Calling yourself strange doesn’t help your case.”

      “Why would I be convincing you I was safe?” He moved to put on the shirt.

      I couldn’t help but watch as he pulled down the shirt agonizingly slow. “Because you broke into my house in the middle of the night.”

      “It is not really the middle of the night. Besides, this is not your house, and I did not break anything.”

      “It is for the time being, and you know exactly what I mean about breaking in.”

      “What if I wanted to stay here too?”

      “Stay here?” I coughed. “No way.”

      “Why not? You are not paying rent.”

      Anger started to rise in me. Just because I wasn’t paying didn’t mean it wasn’t my home for the time being. “Because for all I know the Calloways hate you.”

      “They do not hate me. Charlotte and I are close friends.”

      “You’re not staying here anyway. I’m not interested in a roommate.”

      “Maybe I should take my shirt off again. You liked me better that way.” He winked.

      Embarrassment mixed with the anger. “Do you want me to kick you out?”

      “Were you not about to do that anyway?”

      My mouth fell open. “I didn’t necessarily mean tonight.”

      “So you do have a soft spot for me.” He arched an eyebrow.

      “Tell me why you’re here.”

      “I came back into town, drank too much, and I did not want to go all the way home.” He shrugged.

      “You drank too much? Lovely. But where’s home?”

      “I do not have one locally yet.”

      “Then what did you mean by you didn’t want to go all the way home?” Getting any information from him was like pulling teeth.

      “I meant I did not have the energy to find a new place.”

      I glared at him. “Stop lying. No one searches for a new place to stay late at night when they are drunk.”

      “I am telling the truth. I just got back into town, and I am drunk. Or I was. I feel better now.”

      “And you really don’t have anywhere to go?” I knew what that felt like. Well, kind of. I had always known I could go back to my mom’s house. Only I didn’t want to. I knew it would be the beginning of the end for me.

      “No. I sold my house years ago.”

      “Your house?” How old was this guy anyway? He only looked like he was in his mid-twenties.

      “Yeah, my parents died.”

      “Oh my, I’m so sorry.” I put a hand to my chest. There I went upsetting him.

      “Don’t be sorry. My mom died forever ago, and my dad deserved what happened to him.”

      “Oh.” I leaned back and away for him. “Well, it’s really late, and I need to get some sleep.”

      “Big plans for tomorrow?”

      I stood up. “Work.”

      “Exciting.” He made no move to stand.

      “Not quite, but it pays the bills.”

      “What bills do you need to pay? You live rent free.”

      I gasped. Was he really going there again? I was so sick of guys being jerks. “Ok, I have had enough.”

      “Enough what?”

      “Grab your shoes and whatever else you have and get out of here.”

      “Now you want to kick me out?”

      “Yes. Right now.”

      “I have every much a right to be here as you.”

      “Nope.” I shook my head. “I’m house sitting. You broke in. I should have kicked you out to start with, but well, I have a weakness for a nice set of abs that seems to get me in trouble more often than not. Not happening tonight.” I walked over to the door and held it open for him. “Out.”

      “Having second thoughts about Brad?”

      I walked back to the table. “Go.”

      “Why should I?”

      “Do you want me to call the police?” I grabbed my phone.

      “I was only kidding. Why are you so sensitive about the bills thing?”

      “That is none of your business.”

      “You will make the house cold if you keep the door open.”

      “If you’d leave I could close the door and keep the house warm.”

      “But then I’d be cold.”

      “Too bad.” I picked up his boots and tossed them on the porch. “Good bye, James.”

      “You remembered my name.”

      “Go.”

      “But you never told me your name.”

      “And I’m not going to.”

      “The Calloways will tell me.” He finally walked to the door. “Wonderful meeting you, see you soon.” He walked out and closed the door behind him.

      I opened the door again and slammed it. I could hear his loud laughter from the other side.
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