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        Mrs. Delford

      

      

      I wasn’t supposed to be sitting in that room. But I was. I was supposed to be home entwined in the arms of my new husband. But I wasn’t. I wasn’t supposed to be there, but I had no other choice. My own people had sold their souls and futures to ensure the survival of an inferior species. My husband had been one of the stupid ones. He’d blindly agreed to follow leaders who placed the value of his life beneath those of powerless beings. But I wasn’t stupid. I would have revenge. Until then I was stuck.

      I typed the words I was supposed to type. I recorded everything. This was a pity job. A scrap thrown to the widow of a man they’d sent to his death. I wished I didn’t have to take it, but it was the only way I was going to get the information I needed to destroy them all.
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        Present day

      

      

      I blinked over and over, but I still couldn’t wake up. This had to be a dream. There was no other explanation for the predicament I was in. I glanced to my right and then my left. My hands were still tied. I looked down at my naked body. This couldn’t be happening. A Drago could not get captured and tied up. Nope. Never. This sort of situation was for lesser shifters and vampires, not creatures descended from dragons.

      But I was tied up. And I was naked. I blinked another few times. I focused on waking up. That always worked when I was asleep and dreaming. Nothing. I was still tied up. I was in a darkened room; the only light came from sconces several feet away. I was elevated, my feet well above the floor. I couldn’t turn my head enough to see much of anything behind me. I tugged against the binds holding my hands hostage. Nothing. I closed my eyes and focused. There was no fabric or rope strong enough to hold me back. Yet somehow there was. No matter how hard I fought it, I couldn’t break the strands.

      Well, there was one other way out. It might hurt as the fabric covering my mouth was likely as strong as that binding my hands, but I had to try.

      I felt the fire build in my chest, and I let it continue until it reached my throat. I breathed out. The heat was intense, and I embraced it. The fabric should have melted away, but it did nothing. What the hell? What fabric could withstand the heat of my fire?

      The fire had nowhere to go, and I had to swallow it back down. It burned, but the sensation was nothing compared to the fear and anger that warred inside of me.

      “Hello, Wyatt.” A sickening sweet voice spoke from some way off. I knew exactly who the voice belonged to, and I also knew there was nothing sweet about the owner.

      “Oh, yes. I forgot. You can’t speak. Can you?”

      I waited, knowing full well she’d step into my line of view eventually.

      “I wonder if Hailey chose you because she knew what you offered underneath your clothes.”

      I said nothing. I couldn’t. I struggled against the wrist restraints. They appeared to be a simple cloth fabric. I should have been strong enough to break them. What was happening to me?

      “Or maybe it was your smile. Too bad I can’t see that smile now. Although I highly doubt you’re smiling. By now you’ve realized you’re not going anywhere.” Heels clicked on the white tile floor before Veronica stepped in front of me. Her long brown hair was down, partially obscuring her face. She was wearing high heels and a fitted red dress. Talk about an exterior not matching her true inner self. She was a monster both in the literal and figurative sense.

      “You heal fast, Wyatt.” She walked toward me. The clicking was getting increasingly annoying. “Your face looks normal already. I’m enjoying this new way of conversing with you. You can’t argue or say anything. I have your undivided attention. If I’d done this to Sol maybe things would have turned out differently for us.”

      Sol. The Seer. Where was he? I could sure have used any help at that moment. I needed to spring free and find Hailey.

      “You’re angry. I can see it in your eyes.” She walked toward me. “There’s no reason to be upset.” She ran a hand down my cheek. “We have a chance to do great things together.”

      I fought against the restraints. There had to be a way out. I felt the smallest tear in the fabric.

      “Be careful, or you’ll hurt yourself.” She wagged a finger in front of my face.

      Hurt myself? As if that was my concern.

      “You’re wondering where Hailey is, aren’t you?” She cupped my chin and made me look up at her. “I suppose that’s only natural.” Her lips twisted into a smile. “I’m sure she’s enjoying the maze.”

      The maze? What the hell was she talking about? Fear gripped me. I wasn’t worried about my own survival, but I would kill this monster if something happened to Hailey.

      “Don’t worry there’s no Minotaur in my maze, and she has company. There’s even a tiny chance she’ll find her way out eventually. If she does, my associates might even let her live as long as she agrees to help. That is if she hasn’t completely lost her mind.”

      I couldn’t take any more. I reached for more fire this time while letting my Drago side take over. My transformed state always brought more strength with it. My vision tunneled and my head spun until I could no longer feel my human side. I was all Drago. But something was different. A new strength surged through me. I fought against the restraints, and they fell away.

      “Finally. I knew the real you was in there.” Veronica grinned. She looked different now. I could see her clearer and in a different set of colors.

      “Where is she?” I tried to scream the words, but nothing came out. I looked around. My vision was sharper, deeper, but it was tunneled. My chest and legs were covered in scales, and I had a forked tail instead of legs.

      “Perfect!” Veronica clapped. “I knew this would work!”

      This couldn’t be happening. A Drago hadn’t turned into an actual dragon in centuries. We’d evolved past that.

      “I know what you’re thinking, and it’s going to be okay.”

      Okay? Nothing was going to be okay. I reached for my human form—but I felt nothing. It was only darkness outside of this dragon state. I was only the unfamiliar creature.

      I wanted to burn her. Destroy her. Yet a voice in the back of my head warned me not to. Had Veronica done this? Could she change me back?

      Veronica crouched down in front of me. “It’s all going to be okay. I promise there is still a man inside. I can help you find him. And I can reunite you with Hailey, but first, we have some work to do.”

      Anger surged through me. I swished my tail, and the wheel I’d been imprisoned on smashed into tiny pieces.

      “See how strong you are? And this strength you don’t have to reach for. It’s always there.” She straightened back up to standing. “I knew this would work on you. I knew you were the right one. We will do great things together, my dragon.”
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      I might have stood staring at the spot where Jesalyn had been for hours if it weren’t for Cade yelling in my ear. My confusion and shock were probably normal. My boyfriend’s dead mother had showed up as some sort of hologram, shared a slideshow of crazy images, and now I could see even though it was completely dark. Considering all that happened after being thrown in a dungeon by a crazy monster, the situation was definitely intense.

      “Hailey!”

      “What?” I snapped out of my daze. One minute the Lightness was there; the next she was gone. I struggled to hold onto the images she’d shown me. Were they real? What was I supposed to do with them?

      “So you can hear?” Cade leaned back against a stone wall. Aside from the initial way he yelled my name, he was still his cool and collected self. “I was beginning to doubt you had that ability. Seemed you were purposely ignoring us.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I wasn’t.” I was trying to process the mind-blowing information dump from Jesalyn while also coming to terms with our current predicament. Unfortunately the visit from the Lightness had done nothing to break us free from the basement prison we were in. I went over the events leading to our current situation. Agreeing to speak at the women’s conference, meeting Veronica, having to take a leave of absence after saying exactly what was on my mind at the conference, agreeing to go to Veronica’s house to protect The Society, Veronica turning into a crazy monster, and finally falling through the floor to this awful place. All in all it still seemed exactly as bad as I’d thought.

      “Jesalyn gave you her light. Now use it to get us out of here.” Troy’s expression was hard and unyielding. It was hard to find any evidence of the Drago I’d first met. No cocky attitude and smirk. All traces of his humor were gone. Was this all about the fire that was stripped from him? Was his fire so tied to his personality he was essentially a different person now? I hated to even think about the possibility. Not that he was the nicest before, but this was something else entirely.

      “You make that sound easy,” I snapped.

      “It should be easy.” The coldness in his voice matched his expression.

      “Maybe if I’d known what a Lightness was before just now.” As usual I’d been kept in the dark. That term now took on new meaning after meeting Jesalyn. I didn’t want to be angry at Wyatt, but why had he kept the details from me? Because there’d been no time. Life seemed to always move at a whirlwind pace for us.

      “You have her light. You are a Lightness now.” Troy crossed his arms. “There’s nothing more to it.”

      “No. I’m still a Pteron.” Aside from a bad headache, nothing felt different. I wasn’t about to transform—having my wings out wasn’t going to help us much where we were—but I knew I still could. That more powerful and darker side of me still lay just beneath the surface.

      “Well, yes. You are a hybrid.” Troy scowled. “But that doesn’t change that you have the power to get us out of here.”

      “Somehow when you say it like that it isn’t encouraging.” I tried to make light of things even though there was nothing light about them. We needed to escape, and we needed to do it soon.

      “Who said I wanted to be encouraging?” Troy puffed. “It doesn’t matter what I say. We have to find Wyatt. That should be motivation alone.”

      “We need to get out of here.” Cade straightened and stepped away from the wall. “If that involves finding Wyatt, I’m down for it.”

      “Hunter.” I turned toward the glass wall. Hunter was still standing there. Still completely naked. “Could you cover yourself please?”

      “Oh.” He moved his hands down in front of him. “I forgot you can see.” He gave me a sheepish smile. Many girls went for guys like Hunter—the Alpha types—but I had no interest in being window dressing for anyone. That’s all a mate was to an Alpha in my opinion. Wyatt wasn’t an Alpha. He was strong and powerful, but he viewed me as his equal. There was no hierarchy to worry about.

      Hunter’s hands worked as coverage, but that was going to limit his movements. “We need to get you clothes.”

      “Yes. A pair of pants would be nice.” He smiled. “Wish I hadn’t been in the shower when all this happened.”

      “I still can’t imagine how that all went down,” I admitted.

      “Were you trying to imagine it?” Cade bumped his shoulder into mine.

      “I don’t mean literally imagine it, idiot.” I could feel heat rising to my cheeks.

      “Idiot?” Cade raised an eyebrow. “You’ve never called me that before.”

      “You’ve never accused me of being a pervert before.”

      “Come on, you just said you couldn’t imagine Hunter in the shower. That implies you were trying to imagine it.”

      “No. I said I couldn’t imagine Hunter getting kidnapped from a shower.”

      “Hailey, do you usually argue this much?” Eloise asked quietly.

      “Uh, with Cade, yes.” We’d always had a relationship more tantamount to a brother-sister relationship than actual friends. You’d have thought one older brother would have been enough for me, but I was a glutton for punishment.

      “Ok. I’m just trying to see how much Jesalyn’s gift changed you.”

      “Gift? You really think there’s Lightness in me?” I looked at the petite girl beside me. Eloise had really ended up with the short end of the stick when she was assigned to me.

      “You can see. Perfectly.” Eloise touched my elbow. “The rest of us can’t.”

      “I know, but that might be an after-effect of Jocelyn’s, well, whatever it was she did.”

      “The after-effect is you’re part Lightness now.” Troy sat down and leaned against the wall. “How many times does one need to tell you things before you believe it?”

      “Why are you so convinced I am part Lightness?” I asked out of both curiosity and annoyance.

      “Because it’s obvious.” Troy stretched his legs out in front of him. “I may not have my fire, but I haven’t lost my keen observation senses.”

      “Keen observation senses?” Cade chuckled. “Oh, my. I wish I had those.”

      “Shut up, bird.” Troy sneered.

      “Just stop.” I rolled my eyes out of habit and turned back toward Hunter. “I’m going to need your help.”

      Hunter snapped right to attention. “Ok. What do you need?”

      “I appreciate you agreeing before I even tell you what you’re going to do.” At the moment I was grateful one of the guys I was stuck with was willing to be helpful.

      “I’m naked and stuck in some basement. There isn’t much I wouldn’t be willing to do to get out of here.” He made a good point.

      “Can you find any spot on the floor over there that feels different?”

      “Feels different?”

      I gestured to the floor on his side of the glass wall. “It might be a false floor or something. I kept thinking there was a way to climb up over the wall, but maybe the solution is to go under.”

      “This doesn’t sound like a Lightness solution to me.” Troy’s voice was just as defeatist sounding as before.

      I wanted to ignore him, but I struggled to hold my tongue more often than not. Hence having to take a leave of absence from my job. “Well, it’s certainly not a Pteron one. We don’t burrow underground.”

      “No, we don’t,” Cade readily agreed.

      “If it’s the only way out, we’ll do it.” Pterons, as a whole, suffered from claustrophobia. We didn’t like small places, and we definitely didn’t like moving further away from the sky. We may not fully turn into birds anymore, but we still descended from true bird shifters. Dragos didn’t seem to have the same problem. Probably because their ancestry came from dragons, and dragons had lived in caves.

      “It can’t be the only way out.” Cade looked up at the ceiling. “Now that you have light we can check out more.”

      “Be my guest.” I pointed at him. “We might as well check out all possibilities.”

      “There aren’t going to be any real possibilities unless you use your new powers. Don’t you think the monster has thought this through? She’d want any obvious escape option to lead to an even worse place.” Troy practically growled the words.

      “Well, right now I’m going to do anything to get us out of here. Would you rather starve to death? We all know she picked us for a reason. She has to be doing something horrible up there.” I gestured toward the ceiling.

      “I am all for escaping, but explain to me again how anything going on up there is our problem at all?” Troy frowned.

      “How isn’t it our problem? Our life is up there. Don’t you want something to go back to?” I fought to keep the exasperation from my voice.

      “Without my fire I have nothing to go back to.” His haughtiness was gone.

      “Really?” I knelt down in front of him. “Is that really all you are? The great and mighty Drago Prince is nothing without his fire?” My words were harsh and pointed, but I needed to wake him up. We all needed to be on our best game if we had any chance of getting out of there.

      “Shut up. You have no idea what you’re talking about.” His eyes narrowed into tiny slits.

      “I do know what I’m talking about. What happened to you sucks, but if you want any chance of getting your fire back we have to get out of here.” I was annoyed at Troy, but we needed him whether I liked it or not. Besides, he was like family to Wyatt. In a weird way now that made him like family to me. He wasn’t being left behind.

      “Getting out of here doesn’t mean we are getting the fire back from The Elders. That’s impossible.”

      I shook my head. “No, it’s not. Hard, yes. Impossible, no.” I was pretending to have far more confidence than I really had. The Elders were god-like creatures that scared the hell out of me. “You’re stronger than this, and you know it.”

      “Hailey. I think I found something,” Hunter called, thankfully ending my attempt at a pep talk. “But I need a light to get a better look.”

      “Can’t you light up now, Hailey? Isn’t that what a Lightness does?” Cade draped an arm over my shoulder.

      “Can I light up now?” I shrugged off his arm. “Are you kidding me?”

      “You got the light from the Lightness, didn’t you?” Cade furrowed his brows. “Or did I misinterpret all of that?”

      I grunted. “I’m not some light bulb. I can’t just light up.” Seeing in the dark didn’t mean I got any of her other abilities.

      “Why not?” Cade crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Because that’s not how this works.” Not that I had any idea how it worked.

      “How do you know? Are you an expert already?” Troy called me out on it. Normally it would have annoyed me, but it meant he was at least trying. That was a step in the right direction.

      “Hailey thinks she’s an expert on everything,” Cade jabbed.

      “Are you two trying to make me angry?”

      “Yes,” they said in unison.

      “What?” Anger surged through me.

      “Because latent abilities are often triggered by strong emotions…” Eloise stood calmly at my side. “They are trying to get your lightness abilities working.”

      “Well, you are doing a good job making me angry, but as we have no idea what latent abilities I might have, you may quickly regret this.”

      “Can we be in a worse situation?” Cade quirked an eyebrow.

      “Yes,” Hunter and I said at once.

      “And I thought you were an optimist.” Troy rose to his feet.

      “Me?” I put a hand to my chest. “Right. That’s exactly what I am.”

      “You are a hell of a lot more optimistic than me.” Troy walked toward me.

      “Only because of your missing fire.”

      “What was with all that Elder talk?”

      “That has nothing to do with optimism. It’s determination.” I fell to my knees in front of the glass wall, trying to see far enough on the other side to get a glimpse of what Hunter felt. It was frustrating that the basement was 100% complete darkness. Even the slightest amount of light would have been enough for shifters to see.

      “Cut the chit-chat and light it up, Hailey.” Cade knelt down beside me.

      “This is all your fault, you know.”

      “Mine?” Cade put a hand on his chest.

      “Yes. You’re the one who introduced me to Veronica.”

      “Yes, when I thought she was just a Sorceress. You can’t actually blame me for this mess.”

      “Hailey, please. A little bit of light?” Hunter glanced over.

      “I wish I knew how.” I sighed.

      Eloise took my hand. “You do know how.”

      “I do?”

      “Yes. You need to focus and think.” She squeezed my hand.

      “I thought I needed heightened emotions.”

      “That was one theory, and it didn’t work. Let’s try another.” If nothing else, my Guardian Pixie had a calming influence on me. Plus, it was nice to have another girl around.

      “I like the sound of this one better.” Even if relaxing generally wasn’t in my wheelhouse.

      “Then make it work,” Troy spoke from somewhere behind me.

      “You aren’t helping the whole relaxing idea.”

      “Oh, my mistake.” He chuckled.

      “What’s your problem?” I rose to my feet and turned to him.

      “You know what my problem is.”

      “Yes, you lost your fire. That can be temporary, but it can only be temporary if you snap out of this. Fire or no fire, you are still strong.” This wasn’t about a pep-talk anymore. This was about desperation. I couldn’t hope to figure this out if he didn’t stop acting like such a jerk.

      “Is this why Wyatt likes you? You’re his personal cheerleader?”

      “What did you just say?” I stepped toward him. “I’m his personal cheerleader?” Anger built up deep inside. I felt my Pteron nature taking over.

      “I don’t think he meant it that way.” Eloise touched my arm. “And remember, we are trying to stay calm now.”

      I shrugged her off. “You know what? I’m going to find a way out of here and leave you behind. We can even put the chains back on if you prefer.”

      I turned back to the glass wall and closed my eyes. If there was a chance I had the light power in me—whatever that power was— I had to use it now. I thought about Jesalyn, which in turn made me think about Wyatt. Where was he? Was he in danger too? There were so many possibilities and none of them were good. I needed to get rid of the glass wall. No matter what we did, we were better off if we were all together as one group.

      Without opening my eyes, I touched the glass. It was cool at first, but then the temperature started to rise. I heard the guys talking about something, but I blocked their voices out. The temperature continued to rise. My hand burned, but I kept my eyes closed. Something about the burning felt right. Besides, no one was screaming and pulling me away. I was positive at least Eloise would jump in. The burning eventually turned to numbness, and then it faded away. I opened my eyes. There was a hole in the wall in front of me in the shape of my hands, and even more surprisingly, my hands were glowing.
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      I was a dragon. I had scales, wings, and no clue how to get back to myself—either of my selves. Dragos descended from dragons, but we weren’t dragons. Not anymore. There was nothing familiar about the creature I’d become—yet it didn’t feel wrong. There was comfort being inside such a large beast and a sense of coming home. But comfort or not, there was still something about my new form that felt off—a tug of something magical I knew came from a very dark place. I had no idea what was happening, but I needed to figure it out quickly. Strong or not, dark magic could only be coming from one place, and being tied to a creature like Veronica was dangerous.

      Despite my own precarious situation, my thoughts kept returning to Hailey. I needed to know if she was safe. I needed to make sure Veronica hadn’t done something equally as monstrous to her.

      “You won’t be a dragon forever.” Veronica sat on a stool in front of me. Her short dress was hiked up to her thighs as if she wanted me to look or completely didn’t care. Everything about her disgusted me, and I looked her directly in the eyes to make sure she knew I wasn’t afraid of her. “Although I do like you better as a dragon. You’re quieter, and my Scarber side finds you more attractive this way. Do you feel the same way about me? Should I transform too?”

      I didn’t care what she did. After seeing her as a monster once I already knew what lay beneath her pleasant looking facade.

      “But I will return you to your humanoid form eventually, if you play your cards right. If you haven’t figured it out already, I hold all the keys here. You will be stuck as a dragon under my control forever if you disobey me. Can I get a nod?”

      I made no move.

      “I won’t count this against you. I don’t really care if you nod or not. At least not when we’re alone. When the others come, you will obey my every command. I hope you understand. And if being trapped as a dragon isn’t enough to make you obey, I’ll make sure Hailey suffers even more than you. And Troy.”

      Troy? I froze. What did Troy have to do with anything?

      “The Elders were nice enough to give him to me to play with. Without his fire that’s really all he’s good for now. Playing. I wonder if the old adage is true… a Drago’s mate will appeal to all the other Dragos. Do you think Troy might like her too?” Veronica cackled.

      Mentally I knew I had nothing to worry about with Hailey and Troy, but the animal side of me, the side that was now completely in control, thought differently. I felt fire build.

      “But Hailey loves you, doesn’t she?” Veronica stood and took a few steps toward me. “You aren’t doubting her, are you?”

      I wasn’t doubting Hailey. Not for a second, and rationally I knew Troy wouldn’t... but did he know? What if he didn’t understand why he was attracted to her now?

      She touched my wing. I recoiled. “Now, now, Wyatt. I just told you I can control you completely. Do you really want to make me mad? Don’t you want to get out of here eventually so you can see Hailey?”

      Yet all she was doing was trying to make me angry. The Troy and Hailey talk only served one purpose. I wanted to kill her. I needed to kill her, but I couldn’t. Not only would it destroy my chances of shifting back, but her magic had a hold on me. It made me listen to her even if I didn’t want to.

      “I know what you’re thinking.” Veronica touched my wing again. “You are wondering why you aren’t trying to hurt me. I already told you, you are under my control. Your thoughts might be your own, but your actions are not. It’s all a matter of how much of my magic I need to use. Right now you might be able to fight me a little. Like refusing to nod. You resist anymore and my control increases—and your chance of ever becoming yourself again disappears.

      I was in a nightmare, a horrible nightmare I would never wake up from. I needed to get to Hailey. I couldn’t wait much longer.

      “I wonder what Hailey would think of your new look.” Veronica grinned. “Does she like green?” She cackled in an inhuman way, the first break in her flawless facade. “I wonder how she’d feel about you now… if she could even figure out it was you.”

      She would know. I had to believe it. I had to believe our connection was so deep she’d know me no matter what exterior I wore. But what if she couldn’t?

      Veronica’s phone rang, and she held it to her ear. “Come up anytime. We’re ready.” She slipped the phone back into the small red purse she wore over her shoulder.

      “Looks like our company will be here very soon. Aren’t you excited?”

      Excitement wasn’t any of the things I was feeling.

      “I believe you’ve met one of our guests before. Won’t that be fun? I’m sure she’s going to love seeing you with your new skin.”

      Met her before? Who was Veronica talking about? When you’d lived as long as I had you meet many creatures over the years. I ran through the list of the evil ones I thought might possibly be willing to work with someone like Veronica.

      She turned her neck around further than a human ever could. “You get to meet some of my associates. I’m sure you are very excited at the prospect.”

      Excited wasn’t quite how I would describe my current emotional state. I normally had a plan. I always had a plan. I knew when to use brute strength and when to use intellect. I knew when to run for cover in order to take the time to spring into action at the perfect moment. I didn’t have any of those options now. None of them. I was trapped, and it was my life and Hailey’s on the line. Not to mention the possibility of many, many more innocent lives. Veronica had her sights on destroying The Society. Without The Society humans would be at the mercy of the supernaturals—and many of them wouldn’t hesitate to destroy them.

      “Remember. I expect you to be on good behavior.” She petted my head.

      What was I? Her pet? I struggled to hide my reaction. If her threat was real, the last thing I wanted was for her to up the intensity of her hold on me.

      I made no move. I wasn’t going to nod if I didn’t have to. Instead I returned to my thoughts of Hailey. We were going to make it through this. Both of us. We were both strong, and if I could only find a way out of my mess I’d get to her. That is if she didn’t find me first. Hailey was capable of the most amazing things.

      I tried to see more of the room, but I couldn’t see much. It was all white walls and concrete floors from where I was. I had no idea if I was still in Veronica’s crazy house or if she’d moved me somewhere else. The fact I didn’t know underlined just how messed up the situation was.

      I heard the sound of footsteps. Two sets. Neither were heels at least. Not that it mattered, but I didn’t want to see any other monsters dressed up.

      “Come in, come in,” Veronica called over her shoulder.

      A man and woman, both wearing sunglasses and black suits, walked in.

      For a second I worried they were Seers, but then I remembered they could be something much worse.

      They simultaneously took off their sunglasses and hung them from the pocket of their black jackets.

      I recognized the woman as soon as her shades were removed. Veronica hadn’t been lying. I did know this woman—although know was probably a tame word for it. Maybe Veronica wasn’t aware of the extent of our history.

      “Wait.” The woman, Dara, turned to Veronica. “That’s him? That’s Wyatt?”

      “Yes, it is. Doesn’t he look wonderful?”

      “He does. Although I did always like him in his Drago form. The best sex I ever had.” She twirled a strand of her blond hair around her finger.

      “Is that so?” Veronica eyed me. “Wish I’d known that before.”

      “Are we done talking about your sexual exploits, Dara?” The man beside her, a man I didn’t recognize at all, asked. “I do not wish to interrupt.”

      “Yes, Daniel. I’m done.”

      Dara stepped toward me. “How rude, Wyatt. This is Daniel. I made him a few decades after you left.”

      Made him? What the hell was she talking about?

      “You may have to explain more than that, darling. He’s been in living in his Drago bubble after all.” Veronica drew a circle in the air with her finger.

      “Oh.” Dara nodded. “I can see your point.” She directed her attention toward me. “I’ve developed some new skills since you left.”

      Like the ability to live for decades without aging? What was going on? Last time I saw Dara she was a regular witch. I could feel her power now, and there was nothing weak, nor typical, about it.

      “As you can tell, I no longer age. You aren’t the only one who gets to live longer, Wyatt.” She patted Daniel’s arm. “And I made myself the perfect man. He has all the traits I love, and he won’t leave. He’ll never leave me.”

      “I’ll never leave,” Daniel nodded. “I’ll never leave you.”

      Was he a robot? Either that or… a horrible thought hit me. Was he human? Was she using magic to imprison the man? To make him bend to her will? Yes. I was sure I was right. I could hear his heart beat when the room fell quiet.

      “We will have more company later, but I thought you might want some time to catch up with Dara first.”

      I’d left her for good reason. She had been experimenting with dark magic, and I wanted nothing to do with that. We’d met when we both were grieving—and somehow that had blinded me to her true ambitions.

      “I owe you a thank you.” Dara smiled. “Without you I wouldn’t be where I am today. Without you I wouldn’t have met Randolph and become his apprentice.”

      Randolph? She was working for Randolph? If I weren’t already sick, I’d have been queasy. I’d been right all along. Veronica wasn’t working alone, and her boss was the worst of the worst. I was already determined to break free, but now I had no choice. The future of the human race depended on it.
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      “And that was one way to do it.” Hunter grinned.

      I stared at my hands, once again struggling to process what was happening. Normally I bounced back, taking everything in stride. Not now. I was turning into a crumbling mess.

      “So I think it’s safe to say you got Jesalyn’s powers.” Cade grinned.

      “We already knew she did. The new thing we learned is she might actually be able to use them.” Troy sure had a way with words.

      “I may have used the ability, but that doesn’t mean I know how I did it.” I examined my arms. They were glowing too. As was my torso and the whole rest of my body. I was a human glow worm.

      “Let’s focus on the fact that you did it. This is huge.” Eloise beamed. “Not only are you glowing, but you cut a hole in the wall.”

      Cade carefully broke off more of the glass, until there was enough space for us to step through. “I assume we want to go toward Hunter, not have him come this way?”

      “The crack in the floor is over on his side.” I stepped through the opening, careful of the edge of glass, even though it wasn’t even jagged. I had no idea whether that was because of the type of glass or because of me, but if we could avoid injury I was on board.

      I crouched down where I saw a small crack in the stone. “Is that what you were talking about?”

      “I think so.” Hunter knelt beside me.

      “Uh someone get him some clothes.” I’d already gotten an eyeful, and that was enough for me.

      Troy pulled off his shirt and tossed it to him. “Make something work out of this.”

      Hunter took the fabric, ripped it, and turned into a loincloth.

      “Very Tarzan.” I laughed. It felt good to laugh after all the seriousness.

      Hunter shrugged. “I have to work with what I have.”

      “Speaking of working with what you have, who’s going to find out what’s under that?” I pointed to the crack.

      “You.” Troy stepped through the glass.

      I ran a finger over the cracked stone. “I already did my part.”

      “Practice could be good for you.” Troy made no move to help beyond giving up his shirt.

      “And what about all that girl power stuff?” Cade stepped through after letting Eloise go first.

      “Don’t you dare start in on that.” He wasn’t using that against me.

      “I don’t mind trying, but first we have to find Anastasia.” Hunter returned to standing.

      “Where is she?” I saw nothing for as far as I could see.

      “Through another of those walls.” He pointed to what remained of the wall behind us.

      “Another?” I hoped I wasn’t going to have to figure out how to cut holes in more of them. I still had no idea how I’d pulled it off the first time.

      “Might be good practice.” Cade offered his hand to help me up.

      I refused and stood up myself. “Would you stop with the practice talk?”

      “I’m only looking out for your welfare.” Cade winked.

      “Then stop. Practice your own skills.”

      “Shut up about the practice.” Troy’s expression hardened. “We can’t seriously be considering looking for the Mer. We leave her here and send help back.”

      “Are you kidding?” I coughed. “Please tell me you are kidding.”

      “Wyatt. Focus on Wyatt.” Troy wrapped his hand around my bicep. “Don’t be stupid, Hailey.”

      “We aren’t leaving her. End of story.” I met Troy’s gaze. “You can either come with us, or find your own way out.”

      “And leave you?” He released my arm. “You’re destined to be Wyatt’s mate. That means I have to protect you.”

      “But you don’t even have your fire.” I put a hand on my hip.

      “What does that have to do with this?”

      “You use that as an excuse for everything else, why not use it now?”

      He scowled.

      “Ok. Let’s calm this down.” Eloise stepped between us. “Hailey is absolutely right. We need to find the Mer. We can’t leave without her.”

      “Of course not.” Hunter adjusted his makeshift loincloth. “I promised her I’d find us a way out.”

      “Then keep your promise and keep the rest of us out of it.” Troy’s eyes darkened. “Hailey is our best shot of getting out of here and helping with whatever is going on up there.” He gestured to the ceiling. “I vote we split up. Hailey, the pixie, and I get ourselves out of here. Cade and Hunter find the Mer.”

      “Not a chance.” Cade shook his head. “I’m not leaving Hailey. I’m the one who got her into this.”

      “No one is leaving anyone. We’re in this together.” Eloise sighed. “There’s a reason you are all down here together.”

      “You are all?” Hunter narrowed his eyes. “You don’t include yourself?”

      “I’m not supposed to be here. I slipped through with Hailey.”

      Hunter rubbed the back of his neck. “But if you believe in fate then yes, you are supposed to be here.”

      “Fate my ass.” Troy groaned.

      Eloise stared at Troy with her mouth hanging open. “I didn’t think Dragos cursed.”

      “I didn’t think Guardian Pixies existed. I guess we both have plenty to learn.” There was a faint smile on his lips if you looked close enough.

      “We all have a lot to learn.” I was ready for the arguing to stop. There was too much at stake. “Can we all agree to get along for the time being?”

      “We are making a mistake.” Troy swung his arms. “But if the rest of you want to risk the lives of millions to save one Mer, who am I to stop you?”

      “We can do both.” We weren’t leaving without the Mer. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to her.

      “Do we think she’s Emerald Flame?” Cade asked.

      “Obviously. Otherwise why would she be here?” Troy was so snarky I wanted to slap him. “Let’s find the girl and get out of here.”

      “Great. Now that we are all in agreement, let’s go.” Eloise smiled.

      “Where are we going?” I hoped Hunter knew.

      “Somewhere in that direction.” Hunter pointed down a narrow corridor. “I hit glass a half mile down, so I say we start there.”

      “Glass… ugh.” I wasn’t looking forward to having to break through that again.

      “We can still turn back…” Troy trailed off.

      “No. We can’t.” I started down the corridor, assuming the others would want me to go first since I was our light source.

      “How’s Allie doing?” Hunter walked beside me.

      “She’s fine. I hope.” Thinking about Allie still hurt a little. I hoped we’d eventually be able to repair things between us.

      “Did I say the wrong thing? I figured she was a safe topic with you. You’re so close.”

      “We are.” Or we were. No. We were still close. She wasn’t angry with me. She’d told me herself.

      “Hailey’s only in this mess because she cares so much about Allie,” Cade spoke from right behind us.

      Hunter nodded. “Yeah, there’s nothing wrong with that. We all do things for our own motivations.”

      “Then what’s your motivation, wolf?” Troy was bringing up the rear as we continued down the corridor.

      Hunter bristled, but then his shoulders relaxed. “For what? Wanting to get out of here?”

      “No, for caring about this Mer. I didn’t think a Dire would waste his time.”

      “I’m not going to leave an innocent down here. And you shouldn’t want to either.” Hunter stopped walking and spun around. “Maybe in your world innocents aren’t worthy of protection, but they are here.”

      “But if she’s Emerald Flame, you really think she’s any more innocent than the rest of us?” Troy challenged.

      “We are all innocent in this. I’d hope you wouldn’t leave me down here either.” I glared at Troy.

      “You know I wouldn’t have left you, Hailey. I already explained I have to protect you.”

      “And if I weren’t Wyatt’s intended mate?” I pressed.

      “Then I don’t know.” His expression remained emotionless.

      “Fantastic. You really are a joy to be around.” I turned and started again.

      “Most Mers I know are selfish creatures. She’s probably found water and swam to safety by now.” Troy wouldn’t drop it.

      “Selfish? You mean like you?”

      “If she has already left, then we are wasting our time.”

      “She didn’t leave.” Hunter stopped short as we reached another glass wall.

      “How do you know?” Troy pressed his hand against the glass.

      “I know. I’m a good judge of character.”

      “Oh yes. I’m sure you are.” Troy laughed dryly.

      “Ok, go ahead, Hailey.” Cade gestured to the glass wall.

      “Go ahead and what?” I turned to Cade.

      “Break through this wall. We can’t find her if you don’t do it.”

      “I need time. I don’t understand how I did it before.” I was used to knowing exactly what to do. I’d trained twice as hard as everyone else to prove I was just as strong. But these Lightness skills had nothing to do with physical strength. They involved harnessing a power I didn’t even understand.

      Cade gently patted my back. “You’ve got this.”

      “You sure no one else wants to try?” I looked at the assembled faces. “Maybe there’s another way. We discussed burrowing.”

      “That was when we didn’t think we could get through the glass. This is a much better option. We know you can do it.” He smiled.

      “I appreciate the vote of confidence, but now that there’s light to see by maybe someone else can break this glass faster than I can.”

      “No way. You can do this.” Eloise gave me an encouraging smile. “Plus, it’s good practice.”

      “Oh no.” I shook my head. “Not you too.”

      “Me too?” Her brow furrowed.

      “You’re siding with them? Telling me things are practice.” I was growing weary of hearing those words.

      “Of course I’m not siding with them. I’ll always be on your side.”

      “Now you’re sucking up.” Cade laughed.

      “I’m her Guardian Pixie. It’s my job to always be on her side.”

      “No, it’s your job to protect her. You don’t seem to be doing a very good job with that.” Troy just wouldn’t stop.

      “I thought you didn’t even know what a Guardian Pixie was?” I wasn’t going to stand back and let him attack Eloise. Even if I’d been slow to warm up to her, she’d been nothing but nice, and she’d been trying her best to be helpful.

      I put my hand on the glass and closed my eyes. This time I felt the heat immediately. It burned again before turning numb, and then it returned to normal. I opened my eyes to see a gaping hole in the glass. I turned to find everyone staring at me.

      “What? I was already glowing, is there something else weird about me?”

      “You did that so quickly.” Eloise grinned. “That was amazing.”

      “That was pretty amazing.” I’d take credit where it was due. “But I’ll be honest and tell you I’m tired now.” I was suddenly beyond tired. Exhausted. The process might have been faster this time, but I felt like it had zapped all the energy out of me.

      “I’ll carry you.” Hunter removed more of the glass. “I really don’t mind.”

      “I’ll be fine.” I stepped through the glass and sat down on the other side. “Just give me a minute.” My light seemed to have stayed on through everything. Not that I had any clue how to turn it off. Hopefully that wouldn’t be an issue later.

      Sitting was the right idea. I felt my strength slowly returning.

      Troy was the last to step through the opening in the glass. “Why did Anastasia walk off anyway?”

      Hunter watched me with a worried expression. I wondered if my exhaustion was showing on my face. “She thought she heard water.”

      “Oh yeah… wait. Doesn’t she have to be near water?” Mers were one of the many creatures I knew very little about.

      “Ideally, but she can survive without it. She just loses strength over time.” Hunter sat down beside me. “Not unlike you right there, but the difference is she needs water to strengthen. It seems that sitting for a few minutes has already done you good.”

      “I already feel better. I’ll be ready to move soon. But tell me. What happens if we can’t get her to water in time?”

      “She’ll die.” Troy let the words hang in the air.

      “Ugh. We have to find her.”

      “We will.” Eloise sent a wave of calmness through me.

      “You’re getting really good at that reassurance thing.” I took in a slow deep breath.

      She smiled ever so slightly. “I’m glad I’m good at something.”

      “You’re good at plenty of things.” I didn’t know much about my Guardian Pixie, but I didn’t think her being down was good for anyone.

      “Thanks.” She smiled.

      “Do you think Levi has any clue what’s going on?” I had to ask it. Did the king know there were such powerful creatures after The Society? “And do you think there are more of us down here?”

      “More descendants of the Emerald Flame?” Cade asked. “And as to Levi, I would assume he would have warned you if he had any clue what kind of threat The Society faced.”

      “Ok, that’s what I thought too about Levi. And yeah. More descendants. I’m guessing we can’t be the only ones.”

      “I would assume there are more descendants, but that doesn’t mean they are all prisoners here. Maybe she has some of the others working for her. Who knows what else she has up her sleeves.” Troy grimaced. “Or who she’s working for. We know she isn’t the top of the food chain here if the Elders are involved.”

      I shuddered. “I’m sure you are right about who’s really in charge, but I can’t imagine anyone wanting to work with her if they knew what she really is.”

      “She’s very good at hiding it.” Cade looked down.

      “I didn’t trust her anyway.” From the start I knew something was off about her. I hadn’t even wanted to shake her hand.

      “No, you didn’t.” Cade met my eyes.

      “Then why are you here?” Troy asked with some actual interest. “Is this really about the human queen?”

      “Not only her, but of course she plays into this.” I wasn’t going to pretend otherwise. How could Allie not figure into this?

      Troy shook his head. “It’s strange how you can be so close to a human that is not your mate.”

      “Why is it strange? Why would her being human have any bearing on our friendship?”

      “You are far too young to understand. You’ll get it later.”

      “Not all of us live hundreds of years,” I mumbled under my breath.

      Troy could of course still hear. “You will. You’ll probably outlive us all now.”

      “No. Pterons live normal lifetimes. You know that.” I wasn’t ready to think of myself as anything but a Pteron yet.

      “But you’re not only a Pteron now. You are part Lightness. You got Jesalyn’s light powers, what makes you think you don’t have her longevity? Plus Wyatt. He told you, right? What happens if you really are his mate?” Troy watched me carefully.

      “I know... although I hadn’t really let that part sink in yet.” My jaw tightened, and I tensed.

      “What’s wrong?” Eloise flinched.

      “I’m going to live that long?” I looked at Troy for confirmation. “I mean I knew, but just to really think about it…”

      “You think that’s a bad thing?” Cade’s brow furrowed.

      “Ugh. Wait until I tell my brother.”

      Cade laughed. “I’m sure he’ll be happy to have his sister around for a couple lifetimes with him.”

      “Yeah, well when he turned into a Drago I kind of gave him a hard time about it—how he was going to have to watch the rest of us grow old. I was a bit overdramatic. I’m sure he’s going to do the same to me. Depressing.”

      “You are a weird family.” Cade laughed.

      “And yours isn’t?”

      “You got me there.”

      “Should we call the Mer’s name?” Eloise caught my eye. “Or are we still worried about attracting the wrong kind of attention?”

      “We already have attention. We’re practically yelling.” Cade made a good point. “No harm in doing more. What’s her name again?”

      “Anastasia. Anastasia! Where are you?” Hunter yelled.

      No one answered, which wasn’t all that surprising considering we had no idea how large the basement really was.

      “Anastasia!” I added into the mix. Projection was one of my talents.

      “Anastasia!” Cade yelled. “Come out, come out wherever you are.”

      “Stop sounding like a creeper.” I snapped.

      “I don’t sound like a creeper.”

      “Come out, come out, where ever you are? That’s creepy. It sounds like some horror movie thing, like you’re playing some awful game of hide and seek.”

      “Hide and seek is creepy now?” He narrowed his eyes.

      “It is in horror movies.”

      “And in dungeons. This place is awful,” Eloise added. “Sorry. I know as your Guardian Pixie I should be more positive, but I can’t help it. Even with your light this place is too depressing.”

      “It’s not as though any of us really know what a Guardian Pixie is supposed to do.” Cade shot her a dazzling smile. “You’re fine.”

      Eloise smiled. “Thank you.”

      “You are actually being nice to someone.” I nudged him with my shoulder.

      “I’m nice to plenty of people.”

      “Ok, nice to someone when it’s not for personal gain.” I continued walking, waiting for us to run into yet another glass wall.

      Cade kept pace. “You think all my altruistic actions are for personal gain?”

      “Yes.” I wasn’t going to beat around the bush.

      “Then why bother being friends with me?” There was a note of seriousness in his voice.

      “Are we friends?” I teased.

      “Yes. You can’t pretend otherwise.”

      Something about the seriousness of his voice hit me. “‘I know you’re not a complete jerk. I’m only kidding.”

      “I know. Unlike you I don’t take everything said about me personally.”

      “You called me a pervert. That was different.” And it had felt worse considering I had no idea where Wyatt was.

      “Who used the word pervert?” He raised an eyebrow. “You did. I only made a joke that you made worse yourself.”

      “Hello?” A female voice asked from somewhere far off. “Is there someone there?”

      “Anastasia?” Hunter called. “It’s Hunter.”

      “Where are you?” Her voice was louder this time.

      “We’ll find you.” I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to reassure her when I had no idea how I was going to pull it off, but I felt as if I had no choice.

      “Who is that?” Anastasia called back.

      “I found some friends along the way. Don’t worry.” Hunter grinned.

      “You sure you can trust them?” Her voice wavered.

      “We kind of have no choice.” Hunter spoke the truth. None of us had a choice if we wanted to get out of there.

      “My mother taught me to only trust those who deserve trusting.” Anastasia’s voice lilted.

      “Yeah well, right now you have no choice.” Troy managed to vent his frustration while calling out to her.

      “Unfortunately.” Cade looked down at the ground.

      She didn’t reply, so I decided I needed to add something. “I don’t know if you can trust these clowns, but you can trust me.”

      “Who are you?” There was a hint of amusement in her voice.

      “Hailey Kaye.” I wasn’t sure if my name would mean anything to her, but maybe it would help if I was forthcoming.

      “Wait. We have a mutual friend. Vera. I guess she’s Vera Florence now.”

      “You know Vera?” I looked at Cade to gage his reaction. Vera was the wife of another Pteron we both knew very well.

      “Ok, enough of this catch up. Are you going to show yourself?” Troy snapped.

      “I would if I could. Trust me. I’d rather not be alone.” Her voice was filled with worry and sadness.

      “We will look for you, but for now, follow the light.” Hunter spoke gently.

      “I can’t see light.”

      “Really?” Hunter asked with surprise. “This light is really bright.”

      “I can’t see anything.”

      “Can you normally see?” We needed to know if this was a new issue or not. That would make a really big difference in terms of how to proceed.

      “Yes. That thing did this to me. I don’t know how.” She made a strange sound, which I thought might be stifling a sob.

      “The Scarber?” Troy clarified.

      “I have no clue what it was. A monster with talons and fangs. Awful looking.”

      “We’ll find you.” I still had no idea how, but we would.

      “I guess I should keep talking then, right? You can follow my voice.”

      “That would be great.” I tried to make my voice sound remotely positive and enthusiastic. Even with light I had no idea where we were going. The walls all looked the same. Grey stone. The floor and ceiling too. I was sure we’d run into more glass walls, and I didn’t even want to know what else lurked down there.

      “Do you guys know why we are here?” she asked. “Hunter and I talked about it when I first found him, but we couldn’t figure it out.”

      “Not exactly,” Cade replied. “Probably something our ancestors did.”

      “Why are we held responsible for their mistakes?” she asked a very legit question. It was one of many I had absolutely no answer to.

      “Who knows if they are mistakes. But they did something to make someone angry. Either that or we are somehow useful to these people.”

      “You are all so young and naive.” Troy groaned. “I can’t believe you are the ones I’m stuck with.”

      “Oh, please enlighten us,” I used mock formality.

      “They want us for our blood and our power.”

      “What power?” There was such sadness in Anastasia’s voice.

      We had to speed up. I hurried down the corridor and ran into a metal wall this time.

      “What is this, a maze?”

      “Probably.” Troy leaned up against the wall. “Seems like something a Scarber would do.”

      “Have you met one before?” I turned around. “Keep talking, Anastasia.” Wall or not, we had to find her.

      “I’ll try singing instead.” She broke into a beautiful and haunting song.

      Chills ran up and down my spine, and I realized we didn’t need to move through the metal wall. Her voice was coming from another direction. I backtracked, turning right after I passed the others. I focused on the beautiful sound, turning right, then left. I hit another metal wall before realizing I was in the wrong direction and heading left again.

      “Hailey?”

      I glanced over my shoulder when I heard Troy say my name. “Sorry, yes?”

      “You asked if I’ve met a Scarber before this one.”

      That got my attention, and I stopped in my tracks.

      “Yes. Have you?”

      “None of the times were pretty. The trouble is they blend in so well. I’m surprised Veronica didn’t massacre thousands before she took us. Scarbers are resurrected by Demons. They hold some demonic properties. Their power is nearly insurmountable.”

      “Maybe she’s going to do the massacre now.” Cade shrugged.

      I glared at him.

      “Just saying. We really don’t know for sure.”

      “Let’s not go down that line of thought.” We had to stay positive, or we had no chance of defeating her—or getting out of the basement. “What helpful information about Scarbers can you share, Troy?”

      Anastasia switched to another song— this one was in a minor key and felt full of anguish and sadness. It had something to do with a sailor lost at sea.

      “Nothing that won’t make you so fearful you can’t help us.” There was nothing mean in Troy’s voice this time. It was honest.

      “Troy, please know I mean this with the deepest respect, but why did you even bring it up?” Eloise put a hand on her hip.

      He appeared nonplused. “I was asked a question. I answered.”

      “Next time maybe don’t answer.” Eloise clasped her hands together. “Please.”

      “Let the record reflect this fairy is asking me to lie.” Troy raised his chin.

      “I’m a Pixie. Not a fairy.”

      “My mistake.” He smirked.

      “Guys?” Anastasia stopped singing. “Have you forgotten about me?”

      “No, of course not.” I followed her voice again, but I once again hit a metal wall. What was I doing wrong?

      “Can you tell us anything about where you are?” Cade leaned back against the latest wall we’d found.

      “I already told you I can’t.”

      He dug the toe of his shoe into the ground. “I know, but what about your other senses?”

      “I can’t hear anything but you guys.”

      “What about smells? And feel the ground, anything different?”

      “I don’t smell anything. I’m sitting on the ground, and it’s just rough stone. There are small spaces between them, but it feels like stones or rock to me.”

      I heard what I was sure this time was a sob. “Is it cold?” It felt cooler now than where we started.

      Eloise took my hand again. “Not sure how much that will help.”

      “I’m cold, but I’m also weak. I need the water.” Anastasia sounded even further away now. What was going on?

      “We’ll get you to water soon.” I mustered as much confidence as I could in my voice. Maybe being a Lightness could help us, except I barely knew what a Lightness was. Too bad Jesalyn couldn’t have stayed around longer to help.

      “Every maze is solvable.” Cade straightened up. “We need to determine the pattern.”

      Troy sighed. “Ok. Figure it out.”

      “You make that sound easy. It’s not.” Cade sounded just like I had when they told me to just make my light work. Nothing about our current situation was easy.

      “Anastasia?” I spoke quietly, but sure my worry was in my voice. She didn’t answer, and my concern spiked. “Anastasia?”

      “Maybe we’re walking further away,” Eloise suggested. “Should we turn around?”

      “Or she’s too weak to answer.” Troy spoke out loud what I already feared.

      Eloise groaned. “Troy, you are starting to grate on my nerves.”

      “Only starting to?” I’d grown tired of his negativity ages before. “The reasons don’t matter. We have to find her.” I wasn’t going to have blood on my hands because we couldn’t figure out a maze. We were Pterons, a Dire Wolf, and a Drago. We were impressive and powerful creatures on our own. Together we should have been unstoppable. “Cade, get working on that pattern thing. For all we know we are moving in circles.”

      “That’s possible.” Cade examined the wall. “That’s very possible.”

      “Well, get us out of the circles. Ok?” Then I heard something. I strained my ears. It was slow but distinguishable. “Do you guys hear that?”

      “What do you hear?” Hunter asked. The poor guy was still stuck in his loincloth. I’d nearly forgotten about that.

      “I can hear something dripping. Like a leaky faucet.”

      “You hear water dripping?” Eloise asked for clarification.

      “I can’t tell if it’s water, but I don’t really want to think of the other possibilities.”

      “Like lighter fluid or something?” Troy spoke another of my fears out loud.

      “Troy!” Eloise suddenly screamed. Her voice echoed off the walls and then everything started to crumble.
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      I was tired of taking notes. I was tired of pretending to care about the stupid words coming out of all these stupid mouths. As far as I was concerned these men all had the blood of my husband on their hands.

      “We will work with the appropriate leaders to draw up a plan,” the old man drawled on. It was time for him to retire whether he wanted to or not. Yet I still sat there transcribing his words. It would have been easier to use a typewriter, but that wasn’t an option. Everything was old fashioned with The Society. Including their desire to help the weakest species. It made no sense. I wanted to quote one of that species own—Darwin. He’d been right about the survival of the fittest. And that was how we should have dealt with things. We should have let the humans destroy themselves. We could have gone in and picked out some of the strongest. I would have done it myself if I’d had the power. One day I’d have it. One day I’d find a way to enact revenge.

      I noticed one man staring. His piercing green eyes watched every motion of my pen. He caught my eye and smiled, tilting his chin up ever so slightly to acknowledge me.

      I was pretty sure I knew who he was even though we’d never met. He was a Drago. Not royalty but one of the brothers. I was surprised he even bothered to smile. He was powerful enough to get what he wanted and didn’t need to make friends. But maybe his smile had meant more. Maybe he was interested. I looked down at my black skirt suit. I was dressed conservatively, but even then I knew there was plenty about me a man might find attractive. What I lacked in my magical power I made up for with my sexual appeal. I smiled back even brighter, determined to get to know the Drago as soon as I could.
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      Memories of Dara darted through my head. I wasn’t sure why I’d even wasted my time with her. Maybe it had been boredom, but more likely it was pity. She’d lost her husband, yet she was stuck taking notes in that room day after day. Had he left her so little she couldn’t even take the time to grieve? I’d never planned to let anything intimate happen between us. I didn’t play around with witches. We were too different—it would never work. But her facial expressions had been so amusing that I’d entertained myself by sending her flirtatious looks. I didn’t want to be sitting through those proceedings any more than she did. I was in a bad place, disillusioned by the evil humans had managed to amass without the help of supernaturals. Maybe they weren’t worth saving anyway. I knew in my heart that wasn’t true, but distracting myself with a witch wouldn’t hurt them. It wouldn’t hurt anyone. At least that’s what I told myself back then. I had no excuse for my behavior. I was far too old to be playing those sorts of games, but sometimes we do the unexplainable. I’d never told the others about Dara—too embarrassed to admit I’d been used.

      “He’s not quite the right color. Are you sure this is going to work?” Dara walked around me, leaving plenty of room. She was tense; I could practically feel her fear. Unlike Veronica, she was afraid of me. That might work to my advantage later.

      “It’s going to work. He’s close enough. Besides I have a plan to make his color more pure.” Veronica flipped her hair off her shoulder. “You should know me well enough not to doubt me.” There was a warning in her words that was not lost on Dara.

      Dara stepped away from me. “I’m not doubting you. I’m just making sure we aren’t acting prematurely.”

      “That’s very wise.” The human robot broke his silence. “Very wise, Dara.”

      “Thank you, darling.” She cooed in his ear. “I am glad you agree.” She ran her hands up and down his chest.

      He didn’t seem to notice the way she touched him. She had to have been using very strong magic. “I will always agree with you because you are always right.”

      Veronica grinned. “I want one of these. He’d be far superior to my Sol.”

      “I still don’t understand what you ever saw in him. Was it just that he was a Seer?”

      “No, it was more than that.” Veronica sighed. “It’s hard to explain. Love is that way, isn’t it?”

      Love? What the hell did that monster know about love? The only thing she understood was hate.

      “It is.” Dara took a seat on the stool Veronica had vacated. “And to think I thought I might love that one.” She pointed to me. “Oh all right, I didn’t really think so. I thought about it though. About what it would be like to fall for someone practically immortal. I knew I’d never be his true mate so I wouldn’t get his longevity, but it didn’t mean I didn’t daydream about it sometimes.”

      Daydream? I had to be the one dreaming. Were they seriously having some messed up type of girl talk with all of this going on? Things were getting weirder and weirder.

      “Men.” Veronica shook her head. “Can’t live with them, can’t live without them.”

      “We can live without them, but then life is less satisfying.” Dara’s eyes ran up and down Daniel’s body.

      “I can’t wait to see her face.” Veronica cackled again. “Talk about satisfaction.”

      “Oh yes.” Dara laughed. “Little does she know what’s coming.”

      Neither of the women needed to tell me who they were referring to. I knew it from the cruel smiles on their lips. I wanted to believe Hailey was somewhere safe and far away from Veronica, but I knew it wasn’t true. No sense trying to delude myself.

      “Hopefully she’ll quickly join our cause. We could do great things once we have our third.”

      “Agreed. But what if she doesn’t agree?” Dara crossed her legs.

      “We kill her.”

      I felt fire well up deep inside my chest. It rose, moving into my throat and then out, sending flames across the room, scorching the stone walls and floor as I struggled to control it. This was a different flame—hotter, wider, and completely separate from me. I needed to stop. The burning inside my chest was getting worse. Then it stopped as quickly as it started.

      “Wyatt!” Veronica snapped. “Is that any way to behave in front of company? If you aren’t careful I will have to do what I warned you about.”

      “Hurt her? Torture her in front of him?” A look of pleasure crossed Dara’s face. Once again I asked myself what I could have possibly seen in her.

      Veronica grinned. “Among other things.”

      Dara laughed. “I love the way you think, Veronica.”

      “There’s a reason we work so well together.”

      “Yes, there is.” Dara jumped to her feet. “Will you ever turn him back into a man? I wonder if I’d still find him as attractive now that I’m older and wiser.”

      Veronica watched me. “He’s still a very attractive man. I understand why she wants him. Of course, we have plenty of other things to offer her if his appeal isn’t enough to hold her interest.”

      “You think she cares for him more than she cares for the queen? I’ve heard they are close.”

      “She’s destined to be his mate. Their connection must run deep. You know how rare it is for a Drago to mate.”

      “That’s true.” Dara pursed her lips. “What have you told him so far?”

      “Him?” Veronica pointed at me as if Dara could have been talking about anyone else. “Almost nothing. Why tell him anything? He has to do anything I say anyway.” Her eyes twinkled. She was enjoying her power over me.

      “True, but maybe he has something to add to the plan?” Dara laughed. “I’m only kidding.”

      “When is Randolf arriving?” Veronica edged toward the doorway.

      “Any minute now.” Dara walked over to examine the damage caused by the flame. “I hope he’s happy enough with what you’ve done.”

      “There’s no pure emerald anymore. It’s not my fault Randolph killed him. Wyatt is close enough.”

      “I suppose.” Dara turned from the wall. “And if he doesn’t work we can always get rid of him.”

      No emerald anymore? I tried to understand what they were talking about. I brushed away my anger at Dara’s comments. They didn’t matter. Getting to Hailey before they hurt her was the most important. Even more important than shifting back to my normal self.
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      I shielded myself from the falling debris as best I could, but several large pieces of stone made contact with my shoulders. At least it wasn’t my head.

      I ran, hoping we could escape the collapsed ceiling. We edged to the right and ran into another wall. I backtracked and found an open corridor. Halfway down that hall I realized there was nothing falling anymore. Strange.

      We stopped to catch our breath.

      Cade pointed to Eloise. “I thought you were Hailey’s Guardian Pixie.”

      “I am!” Eloise yelled.

      “Then why are you trying to kill her?” Cade rubbed the back of his head. Evidently his head hadn’t been as lucky as mine.

      I walked behind him to check it out. “Oh.” I watched blood stream from the cut.

      “What are you worrying about?” He adjusted his hand to cover more of the wound. “You know it’s going to close quickly.”

      “Yeah, but it looks painful.” I reached out to touch it, but then thought better of it. I might make it worse. I walked around so I could look at his face.

      “I can handle it. We need to focus on getting out of this place. And Pixie, please don’t scream at Troy again. I don’t think my head can take another round of that.”

      “I’m sorry.” Eloise looked down.

      “It’s not your fault.” I glared at Troy. “Troy, be nicer.”

      His mouth fell open. “Seriously? You are going to pin this on me?”

      “Stop fighting.” Hunter wiped blood off his bare shoulder. I was glad the stone had cut him there and not somewhere else. I was sure the makeshift loin-cloth wasn’t going to protect him much. “We have to find Anastasia and get out of here.”

      “We have to get out of here.” Cade removed his hand from the back of his head. “You know I want to find this girl, but I also want to live. And I want you to live.”

      “Since when did you care about whether I live?” I walked around to examine his wound. It was already healing, just as it should have been. Quick healing was one of the best parts of being a Pteron.

      “I’ve always cared.” He turned to face me.

      “At least the ceiling has stopped caving in…” As if in response a loud crash sounded from the corridor we’d just walked down. It was now blocked by the stone.

      “Great job, Hailey.” Troy patted my back. “Way to jinx it.”

      “It’s not as though we can’t move it.” I didn’t see it as all that big of a deal. I could even move it myself.

      “Turn your light back on please,” Troy spoke from right beside me.

      I looked down at my hands. “Oh. Sorry I didn’t realize it had turned off. I have no clue how it happened.”

      “The how doesn’t really matter as long as you fix it,” Cade spoke from just behind me. “I’m really not used to this complete darkness thing.”

      “All right, give me a minute.”

      “We need to act.” Troy crossed his arms.

      “Give her time and space.” Eloise pushed in to stand next to me. “I don’t like the dark either, but if we stress Hailey out we’re getting nowhere.”

      “Ugh. I have to do this again?”

      “Shouldn’t it be easier by now?” Troy rolled his eyes. I wondered if he remembered I could see.

      Something about his eye roll made me snap. “Shut up! Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!” I felt heat spreading throughout my body. “In case you didn’t hear me I want you to shut up.”

      “Easy there, tiger.” Cade touched my arm. “That’s enough light. I wouldn’t want you to burn out.”

      “What are you talking about…?” I trailed off once I discovered my own answer to the question. “I’m growing brighter.” I should have flipped out, but I didn’t. Somehow I was glowing like a lightbulb, and I didn’t even care.

      “I’m going to pretend you did that to help her.” Eloise gave Troy a stern look.

      “Of course I did. What other reason would I have had?” He winked.

      “Ok. Let’s get serious.” Hunter rolled his shoulders as if trying to relieve tension. “I say we return to the burrowing idea Hailey had. Stumbling around based on Anastasia’s voice isn’t working. Speaking of. Anastasia!” Hunter called out her name.

      “Here!” She yelled back.

      “Ok good. She’s still within audible range.” That was something.

      “How are we going to do the burrowing?” Cade asked. “It’s not as if we can just go back to that crack in the floor Hunter found earlier. Not in this maze.”

      “Maybe not, but maybe we can still go with that concept.” Hunter seemed to have latched onto the idea. “Or maybe some of the walls are broken. We could retrace our steps and see.”

      “But we can’t just retrace our steps. We need a plan. I still don’t get any of this.” I hated being frustrated. It was such a worthless, powerless emotion.

      “Then what’s your plan?” Troy asked. “We’re all listening.”

      “I have no plan.” I was tired of everyone relying on me. I didn’t have all the answers.

      “I don’t have an idea now. My idea was burrow under hours ago, but we can’t do that without Anastasia. And now so much time has passed she might die, and maybe we will too.”

      “We aren’t going to die. If that thing wanted to kill you she would have done it earlier. Why throw you down here? There has to be a reason.” Eloise sent another wonderful wave of calmness through me. She could bottle that up and make a fortune.

      “Haven’t we already established this is all a game?” Troy leaned back against the stone. It didn’t budge.

      “Is she so bored she wants to play a game?” I didn’t disagree with the idea she was messing with us, but there had to be something more to it.

      “It has nothing to do with boredom. It has to do the pleasure she gets from watching us suffer and fight.” Troy scowled.

      “You think she’s watching us?” I hadn’t considered that yet. Suddenly even Eloise couldn’t help me relax.

      “Someone is. Can’t you guys feel it?” Troy looked around at all of us. “And it’s affecting us. All of us. I’ve been down here the longest so it’s worse for me, but trust me, you’re all going to be as messed up as I am soon.”

      Once again shivers ran up and down my spine. “I am so sick of this. All I was supposed to do was be Allie’s representative at a conference and then all this happened.”

      “And you met Veronica at the conference.” Cade pointed out. “Unfortunately.”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s why Veronica moved the date. She wanted you to be there.” Cade worked back through the timeline. “But what if there’s more? What if there’s even more to all this? Like it started way before the conference?”

      “Haven’t we already established this involves our ancestors?” I asked. “Not to interfere with whatever you are working out in your head.”

      “I don’t know if I’d say established, but discussed,” Troy spat out.

      “Troy.” I turned toward him.

      “Yes?” He watched me.

      “What happened with the Elders?” It was time to get more answers. We all needed to be open and honest with one another.

      “Why does it matter?” He straightened.

      “It does matter. I thought Dragos and the Elders got along. There has to be something important there you aren’t telling us.”

      “They wanted my power. There’s nothing more to it.” He looked down.

      “If that’s all it is, then why aren’t you dead? Why did they keep you alive?” I didn’t know all that much about the Elders, but I knew they had no problem killing to get their way.

      “I have no clue any more than you do.” He turned and started to push the stone. There was a loud pop, and it started to roll away, opening the corridor. He made his way down the hall.

      “I need to know more about the Emerald Flame.” Somehow that ancient organization tied us all together. The brief image I got from Sol and the brief details shared weren’t enough.

      “And that history lesson is going to have to wait. We need to find Anastasia and get out of here.” Hunter made complete sense, but I also knew I needed the information.

      “Wait. I have an idea.” Cade jutted past me and stopped, effectively boxing us all in. “Yes. I think I figured this out. It’s all a game, right? She threw us down here to mess with us. I know she probably had other reasons, but I still think I’m right and this is a maze.”

      “Gotcha.” I nodded. “So what’s the idea?”

      “Let me show you.” Cade’s entire face was animated. “Anastasia!”

      “Here.” She replied. Her voice was weak. “Please. I need water.”

      “Ok. Hear that?”

      “Yes.” I nodded.

      “It sounds like it came from behind us, right?” He watched me expectedly.

      “Yes.” I tried to follow.

      “But it’s not. If we go in that direction we’ll never find her. There’s an echo effect or something going on to throw her voice. It’s really coming from the opposite direction.” He pointed in front of us.

      “How is that possible?” I tried to understand. “And if it’s true, how did you figure it out?”

      “It makes sense. I can’t really explain, but trust me on this. Let me try?” Cade looked only at me even though he knew as well as I did I wasn’t the only one making decisions.

      “I don’t see why we shouldn’t try,” Hunter answered before I could. “We’ve had no luck so far. We might as well try something different.”

      I nodded, agreeing with Hunter’s logic. Troy and Eloise said nothing, so I assumed that meant they agreed. We’d wasted enough time already so I started walking. “Anastasia?” I called as we walked.

      “Here.” Her voice was soft and sounded far away, but I wasn’t sure how much of that was distance and how much was her growing weakness.

      I caught Cade’s attention. Even though her voice sounded like it was behind us, we kept moving forward. “I hope this works.”

      “You and me both.” Cade kept pace with me. “I’m sorry.”

      “What are you apologizing for exactly?”

      “My role in getting you to Veronica’s house. I should have known it was too dangerous.”

      “Did you know what she was?” I studied the stone walls on either side of us, looking for anything that looked different and might be a clue as to how to escape.

      “No, but that doesn’t absolve me.”

      “If your plan works right now it’s all forgiven.”

      “And if it doesn’t?” He looked deep into my eyes.

      “I’ll forgive you anyway.” I looked away. I had enough of my own guilt. I couldn’t handle being part of his.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Wyatt

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t want to see Randolph, but I knew the meeting was unavoidable. I also knew I had to get it over with. Although I’d lost all sense of time in my dragon form, I knew time was ticking. I needed to get to Hailey, and I needed to do it quickly.

      My meeting came sooner than I expected. I heard loud, heavy footsteps, and moments later a gray-haired man leaning heavily on a cane hobbled in.

      “He’s not emerald.” He coughed, hesitating near the doorway.

      “He’s close enough, and I can work on his fire.” Veronica shifted her weight from foot to foot.

      “We need emerald.”

      “There are no more emerald Dragos. I’ve searched everywhere.”

      “Then search harder. Or get the information from this one.”

      This wasn’t Randolf. It couldn’t be. At least he wasn’t the Randolf I remembered. The one I knew was young with a full head of black hair with a deep purple hue. Demons didn’t age quickly. If it was him, he’d completely changed his appearance.

      “There are no more. What can I do to convince you of this?” Veronica sighed. “It’s taken me years to get this far.”

      “Work harder.”

      “Time is running out. We both know it.”

      The old man shook his head. “No. There is always enough time.”

      “Have you looked at yourself recently?” Dara asked.

      He threw his cane across the room striking Dara across her face with it.

      Her hand flew to her face. The old man stalked toward her. “I look the way I do because of you two. I have given you everything, and you have given me nothing. Maybe your third can do better. Where is she?”

      “We can retrieve her for you at any time.” Dara removed her hand revealing a deep red gash. Normally I would have felt bad, but considering the kind of things Dara would do to innocents, she didn’t deserve my sympathy.

      “Then do it!” The old man screamed. “And find me the emerald one!”

      “Sir, this one will work. Shouldn’t we at least try?” Veronica took a step back from Randolph as she spoke.

      “I may be a demon but that doesn’t mean I wish to kill for sport. Well, at least not these days.” Darkness swept over his face. “Besides, he may still prove useful.”

      “Can I use him to help collect the girl?” Veronica asked. “He may be helpful.”

      “I don’t care what you do. Get your third and find the emerald. I know it’s out there. I’ve seen it in my dreams.”

      Dara sniggered.

      “What about my words amuses you?” Randolph stepped toward her.

      “Sorry. But you are a demon talking about your dreams. You don’t dream.” She hooked her thumb in the pocket of her black pants.

      “But I do.” He walked toward her slowly, his eyes blazing. “If I didn’t need you, I’d kill you.”

      “But you do need me.” She lifted her chin.

      “Of course he needs you. Everyone needs you.” Daniel picked that very bad time to speak.

      “What was that?” Randolph turned toward the human.

      “He’s programmed that way. Ignore him.” Her hands fell to her sides.

      “Programmed? He’s a human.” Randolf stepped toward him. “You’ve enchanted him.”

      “Impressive, isn’t it?” A smile returned to Dara’s face.

      “Destroy it.” He flicked his hand.

      “I thought you didn’t like to needlessly kill?” There was a slight quiver in her voice. Did she care for this human? Did she even have it in her to care?

      “I was talking about high-level supernatural creatures. Not humans.” He spit at Daniel’s feet.

      The fire started to build inside me. The small embers doubled, and then tripled.

      “Wait. What if I can make him useful?” Once again Dara sounded like she actually cared for the human. Wonders would never cease.

      “And how are you going to do that?” Randolph leaned heavily on a new cane he must have pulled from thin air. Demon magic was a powerful and terrible thing.

      “I can make him do anything, and yet from the outside he merely appears human. Most creatures would never sense the magic. We can use him.”

      Randolph swatted the air. “You could always make others.”

      “But that would take time and waste my magic.”

      “You will destroy him when the mission is completed.”

      “Which won’t be long,” Veronica interjected. “We’re getting close.”

      “Why are you still here?” Randolph barked. “I thought you were leaving to get the third?”

      “Oh.” Veronica visibly startled. “I’m leaving.”

      “Wait.” Randolph held up his hand. “Take him with you.”

      “The human?” Veronica’s forehead furrowed.

      “No. Him.” Randolph gestured to the door.

      A thin orange and white cat strutted into the room.

      “A cat?” Veronica laughed. “Are you serious?”

      “I could eat you in one bite.” The cat spoke, narrowing his eyes.

      The voice was one I knew well. It belonged to a cat who’d helped us save Hailey’s brother and his mate. Glendale, the cat, stared at me and then at Randolph. “You are collecting dragons now?”

      “He’s the closest I could get to the emerald.” Veronica sighed. “I figure you would understand as you’re supposed to somehow help me.”

      “I decide who I help.” Glendale stared off in the distance.

      “Glendale…” Randolph shook his head.

      Glendale stretched, his back arching. “You are so uptight and no fun anymore. I need better friends.”

      Was Glendale really working for Randolf? I knew he was a demon, but I thought he’d have better taste in associates. Either he’d fooled us when he helped us, or he was fooling Randolf now. I really hoped it was the latter, but luck hadn’t been my friend lately. I wouldn’t get my hopes up.

      “Pray, tell me what I’ll be doing to help this time.” He flicked his tail in the direction of Veronica.

      “They found their third. You are going to help retrieve her before Veronica messes things up.”

      “Ok. Simple enough.”

      “But we are also bringing the dragon with us,” Veronica added.

      “Why?” Glendale asked, boredom dripping from his voice.

      “Because our third has a specific interest in this dragon.”

      “So you really made it, huh?” He studied me. “Took a Drago and turned him into one of these?”

      “Yes. Impressive, isn’t it? He’s also fully under my control.”

      “Fully?” Glendale glanced at the scorched walls and floor. “I see.”

      “He got a little angry, but we took care of it right away. He understands what’s at stake.”

      “And what’s at stake?”

      “The love of his life.” She looked right into my eyes as she talked. “He knows I will torture her and make him watch if he doesn’t behave.”

      “A little harsh, maybe?” Glendale inclined his head toward her.

      “No harsher than I need to be.”

      He looked away. “Ok. Let’s go.”

      “Can I come?” Dara popped up on her toes.

      “No,” Randolph grunted. “I have other things for you to do.”

      “What things?”

      “Does it matter? Would you refuse anything I requested?”

      Dara shook her head. “Of course not.”

      “I made you what you are for a reason. I have many uses for you. Don’t fool yourself and think you are any better than that human toy you made.” He glared at where Daniel stood with a contented expression on his face. He had no clue what was going on. Poor guy. I wondered how he’d attracted Dara’s attention to begin with.

      “Human toy?” Glendale lifted his head. “Where?”

      “That one over there.” Randolph gestured to where Daniel stood.

      Glendale walked over. “Interesting.”

      Interesting? More like barbaric.

      “Why’d you pick such an ugly one?”

      “Excuse me?” Dara jerked her head back.

      “I assume you could have woven your magic on any man or woman. Why pick ugly?”

      “He isn’t ugly. He’s handsome.” Dara blanched. “How dare you suggest that.”

      “I’m only speaking the truth. Am I right?” Glendale looked around the room. “Someone back me up here. Dragon? You have to agree? Right? He’s ugly.”

      “You little shit.” She reached for him, but he easily stepped away.

      “Randolph, your witch is threatening me.”

      “I assume you can take care of her yourself.” Randolph chuckled.

      “I am not his witch.” Dara snapped.

      “Oh yeah? I just heard you agree you’d do whatever he wanted. That makes you his witch.”

      “And you’re any better? You’re doing anything he says.”

      Glendale laughed. And he laughed. He laughed so hard he fell over on his back. “Come on. No one else is going to laugh at this one? Like I would do whatever Randolph says.”

      Randolph shook his head. “You’ve made your point, Glendale.”

      “You are going to let him treat you that way?” Dara put a hand on her chest. “You are going to let a cat disrespect you?”

      Randolph adjusted his hand around the top of his cane. “Glendale has his quirks, but his expertise is quite astounding. Besides he cleans his own litter box.”

      Glendale hissed. “Watch it, Randolph.” He then flicked his tail in Veronica’s direction. “You ready? And warn me if you’re going to change into your other look. I’ve had enough ugly for one day.”

      Dara glared. “The only thing ugly in this room is you.”

      Glendale hissed, and Dara was suddenly tossed across the room as if by an invisible hand. Her back slammed into a stone wall. Now that was something new for Glendale. I was quite aware he was way more than a cat—a Helzin Demon to be exact—but he usually did a better job controlling his anger. “No one calls me ugly.”

      “You can throw the heat but can’t take any yourself?” Her eyes narrowed. Moments later she started to make a choking sound.

      “That’s enough, Glendale.” Randolph waved his cane. “Please, if you don’t mind I’d like to see the third now.”

      “Sure.” Glendale turned his head to the side and Dara fell to the floor. She gasped for air, finally uttering a curse as she rose to her feet.

      “All right, V, let’s take this dragon. Remind me where we’re going.”

      “It’s a maze. I’ll show you.”

      “A maze?” Randolph scowled. “What is that supposed to mean? Have you been playing games?”

      “No. I’m using it for training.”

      “What kind of training?”

      “You know, get her used to difficult situations. I don’t think she’s had all that much experience.”

      “She’s a Pteron. She doesn’t need more experience. Female Pterons have special traits already.”

      “Ok. Well, putting her in the maze didn’t hurt.”

      “Too much.” Dara laughed.

      She fell to the ground again.

      Glendale laughed.

      “What was that for?”

      “Just for fun.”

      I wasn’t sure what to make of this meeting with Glendale, but at least he was shelling out some pressure on Dara. I sure as heck was tired of sitting back and listening to her.

      “Have a nice trip.” Randolph nodded in our direction before he walked out of the room. “Follow.” He yelled out.

      Dara stumbled to her feet, grabbed Daniel’s arm, and started walking. She stopped to send one glance back at the smirking cat.

      He grinned back before turning to Veronica. “Tell me where we’re going. I can get us there faster.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not far.”

      “I can travel faster than the speed of light if necessary.”

      “Randolph said time wasn’t an issue right now.” She pressed her lips together.

      “Then he was wrong. Time is always an issue.”

      “Since when are you and Randolph working together?” She put a hand on her hip.

      “That’s none of your business.” Glendale lay down.

      “It is since I’m supposed to trust you.”

      “Who said you had to trust me? I don’t even trust myself.” He swatted at something in the air.

      “Fine. The maze is underneath us.”

      Glendale grinned. “OK, folks it’s time for a little ride.”

      I’d gone on a ride with Glendale before, and I wasn’t looking forward to it. Thankfully, I knew what to expect.

      He touched my wing and Veronica’s hand. My ears popped as a strong whirl of wind wrapped around us. The gust of wind grew as an equally powerful light blinded me. A few seconds later we fell into a heap on a stone floor. It didn’t hurt. One benefit of my dragon form was my body was stronger than ever. I’d always been able to heal quickly, but this was different. I wasn’t even hurt. When I stood up I found a dent in the floor where I’d fallen.

      There was a whoosh, and then Veronica lit a lamp. She scrambled to her feet after kicking off her red high heels. “Ugh. And you implied your means of travel was superior to mine.”

      “I never said it was superior; I said it was quicker. If you had a watch on you’d realize no time actually passed.”

      “I’m not taking the return trip with you.”

      “Ok. Your choice.”

      I felt her. I felt a pull in my heart, and I could barely breathe. Hailey was there. I needed her. She needed me. I’d always felt a connection to Hailey, but this was something else.

      “Where is she?” Glendale swished his tail back and forth.

      “She’s in here somewhere. I’m sure we’ll find them soon.” Veronica’s voice lilted.

      “Them?” Glendale licked his paw.

      “Them.” Veronica gave a satisfied smile. “I suppose I forgot to mention that.”

      “Not that it matters to me.”

      “Don’t you want to know who else is here?”

      “Not really.” Glendale was very good at looking bored. I guess it came naturally when your usual form was a cat.
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      “Anastasia!” Cade called again. It felt as though we’d been walking for hours. Maybe we had been. I was losing all sense of time. My growing hunger and thirst made me wonder what time of day it even was. In the scheme of things, that shouldn’t have mattered, but it made me so disoriented I wondered if it would be possible for us to lose our minds down here.

      This time she didn’t answer. I yelled again. Maybe my voice could project further. “Anastasia!” I waited, listening to the echo of my voice and straining to hear any bare hint of her reply.

      Nothing. Nothing at all. The stone prison was silent save for the sound of our feet on the stone below. I couldn’t even imagine what we looked like. A motley crew fumbling our way through some crazy grey maze.

      Cade sighed. “Great. Either she’s passed out, or we’ve gone in the wrong direction.”

      He said what I didn’t want to. It wasn’t like me to care about making Cade feel bad. Maybe Eloise was having an influence on me or something.

      “That only makes it more important that we find her.” Hunter clenched his teeth. “I promised her we’d get out of this together.”

      “We will.” I wished I were confident but faking it would have to do for now. “We just might need a new plan.”

      “Another new plan?” Troy whined. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “I wish I was.” I wiped sweat off my brow. “Anyone else suddenly hot?”

      “It has gotten warmer…” Eloise trailed off. The look of alarm on her face probably matched the one on my face. The random temperature changes didn’t seem normal.

      “It suddenly got cold earlier, so it may be nothing.” Cade continued walking.

      “No. This is something.” Troy wrapped his hand around my arm. “This is something big.”

      Considering Troy had done nothing but complain the entire time I took his words seriously. “What do you mean?”

      “I sense something… something ancient. It makes no sense.”

      “Something ancient?” Hunter rubbed the back of his neck. “What kind of thing?”

      “It’s hard to explain.” Troy looked up at the ceiling and then down at the ground.

      “No matter how hard it is to explain, you need to try.” I was running out of patience. I was exhausted, which meant even more time had passed than I thought. Pterons barely needed sleep.

      “I mean I really can’t explain it. It’s nearly impossible.”

      “Wonderful.” I bit back a groan.

      “Save the sarcasm.” Troy narrowed his eyes.

      “I’m trying here.” I was. I was doing everything I could and doing what I believed was the right thing, but nothing was working. Everything had been moving downhill since arriving at the conference.

      “None of this is your fault.” Eloise spoke in a soothing voice “None of it.”

      “Some of it is.” I was all about her intention, but I wasn’t going to pretend my decisions hadn’t played a role. They had, and there was nothing I could do to change that. Just like there was nothing I could do to get us out of here sooner. The ceiling felt closer now. The walls too. I needed more air—I needed access to the sky.

      “Hailey, turn off your light.” Troy paled.

      “What?” I watched him warily. “Why?”

      “Turn off the light.” He grabbed my arm again. “Now.”

      “How do I do that?” It’s not like the Lightness abilities came with a manual. My companions were well aware of that by now.

      “Figure it out. Fast.” The terror in his eyes said more than his words did.

      I felt something a tug in my heart. Wyatt. Was he nearby? I felt conflicting emotions. Relief he was near, and unquestionable panic that he too might be in danger.

      “Hailey. Please,” Troy practically begged. “You need to shut it off.”

      The begging made something snap. I closed my eyes and focused on emptiness and darkness, and when I opened my eyes again my hands were no longer glowing.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Cade asked. “I mean there’s something ancient that scares you, and we can’t see it now.” He didn’t sound like cool, collected Cade. Every time the darkness returned he lost his usual edge. I couldn’t blame him. I didn’t understand my new abilities, but I was grateful I could see even in complete and utter darkness.

      “Shut up!” Troy snapped. “Hailey can see. That’s good enough. We need to shut up and hope it doesn’t find us.”

      We stood in silence huddled together in the stone prison. No one dared to call out to Anastasia again, but I sincerely hoped she was okay. I hoped we were all okay.

      A whiff of something burning wafted our way. I was about to ask if anyone else smelled anything, but I thought better of it. Troy had been serious about staying hidden. Whatever it was he sensed wasn’t something I was in a hurry to confront.

      The temperature returned to its normal level for a few minutes, and the burning smell subsided. Maybe we were home free. Even as I tried to feel some relief, I knew it was premature. We weren’t escaping whatever this was so easily.

      “Don’t move,” Troy whispered in my ear.

      I startled. Hadn’t he been the one to tell us to keep our mouths shut? I assumed he had a reason for specifically warning me, but that in itself was a worry. Was this ancient thing after me? Was I unwittingly putting the others in more danger? I didn’t want to listen to him. I wanted to walk far away and save the others. I thought about it, but as soon as I did Eloise stepped on my foot. I choked down the words that wanted to come out of my mouth. I had the feeling her movement hadn’t been an accident. Had she realized I’d planned to run?

      And then I felt Wyatt. He was close. So close. My heart soared. My heart rate accelerated. But how was he here? Had he been thrown into the basement prison too?

      Troy imprisoned my hands in his. He was serious about keeping me there. A horrible thought crossed my mind: what if Troy was in on this? Hadn’t he tried to dissuade us from helping Anastasia? Hadn’t he been the naysayer the whole day, or whatever amount of time had passed? Maybe asking me to extinguish my light and stay still was for a darker reason. But that didn’t feel right. Troy had been a jerk, but aside from his suggestion we leave Anastasia behind, his actions hadn’t been all that unusual.

      The ground beneath us began to tremble, and then the walls shook. I looked up at the ceiling hoping it wasn’t going to fall on us again. It did. Large stones hurtled toward us, boxing us into the small alcove. We huddled together even closer. All of us silently agreeing to do our best to ensure our survival. No one ran. No one spoke.

      The air grew warmer again, and this time I heard a loud whoosh and saw a flash of bright light and felt the warmth of fire. Moments later through the gaping holes in the crumbling ceiling we saw a large green dragon step into view.
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      The metallic pull inside my brain grew and grew, pulling me down the dark corridor. Something had changed. The hold was stronger, and it felt as if it wound around my neck, choking me when I slowed down, or even inclined my head to the side.

      I knew Veronica walked right beside me. I was barely aware of Glendale moving at my ankles.

      Keep moving. She spoke no words, and she wasn’t inside my head, yet the command was clear in the rope-like tendrils wrapped around me.

      Each step was heavy and awkward. As comfortable as I thought I was inside my new dragon skin, my motions weren’t. But maybe that was all the fault of Veronica and the twisted magic she used to control my physical actions.

      Stop. I stopped short, right before a fork in the tunnel.

      Veronica stepped around me. “You will go in there and burn them to the ground. Only Hailey can live. If you do not do as I say, Hailey will die.”

      Hailey wouldn’t die. She couldn’t. I’d die before that happened.

      Turn.

      I followed the order against my will and saw her. All I could focus on was her. Hailey.

      My greatest love and my greatest weakness. On the periphery, I saw others. But none of them were in focus. It was only her.

      Fire. The command tugged at the cord, and I could barely breathe.

      “Wyatt?” Hailey stepped closer. She was glowing. Glowing like a Lightness.

      That shock was eclipsed by another question. Had she figured it out who I was so quickly? Had she recognized me inside the dragon?

      “Wyatt.” My name slipped from her lips again, and she reached out for me.

      “Hailey!” A familiar male voice yelled. “It’s not him. Wyatt can’t be a dragon.”

      I forced my gaze to move to the voice. Troy.

      Hailey tentatively touched my wing, sending warmth racing through my system. “Wyatt.”

      She was so calm. I sensed no fear, only compassion. And love.

      “Kill them!” Veronica screamed. Why was she screaming? And then I realized the metallic cord was weakening. I could move my head. I focused only on Hailey. On her expressive eyes, her red hair.

      “Wyatt. It’s okay. Everything is going to be okay.” Hailey’s words soothed me, reminding me of exactly who I really was. I was more than a dragon. Her arms wrapped around my scaly wing, and Veronica’s shrieks of protest faded away.

      “Holy shit, it is him.” Troy’s voice sounded far off.

      In the next moment the wind picked up, and a bright light blinded me again. Seconds later Hailey and I fell onto the dirt covered ground.

      I blinked a few times, trying to handle all the different emotions and thoughts swirling through me. First and foremost Hailey was with me. She was wrapped up in my arms. My human, naked arms. I was human again.

      “I have so many questions, but I need a minute.” She clung to me.

      I tried to comfort her, hoping we were truly safe and she wouldn’t be jerked from my arms. I gazed around out of instinct. We were in a forest with towering trees that looked as if they touched the sky.

      Hailey sighed but made no move to leave my arms. “It’s you, right, Glendale?”

      Glendale rolled over to look at us. “It is I. Do you know many other cats who could get you out of a mess like that?”

      “No. Not many.”

      He moved to his feet and walked over. “Oh. I suppose you need clothes.” He nodded in my direction. In the next instant I had pants on. “Uh, how’d you do that?” I probably should have felt violated in some way, but it was more amazement that I was feeling.

      He yawned. “You two like to doubt my abilities, don’t you?”

      “It’s not doubt. It’s surprise.” I brushed some leaves off of her arms.

      “I would have thought you’d have seen enough in your life to cease being surprised so easily.” Glendale sat down right in front of us.

      “I doubt I will ever truly stop being surprised.” She wrapped her arms around her chest. She wasn’t cold. At least I didn’t think so. Hailey rarely, if ever, got cold. Still just to be sure I wrapped her tighter in my arms.

      “You will. One day it will happen.” Glendale rolled his neck.

      “Wait. Where is everyone else?” Hailey glanced around. “I can’t believe I just realized that! Where are they?” Panic dripped from her voice.

      Glendale switched his tail back and forth. “I transported them somewhere else. Don’t worry. Let’s talk about you.”

      Hailey tensed. “Glendale… you’re lying.”

      I prepared to argue the case with her, but Glendale rose to his feet. “Ok. Fine. Stay right here.”

      He acted as though we had any choice in the matter. “Where do you think we are going to go?”

      “It’s a matter of speaking. Try not to be so literal.” He swished his tail again before disappearing into thin air.

      “I’m never going to get used to that.” Hailey stared at the spot where Glendale had just stood.

      I pulled her back so she was leaning into me. “I’m so glad you’re okay.” The worry and concern caught up with me, throwing a shadow of exhaustion over every inch of my body.

      “Same to you. I can’t believe...” She trailed off. “But how?”

      I knew her words could mean several different things. “How did Veronica turn me into a dragon, or how did you turn me into my human form again?”

      “Both I guess.” She stared down into her lap. “They are both important.”

      “I’ll start with the second question because that seems easier. Somehow you can pull out the human side of me. We’re connected on a level deeper than whatever it is that Veronica did to me.” I kissed the top of Hailey’s head. “Before we get to the first question, I need to know. Are you all right?”

      “About being a Lightness, or part Lightness? About you being a dragon? About meeting your dead mom? About trying not to kill Troy?”

      I smiled at the last part. I was glad she still had her sense of humor. It would have been an easy thing for her to lose considering all she’d been through. “Ok, so maybe instead of asking how you are, I’ll ask how you are holding up.”

      “I’m a lot better now.” She turned, still staying tucked in my arms. “Even if I feel incredibly guilty.”

      “Guilty?” I tried to understand why she would feel that way. “But you sent Glendale back for the others already.”

      “Not them. But I doubt even Glendale would be able to find Anastasia.”

      “Anastasia?” Was that name supposed to mean anything to me? Maybe the exhaustion was worse than I thought.

      “She’s a Mer. She was down in that dungeon maze as well.”

      “Is she Emerald Flame too?” I wondered how much more Hailey had learned while we were apart. I was still processing the part about her meeting my mom.

      “I assume so. I can’t imagine why else she was there. I never spoke to her though.”

      “Then how did you know she was there?”

      “Hunter told us, and then we played a game of Marco-Polo. Unfortunately, we were never able to find her.”

      “Glendale has surprised us already today. You never know.”

      “True, but I’m doubtful. She was so weak…”

      “We’ll find her. I promise.” I was usually careful not to make promises I couldn’t keep, but I couldn’t stand to see Hailey so hard on herself.

      “I’m glad one of us is confident.”

      “I’m back.” Glendale dropped out of thin air. He was noticeably alone. “Sorry about the delay. Moving your friends was a bit harder than expected.”

      “Why?” I glanced up waiting for the others to show up. Surely they couldn’t be too far behind.

      “Because the big one refused to come.” Glendale lay down on the leaf and dirt covered ground.

      “The big one?” I tried to follow.

      “He means Hunter, I assume?” Hailey stared upward. “What’s taking so long?”

      “They’ll be here.” Glendale rolled over onto his side. “And of course I mean the Dire. But ‘the big one’ describes him even better.”

      “There was a Dire there too?” I wasn’t particularly surprised.

      “You didn’t notice him?”

      “I noticed only you.” That was the truth. Everyone else had faded into the background. I’d heard Troy’s voice, but he had still been background noise compared to Hailey.

      “Oh.” Hailey seemed to think it over. “But you noticed Troy?”

      “I did, but mostly just you.” I smiled, still marveling over how quickly she’d brought me back to myself.

      “I’m sure I would have been the same way.” She looked over at Glendale. “Did Hunter finally come?”

      “No.” Glendale yawned. “He annoyingly insisted he be given more time to find a friend. Between you and me, I believe she may be imaginary.”

      “She’s not imaginary,” Hailey snapped.

      “Ok then.” Glendale shot me a look as if looking for commiseration.

      “You will go back for them, right?”

      “Yes.” He yawned. “Unfortunately, I will.”

      “How is helping someone ever unfortunate?” Hailey’s brows knit together.

      “Because it pulls me away from doing what I actually want to do.”

      “Why are you helping us then if you have more important things to do?” I still hadn’t figured that part out yet. I trusted him—perhaps more than I should have— but at the moment I was desperate for any allies we could find.

      “Aligning with a power couple like you two is wise. Besides, I kind of like you.”

      “Where are the others?” It was taking far too long for them to show up.

      “They are absolutely fine. I have plenty of these places to use for times like these.”

      “Glendale…” Hailey leaned forward.

      “I swear it. They are safe. This time I really did it.”

      “How do we know?” Hailey crossed her arms. “Why should we believe you?”

      “Your Pixie friend said to tell you she thinks I’m trustworthy.” Glendale grinned like a Cheshire cat. Before meeting Glendale I’d never seen a cat with that kind of grin.

      “Why not bring them here now?” I was positive the cat had his reasons.

      “Because we need to talk first.” He swished his tail back and forth.

      “What do we need to talk about?” Hailey relaxed slightly. Maybe she could believe the Pixie would have said what Glendale reported.

      “I want to know what you plan to do with all of your new power.” He purred out the p’s in plan and power.

      “New power…” I studied the cat. “I assume you are referring to Hailey with that one.”

      “I am referring to both of you.”

      “I have no new power, and now I’m doubtful I have any power at all. At least not unless Veronica is pulling the strings.” And I sincerely hoped she’d never be pulling the strings again. I’d never been so terrified as when I was under the Scarber’s control.

      “Of course you have power. And that means you have the power to sever the strings. Especially if you work with Hailey.”

      “How?” That had my attention. I’d do anything to make sure that happened.

      “Do I really have to tell you everything?” He rolled onto his back, all four paws sticking up.

      “Not everything. But more than you’ve told us so far.” Hailey pulled her knees up to her chest. “The sooner we get Wyatt out from under the control of Veronica the better.”

      “You’re a Lightness, Hailey. You can do a lot with that light.” Glendale swatted at something invisible.

      “Meaning…”

      Glendale rolled onto his side. “I know you’re a smart girl.”

      She stared him down. “Pretend I’m not.”

      “Hailey. Hailey.” His ears twitched.

      “I barely know how my powers work. Are you saying I should be able to focus on Wyatt enough to figure out where the so-called strings are and get rid of them?” Skepticism dripped from her voice.

      “Yes. That is exactly what I mean. Glad you figured it out. I knew you wouldn’t let me down.”

      “You know how to do that?” I turned to Hailey. I hoped I didn’t sound doubtful. I had full confidence in her, but I had absolutely no idea what kind of magic Veronica was using on me. Without understanding that, I wasn’t sure how Hailey could be expected to get rid of it.

      “No,” she readily admitted. “But I did make a hole in a glass wall no one could break down. Not once, but twice.”

      “Impressive.” Everything about Hailey was impressive. I was blown away by how she was handling the newest twists and turns in our situation. She hadn’t batted an eye when she realized I was a dragon. She never lost sight that it was me.

      “I’d been desperate, and I think that’s part of it. But it did start to get easier. Plus, if I get really worked up emotionally it can also help.”

      “You need to get worked up emotionally?” Glendale extended his back claws. “Focus on what’s going to happen to Wyatt if Veronica gets her hands on him again. That should get you emotional.”

      Hailey’s expression darkened. “Yes. That does get me upset.”

      I chose my words carefully, not wanting her to think I doubted her resolve or strength. “Hailey, this isn’t worth you hurting yourself. There are other ways.”

      She jumped to her feet and glared down at me. “Not worth it? Don’t ever try to tell me saving you isn’t worth it. I don’t want to live in a world without you. Ok?”

      I grinned, once again amazed by this incredible woman. “Understand it loud and clear.”
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      Not worth hurting myself? Did he doubt how much I cared for him? He was crazy. Despite fighting it every turn I could, my intense love for Wyatt was no longer possible to deny. We were made for each other, and I wasn’t being overly dramatic when I told him I didn’t want to live in a world without him. I didn’t. We hadn’t even gotten the chance to truly be together. Part of that was my fault. Fighting destiny is a dangerous business. But beyond that life had gotten in the way. That seemed to be the story of my life. Anytime things seemed simple and quiet, something came out of the blue to send everything ablaze again.

      I steeled myself. Now wasn’t the time to feel woeful about my lot in life. If we made it through all this alive, we’d search for some normalcy together. “We need to remove any of Veronica’s influence over you so we can focus on helping everyone else. Abilities or not.”

      “Do we have time for that? We can’t just sit back.” Wyatt ran a hand over the stubble on his chain.

      Glendale flipped his tail. “You don’t get it, do you?”

      “Get what?” I was getting tiresomely used to not getting things.

      “That not only will Wyatt be of no service until he lets you help him, but he will be a liability.”

      “Because he may actually cause harm…” The enormity of what Glendale was saying set in. I turned to Wyatt. “You stopped before because I was there, but what if I wasn’t? What if you’d…”

      He cringed. “I understand the point, but do you really think this is possible? To break the strings?”

      “What’s the alternative?” I looked deep into his eyes making sure there wasn’t more lurking under the surface he wasn’t telling me.

      “I could stay far away…” Wyatt trailed off, carefully avoiding my eyes.

      Glendale rolled his eyes. “Far away from Hailey. Right. I’d laugh, but I don’t feel like it.”

      “Can you promise our friends are safe?” Once I knew that I could more easily focus on the issue at hand.

      “They are safe.” Glendale moved to his feet and sauntered over in his graceful feline way. “Veronica can’t find them where I put them.”

      “And Allie and Levi? Veronica isn’t going to do anything to them?” I may have been in the closest thing to a fight I’d ever had with Allie, but I’d still do anything to protect her.

      Glendale settled down on the ground at my feet. “She won’t because Veronica isn’t in charge. Randolph is.”

      “Well, will Randolph hurt them?” It didn’t really matter the who. “And who is Randolph?” Maybe it didn’t matter who hurt them, but it mattered who was in charge.

      “Randolph was one of the most powerful demons out there.”

      “Was?” Wyatt stood beside me.

      “Yes. Was. Past tense. He took a gamble and gave away much of his power.” Glendale closed his eyes, and for a moment I thought he was sleeping.

      “To you? Did he give the power to you?” I asked.

      Glendale laughed. “Me? No? If I had Randolph’s power combined with mine, I wouldn’t be wasting my time with you. I wouldn’t need to worry about staying on your side.”

      “I thought part of why you’re here is because you ‘kind of’ like us.” I put ‘kind of’ in air quotes.

      “Like can only go so far. Besides, I only said if. As I don’t actually have such ability, I’m not going anywhere.”

      Wyatt and I exchanged looks. Were we really putting all our faith in a cat who’d turn his back on us if he could? We didn’t have any other choice though, did we? “Ok. So, if he didn’t give you his power, what happened?”

      “He wanted more power than he could muster himself. He picked some desperate magic practitioners and shared his power. He’s banking on his plan working out, but it requires that both of you get involved.”

      “Wait. I thought he was already a really powerful demon.” I watched Glendale, waiting for him to finally open his eyes.

      He opened one eye. “Yes, but who is ever content with their level of power? We all want more.”

      “Speak for yourself,” I mumbled.

      “Oh? Are you not the Pteron who has worked her whole life to prove she’s equal to her male counterparts? Are you not the one screaming for change?”

      I brushed aside how weird it was that Glendale knew that about me. “I’m not screaming for anything. I’m pushing for change and equality. That’s not a quest for power.”

      “Yes, it is. It’s a quest for an equality of power.”

      “Ok. Forget I said anything about that. You said he needed both of us. What do we have to do with anything?” As infuriating as conversing with Glendale could be, we were gaining far more information than we’d been able to glean elsewhere.

      “I’m still stuck on what he said earlier. He admitted he’d turn on us as soon as he no longer viewed us as helpful.” Wyatt glared.

      “Come off that. We are working together now. You can trust me until Randolph is defeated and Hailey’s precious Society is safe. Ok?” Glendale opened his other eye. “Is that enough to finally move past this boring subject?”

      “Fine.” Wyatt’s nodded tersely. “Explain why he wants Hailey as his third. She’s not a witch or sorceress.”

      “Wait. What?” I looked between Glendale and Wyatt. “What third?”

      “You must know what a third is.” Glendale watched me.

      “Nope. Not at all,” I admitted.

      “It is unbelievable how little your generation has been taught.”

      “Yeah, I agree with you there.” It wasn’t worth arguing when he was completely right. “So please fill me in on this.”

      “Randolph needs three powerful vessels to harness his power. It’s the only way he can survive.”

      “Ok. And based on Wyatt’s response those vessels need to be witches and sorceresses?” I hated being the one who knew absolutely nothing about the issue at hand, but unfortunately, that couldn’t be helped. “Unless I’m missing something, that means I can’t be a vessel.”

      “My guess is Randolph must have foreseen who you would become. He’s always had a bit of a prophetic eye.”

      “Because being the most powerful demon isn’t enough,” Wyatt murmured.

      “How do you think he got so powerful?” Glendale winked. At least it looked like he did.

      “You mean he knew I’d become a Lightness? A Lightness is still not a witch.”

      “No, but it means you have magical abilities. Powerful ones even if not in the traditional sense.”

      “Ok. Accepting that. Why me? Why not use someone who has a better grasp of their abilities, if any magical being would do?”

      “Who said any magical being would do? He needs powerful. You can’t get much more powerful than a Pteron-Lightness hybrid.”

      “And what about the Emerald?” Wyatt interrupted. “What am I missing?”

      “Emerald?” I spun to Wyatt. “Is there really more I don’t know about?”

      Glendale groaned. “We are going to be here all day if I have to explain everything to you two.”

      “But how can we do anything if we don’t have the proper information?” That was generally the problem with everything. My entire generation of Pterons had been given an incomplete education, and we lacked the basic knowledge and tools to protect ourselves or our world from threats. “I assume this Emerald has something to do with Wyatt?”

      “It does.” Glendale stretched his paws out in front of him. “It’s time for a history lesson. Make yourselves comfortable. This is going to be awhile.”

      “I’d rather stand.” Relaxing in any way was out of the question.

      A couch materialized out of thin air, and Wyatt and I were pushed down onto it.

      Wyatt pressed a hand into the cushion beneath us. “I see you have learned some new tricks, Glendale.”

      He grinned. “I’m glad you’ve noticed. Remember that when the war starts. As I said, there’s a reason I’m risking my neck to help you.”

      “The war?” A shiver of fear ran up my spine. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’ll weave this answer into your history lesson.”

      I sighed. “Fantastic.”

      “Is that sarcasm I detect?”

      “Hailey sarcastic? Nope. None.” Wyatt put an arm around me, and I leaned into his side.

      With everything going on I shouldn’t have enjoyed the comfort he offered, but I did. After my dungeon experience, I needed it. If we had to sit and listen, I might as well do it on my own terms.

      “Don’t look so glum. I’ll try to make this interesting for you.” Glendale cleared his throat. “The Emerald Flame is a very old organization.”

      “Yes. We’re aware of that.” Wyatt nodded in agreement.

      “Are you going to interrupt after every single thing I say or just every few?”

      “Not every single one.” Wyatt nudged me. I’d forgotten how similar our sense of humor was. I loved that he was joking around. Something felt so right about that, like finding some normalcy in an otherwise completely unnatural situation.

      “If you could spare me your theatrics, I will give you the pertinent information as quickly as I can.” Glendale crossed one paw over the other.

      I watched Glendale. There was a time when it would have seemed absurd to be getting a history lesson from what appeared to be a talking cat, but I was long past finding anything absurd. I’d always known the supernatural existed, but I’d only known about a small subset of it. I was beginning to understand I was only shown the tip of the iceberg. Although some of the new information was good—i.e. learning about Dragos and meeting Wyatt—most of it was stuff I wish I didn’t know. I wished I could take Wyatt but otherwise go back to the far more simple life I lived before. My biggest problem back then was proving I was as strong as my brother and his friends. Everything had been so simple. It’s funny how we make mountains out of every molehill. Well, maybe funny isn’t the word, but it’s something.

      “You may be asking yourselves why the name Emerald Flame.” Glendale may have accused us of theatrics, but he was using plenty of his own.

      I nodded, figuring the question was of the rhetorical kind.

      “The name comes from the near-mythical story of the Emerald Flame.”

      “Near mythical?” I blurted out. “What makes something near-mythical?”

      Glendale narrowed his eyes down to tiny slits. “I thought you were done interrupting.”

      “Sorry. I thought this was an important question to ask.”

      He flipped his tail back and forth. “You thought asking about my choice of words was important in the scope of what else is happening?”

      “I was just confused.” Once again. That feeling was getting old.

      Wyatt gently patted my arm. “Continue please, Glendale.”

      “I don’t really know why I’m bothering except I do. You two are our only hope.”

      “Because of the war?” I still couldn’t shake the fear the use of the word had elicited. It was a word that wasn’t used lightly in the paranormal world.

      “Would you please?” Glendale arched his back.

      “Sorry. I really will stop interrupting.” At least I’d try.

      “Good.” Glendale’s back relaxed. “The Emerald Flame refers to a flame more powerful than any other ever seen. It can heal—but it can also destroy.”

      And where was this flame seen? I wanted to ask, but I’d just promised to keep my mouth shut. I would listen.

      “The Emerald Flame was kept under top security. Protected by representatives of certain powerful families who would ensure no one ever used it.”

      No one ever used it? But he’d said it could heal. I had so many more questions, but I’d promised to stop interrupting.

      “The flame was supposed to be protected. But it was stolen.”

      “Stolen?” I couldn’t help it. Keeping my mouth shut wasn’t one of my greatest gifts.

      “Yes. Stolen.”

      “And what happened?” I was on the edge of my seat now.

      “It was recaptured.”

      “So where is it now?” I would have stopped with the questions if Glendale would say more than the absolute minimum.

      “After it was recaptured it was destroyed so it couldn’t be stolen again.” He looked down.

      “Destroyed? How?” Something was off. Why had Glendale looked down?

      Glendale sighed dramatically. “Ok. This part might not be your favorite.”

      “Whose favorite?” Wyatt asked.

      “Either of yours.”

      “Meaning?” I leaned back, not sure I even wanted to know.

      “Meaning the Emerald Flame isn’t just a flame.”

      “Uh…” A lump formed in my throat. Then something hit me. An understanding.

      “I see the wheels turning in your head, Hailey. Should I say it, or you?”

      I couldn’t. I couldn’t say the words out loud.

      “The Emerald Flame, although no one ever speaks of it, was really a creature. Well, it belonged to a creature,” Glendale continued.

      “What kind of creature?” Wyatt asked although his eyes told a different story. He’d figured it out with me.

      “A dragon. An emerald dragon whose fire matched his skin.” Glendale didn’t avert his eyes this time. He looked at us both.

      “So that’s why she did that to me? She thought I could be it?” He frowned. “How could I have been part of an organization and know so little?”

      “You are green... just not emerald. Veronica thought you’d be close enough.” Glendale’s licked his paw. It was disconcerting when he did such animal-like behaviors. It made me question why I was listening to him. “And as to your second question, this all happened before your time in the early days of the organization. The organization remained, but it’s purpose changed to a broader one involving balance. But you both know that part of the history I presume?”

      Wyatt’s whole demeanor had changed now. Any semblance of his joking was gone. “Yes, we know that part. But about the dragon, my fire is reddish-orange. Wouldn’t they have known that?”

      “That’s why Randolph needs the third. He believes if he had three magic wielders to act as vessels, he can return the Emerald Flame to the new emerald dragon and use its power.”

      “But is there really a truly emerald dragon? Does one exist? I know of no other Drago with the green lined wings. I assume that has something to do with it?” Wyatt’s words were rushed and spilled out together.

      Glendale had no difficulty following. “Yes. You are correct. But as I said, Randolph can foresee what is to come, and he felt one was in existence. Veronica got wind of you and thought you were close enough.”

      “But I’m not.” Wyatt’s hands balled into fists.

      “No. You’re not emerald.”

      “Is there really one?” I repeated Wyatt’s question. That seemed pretty important to the situation.

      “I don’t know for sure, but my bet is that it’s a Drago yet to be born…”

      “Oh, my god.” My heart just about stopped beating. “Wait. Daisy?” My brother’s wife was pregnant—very pregnant—with a Drago.

      Glendale tilted his head to the side. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “There hasn’t been a new Drago born in years!” Wyatt’s eyes darkened. “Who else could it be?”

      “Don’t take your anger out on me. I am only trying to share the information I have.”

      “Are they safe? We need to get to them.” I would never let anything happen to my future nephew. Never. I knew he would be a boy because there were no female Dragos. Dragos always mated with other species.

      “They are safe. I’ve seen to that.” Glendale watched me carefully. “I promise.”

      “Wait. What? Where did you send them?” That was the first time I’d ever heard Glendale promise anything. I hoped that meant something.

      “A safe place. I will say no more. In the event you are captured, I wouldn’t want you to unwittingly put them in more danger. Like your lack of education on our history, I also assume they did not properly train you to handle torture.”

      His words should have worried me. Torture? But they didn’t. All I could focus on was my brother and his family. “If anything happens to—”

      Glendale cut me off. “They will be fine. Thankfully Randolph believes the emerald dragon has already been born. He believes with your help he can track it down.”

      “Back to the whole third thing?”

      “Yes. Back to the third thing. Which is why you need to stay far away from him.”

      “I was intending to.” I shuddered thinking about being used in that way.

      “And he’d use Wyatt’s help too, so Wyatt needs to stay away.”

      “We weren’t planning to get close.” Wyatt put an arm around me. It did nothing to stop the shivering and fear spilling through me.

      “But you will if you can’t break those bonds.”

      “We’ll break them.” We had to. I couldn’t let anything happen to anyone—especially my unborn nephew.

      “I will give you two some alone time.” Glendale stood.

      “Alone time?”

      “It might speed up the process. Wyatt can explain all that to you, Hailey. I’m a bit old fashioned when it comes to talking about such matters with a young woman.”

      “Old fashioned?” I raised an eyebrow. “You? And you swear we are safe here?”

      “I swear as much as a demon can.”

      Wyatt crossed his arms. “Not very confidence building.”

      “I want to be on the right side of this war. I also risked enough helping you with Daisy. Maybe you will understand that now.”

      “Wait, you wanted the emerald dragon to be born?”

      “As I told you before—the Emerald Flame can also heal.”

      Heal? Was Glendale hurt? Was he worried about another?

      “When will you be back?” What I was really asking was how much time did we have.

      “When you’re ready.”

      “And that will be…?” I needed real answers.

      “When I’m back.”

      “Gee, thanks for the enlightenment, Glendale.” I pulled my hair up and twisted it into a knot on the top of my head.

      “I am always happy to help.” He winked before disappearing into thin air.
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      “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to that cat.” Hailey stared at the spot where Glendale had just stood.

      “I’d worry more if you did get used to him.” I wrapped my arms around her from behind. Despite everything, I was still floating with relief that she was safe.

      “Are you okay with everything we just learned?” She turned in my arms.

      “No. I’m not, but I know everything will be okay.”

      “Yeah, that’s how I feel exactly.” She rested her head on my chest.

      “We still have choices. I never want you to do anything because you feel boxed in.”

      “I won’t let fear rule my life.”

      “Good.” I kissed the top of her head. “If we do, they win.”

      “Yes. ‘They’. The elusive ‘they.’” She picked her head up. “So about that whole let Wyatt explain it to you thing…”

      “Yeah… I assumed you already figured out the gist of it yourself.” It’s not that I couldn’t explain it, but I didn’t want her to think I was somehow making up something just to get some.

      “Well, I gather it has to do with sex.” Her lips twisted into a smile. “Not that I believe for a second Glendale was too embarrassed to talk about that subject in front of me.”

      “He likes to leave on a dramatic note. And yes, you guessed right.”

      “But I don’t see how sex can possibly help. Is Glendale just being… well, Glendale?”

      “The idea is that intense emotions can help bring out dormant abilities. Sex can create many strong emotions.”

      “Oh.” Hailey blushed. “I don’t really know what to think.”

      “Clearly we can work on this in other ways.” Not as enjoyable ways, but I wasn’t going to say that.

      “It’s not that having sex with you isn’t appealing.” She pressed her palm into my chest. “It’s really appealing.”

      “Good to know.” I smiled.

      “But I don’t want to ruin it.”

      “You don’t want to ruin sex?” I made sure I was following.

      “No. I mean yes.” She flushed again. “You know what I mean.”

      “How would it ruin it? Not that I’m pushing you either way…”

      “Because what if I associate sex with you and work or something? I plan to… uh, be getting intimate a lot with you over the course of our lives.”

      “You do, huh?” I grinned. I couldn’t help myself.

      “Yeah, I kind of thought that came with the territory of being mated.”

      “Wait.” I cradled her face in my hands. “Mated? You’ve thought about it then?”

      “I’ve more than thought about it.” She let out a slow breath.

      “Yeah?” I could feel my grin growing even bigger.

      “Your mom showed me the future. I get it. I get it all now. Well, not everything, but I get we are absolutely right together. I may be confused about what I am now and what we’re supposed to do and where we’re going, but I am sure about us. There’s no confusion there.”

      “Wow. There’s nothing I’ve wanted to hear more.” I pressed my lips against hers.

      She responded immediately, and I deepened the kiss. There were so many things I needed to tell her, so many emotions I needed to express, and somehow it was so much easier to explain it that way.

      Her sweet taste overwhelmed my senses until I could think of nothing but her. Perfection. That’s how she tasted, and that’s how she felt in my arms. She broke the kiss momentarily, and I glanced around marveling at the full bedroom that had appeared around us. Evidently Glendale’s abilities worked on his created places even without him being there.

      My heart was racing, need surging through me, and so I pushed thoughts of the cat-demon away. We ripped away each other’s clothing in a blur. This wasn’t the first time, yet we both knew how different it was.

      We fell onto the bed. Lips, hands moving everywhere all at once. Her eyes were wide open watching me as I explored her body as if it were the first time—and the last.

      “Wyatt.” There was urgency in her voice as she pulled me down on top of her.

      “Hailey.” I looked deep into her eyes before I thrust into her, needing to connect with her on the most intimate level.

      We moved together perfectly with an urgency that had never existed before, and then she started to glow. Hailey was already the most beautiful being I had ever seen, but with the added light her beauty reached an ethereal level. I knew I’d never be the same after seeing it.

      I neared my release but resisted. I needed to make sure she was satisfied first. And I needed to stay with her light. I felt it. Searing through my bones, through my entire body. It felt as if we were flying high above the bed. We might have been for all I knew, because in that moment it was only us.

      “Wyatt!” She called out her name as she held on to me.

      I reached my release wanting time to stand still so I could live in that moment forever. I felt free, weightless, and completely at peace.

      We lay there for what felt like hours afterward, even though it was only minutes. Each second was so packed with intensity it played games with our senses.

      “Wow.” She stared up at me as I remained inside her.

      “Wow is right.” I finally moved and rolled over to her side.

      “Well, that didn’t ruin anything.” She ran her finger over my lips.

      “I told you it wouldn’t.” I grinned. I was on an uncontrollable high.

      “I know… but it’s awesome. I didn’t believe it could actually be better.” She ran her fingers down my arm.

      “And to think what’s going to happen when you fully come into your new powers.” I brushed some hair away from her face

      Her expression turned serious. “And what about you? How do you feel?”

      “Amazing.” I did. I felt untouchable. A sensation of power surged through my bloodstream like nothing I’d ever experienced before.

      “Does that mean you’re ready for me to get rid of those strings?” She leaned up on an elbow.

      “Can’t you tell?” I rolled onto my side so I was looking right at her.

      “Tell what?”

      “You did it already. I’m free of Veronica.” And I owed it all to Hailey.

      “We need to be sure.” She sat up.

      I watched her gorgeous, bare body, unsure of how I’d ever gotten so lucky. “Is that your way of saying you’re ready for more?”

      “No. It’s my way of saying we should get dressed and test it.”

      “What does being dressed have to do with it? Can’t we figure it out without being dressed too?” I pulled and rolled her over so she was on top of me.

      “Wyatt, we need to be serious.”

      “I am being serious. Why the rush?” I was in no rush to ever leave that bed.

      “Because otherwise we’ll never get dressed.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I teased. I knew she was right, but I wasn’t ready for the magical experience to be over.

      “Glendale said he’d be back when we’re ready. If you’re serious and I already took care of the strings, then he’s going to be back. And I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to be found naked.”

      “Good point.” I reluctantly moved so she could get up.

      She pulled on her jeans. Then her black tank top. “You know you need to stop staring and get yourself dressed too.”

      “Really? I kind of like this whole staring thing.”

      “Of course you do.” She shook her head.

      I got out of bed and stepped into my pants. “I love you.” The words slipped from my lips. They were words I hoped she already understood I felt.

      “I love you too.” She smiled.

      “When things calm down, we can actually spend some time together.”

      “Do you think things will ever really slow down?”

      “We can hope.”

      “Yes, we can hope.” She nodded as if trying to convince herself.

      “Do you think you should check…” She pulled on her boots.

      “Check what?”

      “That when you transform it’s to a Drago again?” She stood up.

      “Oh…” I knew she was right, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t nervous about it.

      “I mean… I kind of need to do it too. Maybe we can both do it at the same time.”

      “If someone didn’t know what we were talking about they might think you were talking about something else.” I grinned.

      She frowned. “I’m being serious.”

      “I know.” I put my hands on her hips. “Let me step away. I’m not taking the chance of hurting you.”

      “At least we know I can bring you back to normal.”

      “It’s amazing that the woman who can calm me down can have the opposite effect on me in bed.”

      “Are we done with all the sex talk?” There was humor in her voice.

      “Maybe.”

      “Ok. Let’s do this.” Hailey transformed, her beautiful black wings extending from her back. She glowed, the same glow from before, only this time it surrounded her like a bright shadow of light.

      I closed my eyes and reached for my Drago side. It was there. And so was the dragon. They were both there. How was that even possible?

      Hailey froze. “What’s wrong?”

      “I can choose either, I think.”

      “Start with one and then do the other?” Amazingly she remained calm.

      “You’re not freaked out to see me as a dragon again?”

      “Why would I be freaked out? It’s still you.”

      I pressed my lips against hers. “Thank you.”

      “Not that I don’t appreciate the kiss, but you have two forms to try.”

      “I’ll start with the dragon, that way I can end with my favorite form.”

      “Ok.” She watched me intently.

      I reached for the dragon. His rounded eyes watched me, urging me to accept him. He screamed of power and of strength. I pushed away my fear and accepted him.
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      Nothing happened at first. Wyatt stood there, eyes shut, seemingly stuck in place. Despite my usual predisposition to say something—anything to fill the silence—I didn’t. I stood there stock still and waited. Then he opened his eyes, looked down and slipped off his pants again. I tried to avert my eyes, but I didn’t. He smiled lightly before closing his eyes. I realized he wasn’t getting naked for any particularly fun reason. He didn’t want to shred his pants when he transformed. Neither of us ever usually worried about that. As long as we wore something sleeveless with a back that allowed for wings, we didn’t have to go through a million changes of clothes like other shifters. This clothes shredding was something we’d both have to get used to. I was done thinking of things in terms of his problems and mine.

      No matter what happened we’d be okay. I reminded myself of that reality over and over. I’d severed the ties Veronica had bound on him—at least I think I did. And if I didn’t? Well, that’s why he was shifting into a dragon, so we could find out.

      Before I could worry for too long, the air grew hazy, the ground trembled beneath our feet, and a plume of smoke separated me from Wyatt. Once again I had to fight back my instincts. This time it was the instinct to jump into the smoke to find him. I had to let this play out the way it was meant to. I wasn’t positive where this reasonable attitude was coming from. Maybe it was my new Lightness side? It hadn’t particularly worked while in the dungeon maze, but maybe this was another strength brought out by intimacy.

      As much as I wanted to think about how amazing those intimate times were, now wasn’t the time. Within seconds, the cloud of smoke disappeared and a bright green dragon stood before me. I watched it. It was Wyatt, of course I knew. It was completely obvious in his green eyes, but this time I also studied his color. He wasn’t emerald. But he was close. I knew quite a bit about color—my choice of an art history major came from a love of art—but I couldn’t put an exact shade on his vibrant green. If pushed to answer I’d say forest green, the green of the trees deep inside the forest.

      He watched me, as if waiting for me to make a move. I stepped toward him and touched one of his wings. They were easily three times the size of his normal Drago wings, and really all of him was at least three or maybe four times his normal size. He was always taller than me, but as his dragon he dwarfed me.

      I ran my fingers over his wing, and he made a low growl. I hesitated and did it again. He made the same deep purr-like sound. He was happy. “So clearly you can still turn into your dragon. Do you feel anything that shouldn’t be there?” I of course meant Veronica’s influence, but I didn’t even want to say her name. It would ruin the small bubble of safety I pretended we had.

      He shook his large spiked and scaled head.

      “Can you shift back?” I wasn’t trying to rush him, but second to worries about Veronica, making sure he could easily shift back was the next serious concern.

      He nudged me gently—or as gently as a dragon could nudge. I stepped back and waited.

      The same haziness returned, followed by a smaller but still obvious wisp of smoke. It disappeared nearly instantaneously, and Wyatt stood there in his Drago form—his muscular human body with large black, green outlined, leathery wings protruding from his back. He was completely naked—and all of a sudden all I wanted to do was go back to bed with him.

      I shook myself. No. That was not the plan.

      He seemingly read my mind. “See, I’m not the only one thinking about such things.”

      “It worked.” I needed to focus on the important issues at hand. I picked up his pants and tossed them to him. If I was going to keep a clear mind I needed him to make it easier on me.

      “All of it did. Veronica’s pull is gone. I can easily switch between forms.” His wings disappeared, and he appeared before me as an ordinary man. Of course I knew very well there was nothing ordinary about him.

      “How did it feel?” I had so many questions. I’d cleared away my other thoughts and focused on what issues really mattered.

      “Which part?” He grinned and stepped into his pants. “Sorry to ruin your view by the way.”

      “Don’t.” I glared at him.

      “Sorry.” He stepped toward me, reached out, and pulled me into his arms. “Giving you a hard time about things comes naturally.”

      “As does my staring at your lower region, evidently,” I mumbled against his chest.

      “After the experience we shared earlier, I think fixating on those parts is pretty normal. Plus, I ogle you all the time. Fair is fair.”

      “Come on, tell me. How was it?” I needed a subject change and fast.

      “Hard to explain.”

      “Try.” I lifted my head from his chest so I could look at him. “Please.”

      “Of course I’m going to try. It’s just I don’t have the words yet. Pretty much I felt strength. Unstoppable strength. And then when you touched me—it helped me remember who else I was. I think it’s going to take a while to get used to, but I don’t feel the Scarber at all.”

      I was glad he’d referred to her creature type rather than her name. I refused to forget just how monstrous she really was. “And changing into your Drago?”

      “That was easy, and it feels the way it used to…. only not quite as good.”

      “Because your dragon form is even stronger?”

      “Yes, in brute strength and power that’s true, but we evolved beyond the dragon… like how you evolved beyond the bird.”

      “Let’s be real here, and in no way am I saying Dragos are stronger or superior to Pterons, but there is a big difference between a dragon and a bird.”

      He laughed. “I’ll remember your disclaimer, and you already know I’ll never ridicule a Pteron again. You amaze me more than words alone can express, and your brother was pretty cool even before he became Drago.”

      “Glad you agree.”

      “But I get why we evolved further. It meant gaining control while in a transformed state—staying closer to the man at the heart of who I am. I would lose all of that as a dragon if I didn’t have you.”

      “You don’t know that for sure…”

      “I do. I already felt my grip fade until I felt your touch. I may have wanted to stay as my dragon forever. And I get it now… why we evolved when we did.”

      “Why?” I watched, not sure what to make of his words. I was flattered I could have such an intense influence on him, but I was also worried about what that meant. I had assumed the reason he had needed me to shift back last time was only because of Veronica.

      “Because our evolution timed up with the scarcity problem—with how difficult it became to find mates. Without mates we would have been stuck as dragons. I’m wondering if it wasn’t a natural evolution, but if someone or something else was involved.”

      “That’s crazy… all of it really.”

      He ran his hands through my hair. “It is, but no crazier than what we’re dealing with now.”

      “Hey, you know more history than I do.” There was no reason to downplay my ignorance about all this stuff.

      “Because I’ve lived much longer.”

      “And because your leaders actually filled you in…”

      “Ok, fair enough.”

      “Did your evolution away from true dragons happen well before Pteron’s moved into power?”

      “I guess that depends on how you define power. I’d say it coincided with the beginning of the rise—wait.” He knew where my thoughts were heading. Sometimes I worried he could read my mind even though I knew my mind was safe from any outside penetration. “I know what you’re thinking.”

      “Was that why?”

      “Maybe.” His complete honesty surprised me. “It’s quite possible the Dragos watched how keeping a humanoid shape helped the Pterons and wanted to do the same thing.”

      “I still can’t believe you’d want to give that up.” I waved my hand to where Wyatt had stood as a dragon. “So much power.”

      “I’m glad you like that form, but I wouldn’t want to be stuck that way forever. Besides if that happened there’d be no mating unless a woman could see through the spikes, wings, and scales to what lay beneath.”

      “Oh wow. I didn’t even think about that. Of course.” It reminded me of one of my favorite stories. “Like Beauty and the Beast…”

      “Yes, but he could communicate, right? At least in the versions I’ve read. Maybe I’m wrong. But that would be different. I can’t speak to you as a Dragon.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t communicate, but I understand what you’re saying.” I put my hands on his bare shoulders. “But do you really think you’d have been stuck as a dragon this time without me?”

      “Yes… I guess I don’t know for sure, but my gut instinct on this one is that I would be. He’s so strong, and that kind of power is hard to resist.”

      “But that can’t be the case. There’s no way Dragos were as powerful as they were but needed their mate to change forms. Besides, as you said, how would they have met their mates then?”

      “I’m sure you’re right. Maybe this wasn’t how it used to be. I wish I knew more.”

      “Maybe Troy does. He is the prince, right?” I didn’t particularly want to defer to Troy’s knowledge, but this wasn’t about me.

      “I love how you just said that, as if you still don’t quite believe he’s of royal blood.”

      “You seem more royal.” I figured with everything else I’d admitted to him it couldn’t hurt to say that as well.

      “Do I?” He grinned. “And that’s not just because you’re going to be my mate?”

      “No, and before you say it, it isn’t about how you are in bed. Although of course I have no complaints there.”

      “If you’re trying to stroke my ego today, you are doing a really good job.”

      “I’m being truthful. I would have never known Troy’s position if you hadn’t told me.”

      “Drago politics are complicated.”

      “And Pteron ones aren’t? You do know the whole backstory with Allie as an enchantress and all that?” I was hoping he did because we didn’t have the time for me to go through the story behind how she ended up with Levi.

      “I know enough of it.” He cupped my face with his hand. “Stay close by me until we figure this dragon thing out.”

      “Do you really think I plan to run off?”

      “No, but it’s hard for me to admit I need you, and I do. In more ways than one.”

      I brushed my lips against his. “I need you too, even if not to switch back to my human form.”

      “You have two very sexy forms, you know.” His eyes were lidded, and I knew exactly where this conversation was headed. Yet I didn’t care. I was being reckless, but nothing felt wrong about it.

      “Do I?”

      “Yes.” Wyatt’s lips crashed into mine.

      I wrapped my arms around him, needing him close.

      “Hello, love birds.” Glendale’s voice had us both jumping apart.

      I opened my eyes to find the bedroom had faded away, and we were back outside in the forest clearing.

      Glendale watched us with an amused smile. “Did I return too quickly? I distinctly believed I was coming back at the right time. As promised.”

      Wait. Ugh. Understanding hit me. He knew we were ready because he knew what we’d been doing. “Ugh.” This time I spoke my disgust out loud.

      “I heard and saw nothing. It was only a sense all was taken care of.” Glendale flipped his tail. “I can’t possibly explain how it works.”

      “Sure. I believe you.” I could no longer look him in the eye.

      Before I could give him a hard time, there was a whoosh of wind, and Eloise, Troy and Cade fell from the sky, through the towering trees and down onto the dirt.

      “Hailey!” Eloise jumped up as if she hadn’t just fallen. She ran over and wrapped her arms around my waist. I stumbled back a step at her surprisingly strong embrace. “Glendale wouldn’t let me see you. I was so worried.”

      “I was worried about you too.” I couldn’t ignore the guilt in my chest. I’d taken Glendale’s word they were safe and gotten very distracted. True, we’d had to get rid of Veronica’s hold on Wyatt, but I’d definitely enjoyed our time alone.

      “But you’re fine.” She put her hands on my forearms. “Better than fine.”

      “I am.” I nodded. “And I think Wyatt is now too.”

      “Speaking of Wyatt…” Eloise looked over her shoulder. “Good to see him in his regular form.”

      “Yes, absolutely.”

      It took the guys longer to recover from their transport than Eloise.

      “So here you are.” Troy’s voice was a mix of annoyance and relief. The relief sounded far more foreign than the annoyance. Belatedly he seemed to notice Wyatt. “And you… you found your mate.” That’s where Troy was going to start? Not with the story of the Elders? Not with relief to be alive? But with me? Interesting.

      “I have.” Wyatt glanced in my direction. “From what I understand she’s met my mother too.”

      “More than met.” Troy shook his head. “It was crazy. I’ll admit I was skeptical of Hailey’s claims about you two before that, but she wasn’t kidding.”

      “Personally, I’m glad she’s finally seen the light.” He winked at me, as if making sure I got his pun. “I’ve been waiting for her to accept our destiny for ages. I can’t say I ever expected to mate with a Lightness, but there are definitely some perks.”

      Cade walked over with a grin on his face. “Feeling better?”

      “Well, I’m glad to be out of the maze.” The dark, closed in dungeon felt like a lifetime ago even though it had been mere hours. At least I assumed it hadn’t been very long. I never wore a watch anymore, and it was impossible to tell the time of day from the sky in Glendale’s worlds. They were artificial so they didn’t coincide with anything real.

      “It’s more than that. I take it you and Wyatt have been busy.” He waggled an eyebrow.

      I could feel blood creeping to my face. Why was I so easily embarrassed? “It’s good to see you too, Cade.”

      He gave me his signature smirk. “Oh Hailey. My dear, and once innocent, Hailey.”

      “Shove it, Cade.” I shoved him physically to emphasize my point.

      “Fine. I’ll play nice.” He rubbed the spot on his arm I’d pushed, and I wondered if I could have possibly hurt him. I didn’t see how. It took a lot to hurt a Pteron, and it had just been a little shove. “So that was all… intense.”

      “Intense. That’s probably the right word.” I assume he was referring to how things went down in the dungeon.

      “So he’s a dragon now?” Cade inclined his head toward where Wyatt still chatted with Troy. It was funny having separate conversations when if any of us wanted to we could easily join in on the others.

      “Yes. But he’s still a Drago.” A super sexy Drago. I left the sexy part to myself.

      “The two of you have both had some changes lately.” Cade looked over at Wyatt. “Huh?”

      “Yes, we have.”

      Cade turned back to me. “I’m starting to think your family can’t catch a break.”

      “You think?” That was an understatement. Between my brother Owen and me, we’d barely had a few months lately without heartbreak or near death. Throw in the fact both of us also transformed into new creatures, and our recent lives were pretty much insane.

      “Yes. I’m frankly terrified for your children.” He was joking. I knew he was joking, yet his words chilled me. After Glendale’s information I was terrified for Owen’s soon to be born son.

      “Did I say something wrong?” Cade frowned. “If I did, sorry. You’re not pregnant, are you?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’m not. I was just thinking about how big this mess extends.” I couldn’t bring up Owen. I didn’t want to call any more attention to him even if I knew I could trust Cade. Better to tell him about the other thing on my mind. “All of our families are involved in this mess, and it sounds like all families will be pulled in if Randolph and Veronica have their way.”

      “Agreed. I’m here for you.” He pulled me into a hug. “I know I don’t always show it, but I care about you. And I’m sorry again for my role in getting you into this.”

      “Thanks…” I wasn’t used to Cade showing any actual affection. He’d softened in the years since we’d first met, but there was always some sort of wall up with him. “And it’s really not your fault. She would have gotten to me with or without you.” My words were true. I played a bigger role in all of this than I wanted Cade to know. Than I wanted anyone to know. I broke the hug. “We all need to work together on this one.” Then I looked around. “Wait. Where’s Hunter? Didn’t you go back for him?” I marched over to Glendale.

      Glendale stretched. “He was still looking. I wasn’t going to transport him against his will.”

      “I have to go back.” I wasn’t leaving him there, nor the Mer. I needed to get them because I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t, but that wasn’t the argument I would use. “Veronica threw us all down in the maze for a reason. We need Hunter, and we need Anastasia.”

      “You are not going back down there.” Troy’s eyes practically bugged out of his head. “That’s insanity. Tell her, Wyatt.”

      Tell her? Did Troy think Wyatt could order me around? Even when I was officially his mate—which I had no clue when or how that would happen—he wasn’t going to be in charge of me. I wondered if my distaste for Troy would ever fade. Maybe if he ever got that chip off his shoulder.

      Wyatt walked over to where I stood. “She’s not going without me. That much I agree with, but the rest is up to her.” He always knew what to say.

      “So you want to go with her?” Troy scoffed. “What if you change again? Have you thought of that? I know you say the Scarber can’t control you now, but do you really want to be stuck as a dragon again?”

      “If I change, I change.” Wyatt shrugged.

      “How are you so calm about all this?” Troy looked around wildly. “Is anyone else listening to him? Has he lost his mind?”

      “We’ve gotten some more figured out. I won’t get stuck.” Wyatt stretched his hands behind his head. “We’re good.”

      “There’s a reason I left these two alone for a while. I knew they could figure things out without distractions.” Glendale rubbed against my legs.

      “And tell me again why we’re working with this demon?” Troy pointed to Glendale.

      “At least he’s not calling me a cat.” Glendale sat up tall. Although slim, he did stand at an impressive height for a cat.

      “Because he saved us. Or didn’t you notice?” My annoyance at Troy hadn’t dissipated.

      “But Glendale was only there because he was working with them.” The scowl on Troy’s face was starting to appear permanent.

      “Do I really have to go over this again? I never planned to hurt any of you. I only became involved when I heard about their plans. I happen to like things the way they are, and I see no reason to change them.” Glendale stood and started to walk around.

      “You’re happy as a cat?” Troy followed Glendale with his eyes.

      “Why wouldn’t I be? I’m unassuming. Fast. I have claws.” He lifted a paw and extended his claws. “You have to admit these things are pretty cool. They retract like your wings do.”

      The last time I’d seen Glendale he’d been looking for a new form—I wondered what changed, but I wasn’t going to ask now in front of everyone else.

      “So now what?” Troy’s arms fell to his sides. “Hailey wants to go back to that god-forsaken-place, and everyone is going to listen to her? Wyatt, I get she’s gorgeous and you want to jump in bed with her, but that doesn’t mean you should listen to her every whim. Do you want her dead or alive?”

      Ok. I’d had it. I grabbed Troy by the shirt. “Shut up. Okay? I’m tired of this. Wyatt doesn’t tell me what to do. These are not whims. This is called doing what has to be done. You want to sit back here and wait? I don’t care. You’ve shown no interest in helping us, even though it’s likely the only chance you’re going to ever get your fire back again.” Maybe it was mean to throw in that last part about the fire, but I couldn’t help it. That seemed to be the only thing he cared about. No, we didn’t need him, but we couldn’t waste any more time and definitely didn’t need additional distractions.

      “I like her.” Glendale rubbed against my legs again. “Such a direct girl.”

      “I’m not a girl.” I bristled.

      “Oh. Sorry. Woman. Such a direct woman.”

      Cade laughed. “Troy, Hailey’s right. You need to shut up.”

      “And you’re okay with this one?” Troy glanced at Wyatt. “You’re okay with him hanging on your mate’s every word?”

      “Hailey is not your concern.” Wyatt stared Troy down. “I’m more worried about the way you’re treating her. She deserves far more respect than you’re giving her. I know losing your fire must be devastating. It is such a big part of who we are. I will do whatever it takes to help you get it back, but I expect you to treat Hailey with respect from this point forward. I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt and blaming your behavior on a side effect of whatever the Elders did to you, but Hailey’s right. You need to shut up.”

      Once again Wyatt knew exactly what to say.
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      “Hailey… are you sure about this?” Cade tilted his head slightly to the side.

      “Is there a reason you’re so worried about her?” Despite what I said to Troy, Cade’s interest in her did bother me. I didn’t want it to, but I couldn’t deny the protectiveness I felt. Protectiveness not jealousy. “She’s going to be with me. I’d never let anything happen to her.”

      “Like how you didn’t let her get attacked by Veronica and thrown in the maze to begin with?” Cade’s gaze moved to me.

      Oh, he wanted to play things that way? “That was only because she walked over to talk to you.”

      “Please stop.” Eloise stepped between us, holding up her hands up and out toward each of us. “I will go with them. Everything will be okay.”

      “No.” Hailey shook her head. “I appreciate your generous offer, but you can’t.”

      Eloise crinkled up her nose. “I have to. I’m your Guardian Pixie.”

      “And that’s wonderful and all, but I can’t let you put yourself in danger.” Hailey shifted from foot to foot.

      Eloise frowned. “It’s my job to protect you, not vice versa.”

      “But this part is my job.” Hailey sighed. “Please, I need you to understand.” She took slow, deep breaths. I recognized this as Hailey’s attempt to stay calm. What she really wanted to do was scream but wisely realized that wasn’t the best approach.

      “I’m coming.” Eloise puffed out her chest. “I may not be strong, but I can help keep you level-headed. And I have plenty of other tricks up my sleeves.”

      “Eloise. I couldn’t handle the guilt if something happened to you. I already feel awful enough about everything.”

      “What? You don’t trust I can help?” Eloise’s face turned red. Bright red.

      “Of course that’s not it.” Hailey appeared horrified. “Please, don’t misinterpret me.”

      “Then what is it?” Eloise’s face showed no signs of returning to normal. “Why don’t you want me to come?”

      “I already told you. This is dangerous.”

      “If it’s too dangerous for me, then it’s too dangerous for you. It’s my job to protect you, and I’m not failing.” Eloise straightened up as tall as she could. “I can’t fail at this job. You think you’re the only one with a lot on the line?” Her eyes blazed. I started to wonder about her history, and why she was so determined.

      Something in Eloise’s words got through to Hailey. “Are you sure? I really don’t think it would be failing if you decided not to come with me.”

      “It would be great if you could worry about yourself as much as you worry about others.” Cade ran a hand through his hair. “No offense, but you put yourself at risk without thinking and then worry like crazy about everyone else.”

      “You offering to come back too?” Hailey inclined her head toward him.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “So you aren’t concerned for my safety?” A small grin slipped onto her face.

      “If you want me to come with you, I will.” He pressed his lips together into a firm line. “You know that.”

      Troy groaned. “What is this? We just left the maze, and now you all want to go back?”

      “We can’t leave without Hunter and Anastasia. Besides, what if there’s more down there?” Hailey crossed her arms over her chest.

      Troy nodded. “Yeah, sure. Death.”

      “I mean down, down there. There must be a reason I kept thinking about burrowing down. And that crack we found.” A new excitement seeped into Hailey’s eyes.

      “Oh yes. There’s a hidden utopia underneath, and there will be dancing and cookies and rainbow unicorns.” Troy mocked.

      “Troy, don’t go there.” There was a limit to how much more I was going to take from him.

      He spun to face me. “Oh, you are always going to side with her now?”

      “When she’s right? Yes.” I wouldn’t deny it.

      “Oh come on, man. That’s the wrong answer. You need to side with her no matter what.” Cade grinned broadly, revealing all his bright white teeth.

      “Yes, but that implies there will be times when she is not right. Hailey is always right.” I winked at her.

      “Ok, you got me there.” Cade kicked a small rock.

      “Ok. So we are doing this.” Hailey nodded. “I appreciate your offers to help. Hunter is blind down there on his own, and I need to get to him as soon as possible. That reminds me. Glendale. Can you get flashlights or lanterns?”

      “Aren’t you a Lightness?” He squinted his eyes.

      “Yes, but I don’t want everyone to have to rely on me. What if we get separated—?”

      “Get separated?” Troy interrupted. “Great. Here we go. This is a suicide mission.”

      “Chill out, Troy. You don’t have to come.” I was understanding more and more Hailey’s comment about not hurting Troy. I wasn’t used to this side of his personality. It was depressing to watch such a great Drago succumb to desperation.

      “Oh, I don’t? I can stay here all by myself and hope I’m valuable enough to the demon cat that he comes back for me?”

      “You’d come back for him, wouldn’t you?” I knelt down to meet Glendale’s eye level.

      “Of course I would.” Glendale licked his paw. “If you needed me to.”

      “That’s not enough of a guarantee.” Troy let out a deep breath. “I’m coming with you.”

      “Then come. We’re wasting time.” Hailey sighed. “All we ever seem to do when we’re in these groups is waste time.”

      Troy scowled. “Returning to the maze is what’s wasting time.”

      “Shut up!” Hailey wrung her arms. “I have never used that word more than I have today. Please.”

      Troy shrugged. “Ok. What do we need to do?”

      “Glendale, where are you on those lights?” Hailey did a leg stretch. I wondered if she was injured or just prepping.

      “Oh? You were serious about those?” Glendale looked off in the distance again.

      “Yes. Of course I was serious about them.” Hailey closed her eyes for a moment. I knew she was trying to calm herself down. I considered putting an arm around her, but I assumed she’d think it made her look weak and make her mad.

      Glendale laid back down. “Sure, but they aren’t going to work.”

      “And why not?” I asked.

      “Because of the spells down there. Didn’t you notice?”

      “What spells?” Hailey rubbed the back of her neck. “This is all getting better and better.”

      “The whole place is covered in spells to make you think you are going the wrong way. To make it impossible to have light. To make you lose hope. I know most of you are immune to mental magic, but the physical is still there.” Glendale didn’t bother to sit up as he delivered the news.

      “Ugh. And we’re really going back.” Cade groaned. “Not that I’m trying to worm my way out of it.” He shot a look at Troy.

      “Oh yes. Make me the villain here.” Troy rolled his eyes. “I don’t mind at all.”

      “Good. Glad you don’t mind.” I smirked. Now that sounded like the Troy I knew.

      “Why do you have to be so happy all the time?” Troy pivoted. There was a brightness in his eyes now that wasn’t there when he first arrived.

      “Ok. You want to go back? I’ll do it.” Glendale scratched his ear. “I will drop you guys off and come back in a few hours.”

      “Why can’t you stay with us?” Eloise asked. “Wouldn’t that save you time?”

      “Traveling dimensions doesn’t take me long so I’m not concerned.”

      “Come on, Glendale.” Eloise put a hand on her hip and leaned over him.

      “If you wanted me to come, Pixie, you could have just asked instead of backhandedly waiting for me to offer.” Glendale closed his eyes.

      “But isn’t it nicer when you offer yourself?”

      Without opening his eyes Glendale continued on. “You’re a Guardian Pixie, not a shrink.”

      “But that doesn’t mean I can’t offer advice when it’s warranted.”

      “Ok. Enough of that. If we’re doing this, we’re doing it now.” Troy became suddenly animated.

      “All right then. The Dragon lord has spoken.” Cade chuckled.

      “I take it Cade and Troy have become great friends.” I lightly knocked my shoulder into Hailey’s.

      She leaned into me. “Troy didn’t make many friends down there.”

      “He told me about the fire…”

      “Yeah, it’s changed him. Is that normal?” There was genuine concern in her voice. She might have been annoyed at him, but she still cared.

      “I’ve never met a Drago without his fire before, but I would think it would.” I knew I wouldn’t want to live without mine. It wouldn’t have been as bad as having been controlled by a Scarber or believing I was forever trapped as a Dragon, but it would have been bad.

      Not for the first time Hailey read my mind. “Worse than realizing you can turn into a dragon?”

      “I admit that freaked me out at first, but in the end I realized it’s kind of cool.” Especially now that I could control the transformation. Control was the key part.

      “It is pretty cool.” Hailey smiled. “I’m guessing that form is going to come in handy before the end of this.” Then she leaned in and whispered, “I have to ask. Do you have any idea how she triggered the initial change? How suddenly you can become a dragon?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I don’t remember anything. I woke up naked and tied up—”

      “Naked?” Hailey sputtered out. “You were naked?”

      “Yes. I wasn’t thrilled about it either.”

      Cade let out a whistle. “What is with Veronica and getting shifters naked?” Evidently he was listening in.

      “Uh… what don’t I know?” I looked between Hailey and Cade.

      Hailey averted her eyes. “The Scarber somehow captured Hunter when he was in the shower.”

      “So he was running around naked down there?” Talk about making a bad situation worse.

      Hailey nodded. “Troy gave him his shirt which he fashioned into a loincloth, but at first yes, he was.”

      “That would suck.” I knew full well what being naked at an inopportune time felt like.

      “Yes, it would. I’m grateful I had clothes on.” Cade patted his shirt covered chest. “I’m still not sure how I got this shirt, but I’ll thank the cat later. But back to you. You were naked and tied up. Then what?”

      “Then she turned me into a dragon. Like magic.” I wished I could remember more, but I kept coming up against a wall in my memories.

      “And even now you can’t remember anything from the time you were still at the party to when you woke up bound and naked?” Hailey pressed.

      “No.” And I had a sickening feeling I’d never know.

      “Hopefully you’ll get the memories back eventually.”

      “I agree it would be good to know, but I’m not entirely sure I want to know.” It couldn’t have been pretty.

      Hailey took my hand. “Whatever it is, it’s over. And we’re going to get her. She’s not going to win.”

      “No. She’s not.” We wouldn’t let her, Randall, Dara, or anyone else get away with it. “You ready for this?” Hailey may have been the one spearheading, but I knew she was nervous too.

      She gestured for me to walk off a bit from the others. I readily followed.

      “I’m not really ready, but it’s the right thing to do. I also think it’s the only way forward. Otherwise where do we go? Running to The Society headquarters to wait is out of the question. The only other thing I’d do is guard Owen and Daisy, but that might attract more attention. If Glendale is right and they are protected…”

      “Then they’re safe. Agreed. We can’t risk bringing the fight to them.”

      “So we go into the maze, find Hunter and Anastasia and figure out why I am so fixated on whatever is under the maze.” She clasped her hands together. “You don’t think I’m crazy, right?”

      “Not for a second. Don’t ignore your instincts. It’s the best thing we have going for us right now.”

      “That’s a bit of a frightening thought, don’t you think?”

      “No. It’s not. I have faith in you. It’s time to have faith in yourself.”

      “Think Troy is going to survive his return trip?” Hailey nodded in the direction where he stood frowning.

      “Yes. He’d be worse off if he stayed back here alone. Besides, we don’t really know when or if we’ll be back. If your hunch is right and there is something underneath the maze…”

      “I know. We just need him to be a help and not a detriment. You know?”

      “I do know. I’ll talk to him.” I was likely the only one in the group he’d possibly listen to, and even that was iffy.

      “All right. Let’s join the others and do this.”

      I pulled her into my arms. “Remember, as soon as life returns to normal I’m whisking you off for a romantic getaway.”

      “I’m counting on it.” She kissed me. “Now let’s get this over with.”

      “That’s the spirit.”
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      We were going back into the maze. We were absolutely crazy, yet I knew we had no other choice. Still, I had to fight down the unease as I waited for Glendale to transport us.

      “Hailey, a word please.” Glendale inclined his head to the side.

      “Now? I thought you were ready?” Couldn’t he have discussed whatever it is he needed to discuss before we were all ready?

      His shinny yellow eyes were wide and bright. “It’s important we have this discussion now.”

      “Fine.” I stomped off, assuming he was following. I stopped when I knew we were likely out of earshot as long as we kept our voices down.

      Several tree stumps materialized out of thin air. Glendale jumped up onto one of them and circled around until he found a comfortable spot to sit. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “A bad feeling?” I was full of bad feelings. Nothing about this situation felt right or safe, but then again, what ever did?

      “Sit.” He flicked his tail in the direction of the other stump. “I have the clear impression someone is about to betray you.”

      “Someone who is here with us?” Great. That was all I needed. If I couldn’t trust our assembled group, who could I trust? I thought over the list of people. Troy was the most likely. Had he cut a deal to get his fire back? No. I stopped that line of thought. I couldn’t start playing the blame game. That wouldn’t end well for anyone.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. I don’t know.” Glendale still looked like a cat, but I’d stopped thinking of him as one. Even with his purely feline mannerisms there was something otherworldly about him I hadn’t previously noticed—an aura that surrounded him that made it seem impossible I’d ever mistaken him for a regular cat before.

      “Very helpful.” I sat down on the surprisingly comfortable tree stump. “Well, then there is nothing I can do short of going into this alone.”

      “That’s dangerous too. Besides, we both know how that is going to go over. with the others.” He turned toward the group waiting. They were all watching us while doing their best to pretend they weren’t.

      “Then what do you suggest? Why are you telling me this?” In theory I appreciated the heads up, but not if I couldn’t use the information.

      He looked straight into my eyes. “You need to trust yourself.”

      “As compared to what I normally do?” I had plenty of flaws. I didn’t always think things through. I said things I probably shouldn’t. I could be pushy, judgmental and plenty more, but I had confidence. I knew I was strong and capable. I didn’t need others to reassure me of that.

      “As compared to the way you doubt yourself. I like you, Hailey, but that is one part of you I do not.” He licked his paw.

      “I’ve never been told I lack confidence. In fact, I’m often told the opposite.” What was he getting at?

      “Because of the facade you put on. You can’t hide that from me.”

      A chill ran up and down my spine.

      “You may want us all to think you are confident, but you doubt yourself constantly. You question whether you’ve earned your position within The Society and whether you do enough to pull your weight. You are doubting yourself right now, questioning whether you are up for this challenge.”

      I said nothing. I didn’t want to consider his words. “Let’s talk about you instead. Why are you so focused on what you think I feel right now?”

      “Because I know what you feel. I can nearly taste it.” His nose twitched.

      “Why do you suddenly have all these new abilities?”

      He looked away. “Now isn’t the time.”

      “When is the time?” I was tired of questions constantly being pushed off. What if there was no later? Ugh. Now that he’d put the idea of a lack of confidence in my head I couldn’t stop fixating on it. He was going to destroy me.

      “Hailey, darling.”

      “Uh oh.” It was never good when someone uses a pet name, especially when they normally don’t. Especially when they’re a demon.

      “Yes, Glendale?”

      “Do you remember the last time we saw each other?”

      “Yes. Of course.” One doesn’t often forget meeting talking cats and surviving run-ins with crazy powerful creatures.

      “Then you remember I didn’t leave alone.”

      “Glendale…” I changed my mind. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. He’d left with a girl named Taylor. Well, not a girl, she was actually years older than she looked, and she wasn’t quite human, but that didn’t matter. He’d left with her.

      “I don’t have time to tell you anything, but I had no choice. It was either her or me, and I chose me. None of that matters. What matters is I understand what it’s likely to develop new abilities later in life.”

      “Wait. You ate her soul, didn’t you?” When seeing Glendale as a ball of fur it was often easy to forget he was a demon- at least it was before his strange aura appeared—but that was exactly what he was.

      “As I said, it was her or me.” He watched me, unblinkingly.

      I buried my head in my hands. “I can’t even handle this.”

      “Why do you think I told you now wasn’t the time?”

      “Fine. Then why tell me? To try to act like you have any clue what I’m going through?”

      “I should tell you she wasn’t my only soul recently.”

      “Glendale!” I screamed. I didn’t want to know the demon I was trusting with my life and the life of my friends had recently eaten the souls of multiple creatures.

      Wyatt and Eloise came running over.

      “See? See what you did?” Glendale sighed. “Silly, girl. And yes I said girl. I am going to call you a girl for having that ridiculous reaction.”

      “Ridiculous reaction? Are you kidding me?” My heart rate accelerated, and I could practically feel my blood boiling.

      “Are you okay?” Eloise looked me over. “What did he do to you?”

      Glendale laughed maniacally. “Why do you assume I did something?”

      “Because she screamed your name like bloody murder.” Wyatt put a hand on my arm. I was glad he was there, but now I had to worry he was in danger. Maybe the creature I shouldn’t have put my trust in was the only one who had the power to get us back to the maze.

      “We were having a pleasant enough conversation. You two can leave now.” Glendale flicked his paw as if to shoo them off.

      “No.” Eloise raised her chin. “As Hailey’s Guardian Pixie I cannot leave her in peril.”

      “I’m fine, but you guys can stay. We need to get going anyhow.” Maybe I should have demanded more answers about the souls, but what good would that have done? It would have thrown me off more, upset and worried me. Strong emotions may have been helpful to access my new abilities, but not if they made it impossible to concentrate.

      “Ok. But remember what I said. Oh, and I’m not hungry.” Glendale smiled. “Don’t worry.”

      “What is he talking about?” Wyatt asked. “Why would she think you were hungry… I know you aren’t talking about cat food.”

      “Nothing you need to know right now.” I glared at Glendale. “He’s going to behave.”

      “You have so many interesting powers, Hailey.”

      My once boiling blood now ran cold. “Is that a threat?”

      “Of course not… of course not. I like you guys. Remember?”

      A whirl of wind picked up, followed by a bright flash of light. Really? That’s how he was going to play this? To drop us off right away? I reached out for Wyatt, wanting to make sure we ended up in the same place when Glendale dropped us off. As we swirled around I thought over Glendale’s admission, but I didn’t get much time to digest it before we landed hard on the stone floor.

      The dungeon was just as cold and musty as when we left. And as dark. Even with my new Lightness vision the darkness was uncomfortable. At first I could only see shapes and shadows, but as my eyes adjusted the surroundings came more into focus.

      “Ow.” Cade’s voice echoed off the stone walls as he rubbed his back and pulled himself to his feet. “That never gets easier. I’m actually pretty sure it gets worse.”

      “I happen to agree with you.” I stretched as I stood up, trying to ignore the ache in my joints. Wyatt followed my lead. “But we’re back here. That’s the important part.”

      “Do you have any better idea of what you’re doing this time?” Troy stared in my general direction from across the narrow passage.

      “Of what I’m doing? How about what you’re doing? You are the only royal among us.” I wasn’t sure why I said it—antagonizing someone when in an already challenging situation wasn’t the wisest thing I could have done, but I’d done plenty of unwise things in my life.

      Troy stiffened. “I wasn’t aware you wanted my assistance.”

      “Of course I want your assistance. We all need to work together on this.”

      “Then you should try to fly up and see if there’s any light beyond this corridor. It’s possible some of the walls don’t reach all the way to the ceiling. It’s a maze so not every corridor will be the same.”

      “Fly? Down here?” I shuddered. The walls were close enough without my giant wings sticking out.

      “You’re the only one who can see. Otherwise I would do it.” He leaned up against the wall and looked in my direction. For someone who couldn’t see he was giving a rather pointed look.

      “Ok. It’s worth a shot.” I didn’t love the idea of releasing my wings down there with such little room, but maybe Troy had a point. I stepped as far away from the others as I could before I released my wings. I savored the feeling of power that engulfed me as I transformed into my Pteron form. For a moment I forgot where I was and just how far away the sky was.

      I held onto that feeling as I let my feet leave the ground. I flew up to the ceiling, trying to pretend at any moment I could break through the ceiling. Maybe I could, but that wasn’t going to help us. Not until we found Hunter and Anastasia and figured out why I was so fixated on burrowing underground.

      We were in a long narrow corridor. There were tall stone walls at either end of the corridor. I remembered what Glendale said about there being spells that could confuse my physical senses, i.e. sight. I looked back and forth until I saw something out of the corner of my eye. I blinked a few times, and it was still there. The faintest flicker of light off in the distance. But how? Last time I checked I couldn’t see through stone walls. I looked back and forth another few times for good measure before landing back down on the stone floor. I retracted my wings, wanting as much space from the walls as possible.

      “See anything?” Wyatt asked.

      “I saw a faint light, but I don’t see how as there are stone walls at both ends of this corridor.”

      “A Lightness can always find the light.” There was awe in Wyatt’s voice. “That’s what it must be. You’re seeing a light from beyond.”

      “So what does that mean for us? I break through that wall even though we don’t know what’s waiting on the other side?”

      “If you saw it as light, it’s good.” Troy’s footsteps were loud and heavy as he walked toward us.

      “How so?” I was wary as I waited for his response. Was it going to be a joke? An insult?

      “I forget. You know nothing.”

      “I didn’t even know there was a creature called a Lightness until recently, so yes, I know nothing about any of this. Okay? Is that settled? Explain, please.” I was beginning to think I should wear a sign around my neck that read, uneducated in matters of the supernatural. To think I’d been raised right alongside one of the most powerful supernatural societies in existence.

      “You can see things in terms of dark and light. Good and bad, so to speak.” Troy rubbed his eyes. “It also means you should be able to see through the spells. You should be able to start seeing the truth in everything.”

      “That’s impossible—” I stopped myself. I remembered the aura around Glendale that had been absent the first time I met him but was growing stronger now. Was that from the souls he ate, or was it me? Was it another side-effect of the Lightness inside me?

      “You’ve seen things?” Troy pressed. “Is that why you fell silent? You don’t seem to stop talking very often.”

      “Shut up, Troy.” Wyatt conveniently gave the answer I would have.

      “Fine. So that’s the plan? We follow the light? If it was so simple, why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

      “Because you never saw the light earlier… did you?” He turned his back to us as he spoke. Maybe it didn’t matter because he couldn’t see anything anyway.

      “Then how did you know I’d see it now?”

      “I’m guessing Wyatt has something to do with it,” Eloise spoke in barely more than a whisper.

      “Okay. Let’s go.” I wasn’t going to let the conversation turn to the topic of my personal life with Wyatt. Been there and done that.

      I started down the corridor.

      “Would you mind turning on your light?” Eloise asked quietly. “That is if it’s not too difficult.”

      “Oh. Sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Convenient,” Troy said under his breath.

      I ignored him. Instead I thought of my light. I’d barely started to focus on it when I started to glow.

      “Well, you’ve learned fast.” Cade grinned. “Nice job, Wyatt.”

      “Why are you thanking him?” I examined my glowing arms and torso. I wasn’t sure if I would ever get used to watching myself glow. “Wait. Forget it. Don’t say anything.”

      Cade chuckled. “Not a fast learner when it comes to understanding that kind of innuendo, are you?”

      “Nope.” I turned and started walking again. I had no idea what was going to be waiting for us through the wall, but I could only hope it would be the right direction to find Hunter and Anastasia. I hadn’t dared call out their names yet. Besides, I was pretty sure that wasn’t going to help. The sound was all messed up down there.

      We reached the wall, and I put my hands on it. I closed my eyes and instantaneously they heated up. Just as quickly the heat sensation faded away.

      Someone whistled and I opened my eyes.

      There was a hole in the wall where the palms of my hand had just been. “Maybe we didn’t need my light to break those down. They moved so easily this time.”

      “They moved easily because of you. If it felt easy, then you’re coming into your Lightness.” Eloise beamed. “I wonder if you are the first Lightness-Pteron hybrid? If you are then I’d be the first Guardian Pixie for one.”

      Cade and Wyatt pulled away the stones from around the hole to create a larger opening for us to step through.

      “I still don’t know… that seemed way too easy. What about the spells?”

      “They are dark spells. Light is more powerful than dark.” Eloise spoke so simply, yet there was a weight to her words. I wished I could actually believe them, but I’d faced enough darkness in my life to understand it had a power that shouldn’t be underestimated.

      I looked ahead.

      “Do you see anything?” Wyatt asked.

      “Don’t you guys see that faint glow down there?” I pointed through the opening in the wall.

      “Not at all, but that doesn’t mean you don’t see it.” Wyatt put his hand on my shoulder.

      “I guess you’re used to this.” I stepped over what was left of the center of the wall, assuming everyone would follow.

      “Me?” Wyatt caught up with me on the other side. “Yeah. My mom had that ability.”

      “She’s beautiful. Or was. Sorry.” I struggled to find the right words. Losing your mother couldn’t be easy—I wasn’t sure how I was going to handle it when I lost mine. But I couldn’t go there. Not yet.

      “I’m glad you met her. She was an incredible woman. I’m glad she knows about you, and she knows I found someone as amazing and beautiful as you.”

      “It wasn’t really her. Just a message…” Troy kicked a piece of rock as he trailed behind us.

      “But it was like I met her. It felt just like it.” The experience was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. I knew I’d never forget it.

      “Maybe we should call her Princess Leia—because it looked like one of those old-school holograms like in A New Hope.”

      “She sent it with energy.” Wyatt seemed thoughtful. “That’s the only way she could do it from beyond the grave.”

      “This is all great and exciting, but we do have two others to look for.” Cade shrugged. “Just going to be the realist here.”

      “Yes, we do.” I walked forward toward the light. We fell into silence with only the sound of our footsteps echoing down the hall. I wrapped my arms around my chest as a cold breeze whipped around us. “Do you guys feel that?”

      “Yes,” Eloise spoke from directly behind me. “Let me go first, Hailey.”

      “No way.” I shook my head. “Stay behind me.”

      “I’m your Guardian—”

      I interrupted her before she could go any further. “I know what you are, but that doesn’t mean you’re going first.”

      “I’m going first.” By the expression on Wyatt’s face, I knew there was no arguing with him. Maybe the wind was nothing, but until we knew what it was we were up against we had to tread carefully. That was a lot easier to do when you were following a guy who could turn into a dragon. Now that the worry about him getting stuck or controlled by Veronica was gone, I was really starting to like his new form.

      There was a low guttural growl from somewhere far off.

      “What was that?” Eloise whispered.

      “I have no idea.” And I didn’t particularly want to know. The last time we heard something strange it turned out to be Wyatt as a dragon. I couldn’t imagine we’d get so lucky again.

      “The rest of you stay back.” Wyatt was looking directly at me. “I will go forward and see what happens.”

      “Only you can’t see. Right? If I’m not with you?” I linked my arm through his. “We go together.”

      “I love that you aren’t telling him to stay back.” Cade laughed. It fell hollow as another growl echoed.

      “Because we work well as a team.” We did, and considering I didn’t know what I was facing, I far preferred doing it with Wyatt at my side.

      “Really?” Eloise pursed her lip. “Again? You’re going to try to shake me again?”

      “I’m not shaking you. I’m being strategic. If we meet something bad, something really bad, I’m going to need you ready to help.” I wanted to tell her to run if that happened, but I understood that wasn’t going to happen. She felt bound by her job, and I could relate. Besides, I wasn’t sure there was anywhere to run to in this crazy place.

      “Ready?” Wyatt met my gaze.

      Another growl rose up from somewhere far off. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      I couldn’t be sure the others were hanging back, but I couldn’t let that worry me. If there was some sort of crazy monster in this maze, then finding Hunter and Anastasia was that much more important.

      Another growl pierced the air. I tried to place the sound—connect it with something, anything I’d experienced before. I came up completely blank, which lead me to believe this might end up being yet another creature no one bothered to tell me about.

      The wind picked up, making it feel as though we were outside rather than some unknown distance underground. It brought a cold with it. A deep teeth chattering cold I’d never experienced before. Pterons rarely got cold, and never this cold. I chanced a glance at Wyatt. Goosebumps lined his arms much the way they were on mine. His eyes met mine, asking a silent question I couldn’t give an answer to. Did I want to turn back?

      Yes. Of course I did. In fact I wanted to run back, far away from the cold and growling. Back home to New Orleans. Back to a childhood I could barely connect with who I was today. But that wasn’t an option. At least not yet. First I had to see this through. Instead of answering I headed forward, releasing his arm so I could wrap my arms around myself in an attempt to stay warmer. Not warm. That was impossible.

      Each step was heavy as we continued moving forward. No one spoke, but with the wind picking up, it would have been impossible to hear anyone anyway.

      Clearly we were facing something new this time—something far more frightening and sinister. Even though nothing could infiltrate my thoughts, the physical spells were enough to make me want to turn tail and run. Fear wasn’t something I was used to. The foreignness of it made the sensations that much worse. I felt weak and vulnerable. Neither was a feeling I handled very well.

      But still I saw the light. I saw a light—flickering in and out as if the flame of a candle. It seemed further away now, but it was still there, burning for only me to see. That had to mean something, unless Troy and Wyatt were wrong. They weren’t wrong. I pushed away the doubt, lowered my head, and pushed forward through the wind. I could feel Wyatt at my side. Walking shoulder to shoulder helped break some of the wind, but there was nothing we could to completely avoid the sting and the chill. He felt the cold too. It wasn’t just me falling prey to the elements we faced. That put me slightly more at ease—I wasn’t the only one with a weakness.

      Another growl, this one echoed louder from somewhere far off. For the first time I wondered if this creature—for I wouldn’t automatically assume it was a monster— was also a prisoner. What would anyone else have thought of Wyatt as a dragon? I had to face whatever this was with an open mind, even if that made things more dangerous for all of us.

      We continued walking, and nothing changed. More wind. The faint light flickering in the distance. We weren’t making any progress. I glanced back over my shoulder to see the others following close behind.

      I had to make a decision. I had to follow my instinct. “We have to go down.”

      “Down as in underground?” Wyatt asked immediately.

      “Yes.” I nodded, fighting against the wind in order to make the movement.

      “Get us access and we’re there.” Cade’s lips were starting to turn blue. We needed to move fast.

      I knelt on the cold stone ground willingly myself to ignore the frigid temperature. I saw nothing, so I ran my hands over the ground searching for a crack, something like Hunter had originally found. When I found nothing, I closed my eyes so my other senses would work harder. No one spoke, at least not at a volume I could hear.

      The stones felt normal, smooth and seamless. Then finally I felt something. It was tiny, but it was a crack. I dug my fingers into the space, but that did nothing.

      “Can I help?” Wyatt asked from beside me.

      “I have to do this,” I replied without opening my eyes. I focused my energy on the crack, willing the stones to break apart and reveal a space between them. That’s where the light would be. That’s where we’d find help.

      “Uh, Hailey?” Cade’s voice sounded far away,

      “Hailey.” Wyatt shook my arm.

      I opened my eyes to see the ground beneath us was glowing bright red. “What is that?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m warmer now.” Eloise stood up from her crouched position. “Maybe that means you are doing the right thing?”

      “Where do you see the light, Hailey?” Troy asked.

      I looked around. “I don’t.”

      “So the only light you see anywhere is that glowing red beneath us?” He pointed to the ground.

      “Yes,” I admitted.

      “Then we have to go down there.”

      I turned to look at him. Surprised he was the only calmly suggesting we go deeper into this dungeon maze. “Suddenly you’re confident in this?” But I knew he was right. I could no longer see the light, but that didn’t mean I didn’t feel it. It was under us.

      “More like suddenly I’m confident in you.” His expression was stony. I waited for him to say more, but his lips remained motionless.

      “Okay.” I put my hands back in the same spot and focused more.

      Another roar rumbled in the not-quite-so-far distance, but I barely perceived it as I continued to dig my fingers into the red hot stone ground. I was sure I’d end up with burn blisters, but I didn’t care. I’d heal quickly, besides if we failed to act, we’d likely all end up with a whole lot worse. We needed to follow the light. It was our only hope.

      I closed my eyes and focused. I ignored the blistering heat, and slowly the heat lessened. I felt numbness, and my hand slipped down. Something was happening, but I was afraid if I opened my eyes to find out everything would stop. The others had let me know when something big happened before.

      My eyes were still closed tight, but I could feel an intense light focused on my face. I couldn’t open my eyes, but I wanted to. I wanted to know who, or what, was shining the light on me. But I resisted. With effort I returned my attention to the stones. There was a loud bang, and then I was falling.

      I opened my eyes, worried about the others, worried I’d somehow get them hurt, but I saw nothing. Only a bright light. I waited to hit the bottom, but I continued to free fall surrounded by nothing but light everywhere—light so bright I couldn’t see.

      Wyatt. I tried to say his name, but I couldn’t. I was either frozen with fear or without the air to speak. He was close. He had to be. He’d been right beside me the whole time.

      I tried not to think about the last time I’d fallen in this dungeon—but I knew this was different. I was falling far further—far longer.

      It was time to fight an instinct again. This time to open my eyes—to face the light.
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      She was gone. One moment she was there, fingers digging into the blistering hot stone, and the next moment she was gone. I’d wanted to stop her, but I knew I couldn’t. I’d been raised by a Lightness—I understood there were things only they could do, just like there were things only they could see.

      I remembered the first time I’d experienced that helpless feeling I’d been no more than five years old, and my mother had started screaming out in pain. I’d run to her only to have her yell at me to get away. I’d felt weak—helpless back then but my father had explained the truth.

      But maybe this time I should have run to Hailey. There was a bright flash of light followed by complete and utter darkness.

      “Hailey?” I whispered her name, unsure of why her light went out. I reached out for her but felt nothing but air. “Hailey!” I yelled her name this time. Where was she? Panic seized me and my breathing became shallow. I was drowning. “Hailey? Where are you?”

      “Where is she?” Eloise steadied herself with a hand on my arm as she searched around the ground. “Where is she?”

      “I don’t know.” I tried to push off the panic. It wasn’t going to help me find her. She couldn’t have just disappeared. I crawled around on my hands and knees, hoping I’d find the touch of her skin but simultaneously hoping I wouldn’t, because the only reason she wouldn’t answer would be if she was hurt. I wasn’t entirely sure how I could handle things if she were hurt—or worse.

      “You know exactly what happened.” Troy was so calm. There was absolutely no concern in his voice. It made me snap.

      I stood up and found him in the dark. I pushed into his chest. “Shut the hell up, Troy. I know you don’t care about her, but she is everything to me. Everything.”

      “You’re wrong,” he spat out. “I do care about her, but I’m not lying. If you really think about it, you know what happened. You were raised by a Lightness, you idiot.”

      “What are you talking about?” The surge of adrenaline faded out, leaving me with only the fear and helplessness—and the panic, pure and raw panic.

      “How could you think I didn’t care? You are my brother. Our bond cannot be that easily broken.” He didn’t mean a brother by blood. Our connection was of a different sort. A brotherhood. “Besides, I need her help as much as anyone.”

      “To get your fire back.”

      “This goes far beyond my fire. The Elders are playing Randolph. Can you imagine what they really have planned?”

      If I hadn’t already been panicked over Hailey I may have shuddered, but I didn’t. Instead I focused on the most important issue at hand. “You don’t really think she opened a portal?”

      “A portal?” Cade gasped. “What are you talking about?”

      “A light portal. Only the most powerful Lightnesses can do it, but if Jesalyn truly transferred her power…” Troy started.

      “Then she could do it.” I wasn’t sure if I should be panicked or relieved by his revelation. I went with relieved. It meant she could be completely fine.

      “Ok. Anyone going to explain what a light portal is?” Cade asked.

      “A portal through the light I’d think.” Eloise bumped into me. “Sorry.”

      “Oh yes, that’s right. A portal through the light. I see them every day. Of course.” Cade went heavy with the sarcasm.

      “I’ve never seen one before.” Eloise grabbed onto my arm as if to steady herself again. “But if Hailey has full power over light she can do anything with it. But I think we all know that isn’t what happened.”

      “What do you mean?” Cade asked. “They just said…”

      “There is no way she knowingly left us behind. You heard how worried she was about me, and then of course there’s also Wyatt. She wouldn’t purposely leave him.”

      True. Very true. “Eloise is right.”

      “Then where is she? Are you saying she accidentally made a light portal?” Cade’s voice held the same exasperation I felt.

      “It’s possible,” Troy murmured. “But it complicates things.”

      “What about this isn’t complicated?” Cade groaned.

      “If she didn’t do this on purpose, then she isn’t coming back…” Eloise’s voice was low. “Right? Isn’t that what you mean, Troy?”

      “Yes… that’s exactly what I mean.”

      “So where does that leave us now?” That was really the question. “How do we find her?”

      “It leaves you with me,” a new male voice spoke. The next moment there was the sound of a match lighting, and I blinked as my eyes struggled to adjust to the new yellow-orange light.

      “Sol?” I took in the Seer—and ex-husband of Veronica.

      “In the flesh.” He touched the match to a candle and shook out the match. “I take it you could use some help.”

      “Is that a joke?” Troy sneered. “Do you think we have time for a joke?”

      “Is he with you?” Sol glanced at me.

      “Yes.” Even if my frustration with him was at it’s highest level ever.

      “Ok. Maybe tell him to lay off. We’re on the same side here.”

      “Why don’t you tell him yourself?” I wasn’t quite sure why he’d want an intermediary.

      “He dislikes me. He’s with you. You can save us both time.”

      “Troy, deal with Sol. Okay?” I hoped Troy understood now wasn’t the time for a pissing contest.

      “Fine.”

      “Ok, then.” Sol pushed his sunglasses up the bridge of his nose. Even in a dark dungeon he had them on. At least he meant he wasn’t looking into my head—my past or my future. “I take it Hailey disappeared?”

      “Yes. Do you know where she is?” Could I even hope that much?

      “No.” Sol shook his head.

      I waited for him to say more. He didn’t. “Then how are you going to be any help to us at all?”

      “Because I can help you find her.”

      “This whole searching for people thing is getting old. First Anastasia, then Hunter and Anastasia, now Anastasia, Hunter, and Hailey. Please, no one else run off.” Cade sat with his back pressed against the wall.

      “Been an interesting few hours I take it?” Sol nodded in Cade’s direction.

      “Interesting is probably the wrong word, and I have no clue how much time has passed.”

      “What was she doing when she disappeared? Hailey, I mean.” Sol pulled several more candles from his pocket and used the first one to light another. He handed that to me and then proceeded to light another.

      “She was trying to break through the floor.” Eloise accepted a candle. “That’s where she saw the light.”

      “Great. Give him all the information.” Troy glared at Eloise.

      “What else are we supposed to do?” Eloise marched over to Troy and stuck her candle in his face. “Sit around?”

      “Okay now. I think you all need some therapy when this is over. Intense.” Sol held out a candle to Troy.

      Troy pulled the candle from his hand. “What we need is to get out of this godforsaken place.”

      “How come your candles are staying lit?” Cade reached out for one of the remaining ones Sol held. “I thought the cat said they wouldn’t.”

      “The cat? Glendale, you mean?” Sol grinned. “Why am I not surprised he’s involved in all this?”

      “Because he always seems to show up.” Speaking of which. Why hadn’t he showed up now? For someone who supposedly wanted Hailey to live he wasn’t being particularly helpful.

      “Very true.” Sol put the last, unused candle back inside his leather jacket. “Okay, so Hailey was trying to break through the floor? Using what?”

      “Her hands…” I trailed off. What was he getting at?

      He narrowed his eyes. “Why were you letting her do it? I’m all for women’s empowerment, but why would you let her do it on her own?”

      “Wait. How long have you been listening?” Eloise asked.

      “Not long. I don’t usually eavesdrop on people in imminent danger.”

      “Then you don’t know what she is now.” Cade glanced at me.

      I nodded. Sol was going to know sooner than later. “She’s part Lightness.”

      “Oh, my.” Sol laughed. “Hailey a Lightness? She was already a spunky one.”

      “Yes.” I smiled at that. Hailey would have probably preferred a different word, but the sentiment was correct.

      “Okay. So she was following a light then? Isn’t that what Lightnesses do best?”

      “She likely opened a light portal.” Troy yawned. “Might as well get it all out there since we’ve spilled everything else to this guy.”

      “Oh wow. You think she’s that powerful already?”

      “Yes.” Eloise nodded. “But we don’t think she meant to open it. There’s no way she would have left us all alone down here.”

      “I agree with that assessment. Hailey doesn’t strike me as the kind of person to abandon her allies. Let us assume she opened this portal accidentally.”

      “That was where we were when you showed up.” I truly hoped he had something to add.

      “Then we need to find someone who knows how to track light portals.”

      “And who are we going to find who can do that?”

      “An Elder, of course.”

      “No. Absolutely not.” Troy shook his head. “They’ve already taken my fire. They’ll probably take my wings next.”

      “Who exactly took your fire?”

      “Abraham and Maxwell.”

      “We go to Arabella. She likes me sometimes.” Sol ran his teeth over his bottom lip.

      “Sometimes? What if this isn’t one of those times?” I had no desire to see the Elders, but I’d do whatever it took to find Hailey.

      “Then we still don’t know how to find Hailey. Doesn’t change anything.”

      “I’m not going near her. Any of them.” Troy gritted his teeth.

      “Why did they take your fire?” Sol zipped up his jacket.

      “So your wife could keep me prisoner.”

      “Ex. She isn’t my wife anymore.”

      “Whatever. You did marry her once.”

      “Yes, when she was entirely different.”

      “So she was good once?” Eloise asked tentatively. “Before she was resurrected by Randolph?”

      “I’d like to think so, but she’d lost her mind before she disappeared. I should have seen the signs, but I missed them.” Sol seemed to be considering his own set of memories. “But what your information tells me is the Elders only did it for a deal. They must have gotten what they wanted already, so they won’t hesitate to give you the fire back in exchange for something else. At least Arabella would. She is easily bought off.”

      “With what?” Eloise looked around. “What do we have that she’d want?”

      “We’ll think of something.” A slow smile spread across Sol’s lips immediately putting me ill at ease.

      “What are you getting at?” I couldn’t let that offhand comment sit in the air unchallenged.

      “You want Hailey back?” Sol pointed to me.

      “Yes.”

      “Then trust me.”

      “Wait.” Eloise’s brows drew together. “You never answered Cade’s question. Why do these candles work down here?” She held up her candle, the wax already starting to drip down the side.

      “Because they are resistant to the spells. I had these candles specifically made when we made this dungeon.”

      “You knew about this dungeon?” Eloise gasped. “You had a hand in creating it?”

      “Yes… of course I never imagined it would be used on the likes of you. It was to be used on our enemies.”

      “Too bad Veronica views us as her enemies.” Eloise sighed.

      “No. She doesn’t.”

      “Of course she does.”

      “No. She views you as useful. If she knew she could get you fully on her side she’d be your best friend. She’s obsessed with turning Hailey. She would never hurt a hair on her head. Hailey reminds her of herself when she was younger.”

      “Hailey is nothing like her.”

      “Not now. But there was a time when Veronica had that same spunk, that same drive. She wanted to change things—to change the worlds.”

      “But then she went dark… either before or after Randolph’s influence.”

      “Yes. It’s depressing how easy it is for someone to turn. I probably would have too if I wasn’t already a mix of the two sides.”

      “You admit you have an evil side?” Eloise took a step back.

      “Not evil. But dark. It’s impossible to be a Seer without it. But fear me not. When my interests align with someone, I never hurt them.”

      “You sound like the cat.” Cade sighed. “But at least you stand on two feet.”

      “Yes, we might as well be thankful for small things.” Sol winked.
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      I wasn’t falling. I was floating. Floating against my will through a vast and dizzyingly long tunnel. It was all darkness, aside from the pulsating lights glowing brightly every so often. Normally I’m decent at gauging distance but not this time. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to how often the lights appeared. Sometimes there were two relatively close together. Other times it felt like forever before one emerged. Even in the long periods of pitch blackness I could still see, at least in theory as there really wasn’t much to look at either way. No matter how hard I looked I couldn’t find any sort of ceiling beyond the shadowing up above. I tried to move toward it, but I couldn’t even move a hand. It was as if a weight far stronger than gravity had me pressed down. Yet I wasn’t on the ground. I was floating in thin air, and I was powerless to do anything about it.

      I kept waiting for something, anything to happen. But nothing did. For a few moments I considered whether I was really going in a circle—I tried to count the time between lights to record when I saw two close together or even three, but I saw absolutely no pattern no matter how hard I tried to concentrate.

      Something had to give. I couldn’t float there forever. I thought back on how I’d ended up there in the first place. I’d been digging my fingers between the stones in the floor. I remembered the glowing red light and the heat, but had there been more? Had there been more warning of what was to come, but I’d missed it?

      After a while I closed my eyes. There was no sense counting the lights if I was no closer to finding a pattern. From past experience I knew closing off one sense made the other senses stronger. I hoped the same thing held true this time.

      With my eyes clenched closed I strained my ears for sound. At first I heard nothing but continued silence, the complete and absolute silence I’d been experiencing since ending up in the tunnel somehow. For awhile that’s all there was. Silence. Deafening silence that made me want to scream, not merely out of frustration but because then at least I’d hear something, even if it was my own voice.

      I considered opening my eyes, but at the last moment I heard the tiniest sound at the peripheral of my hearing. Even the sound of my breathing was too loud as I struggled to hear the sound. I zoned in, and I realized it was a drip. A slow drip that was getting steadier by the minute. How had it taken me so long to hear it? The longer I concentrated the louder it became.

      I was near water. Well, I couldn’t know for sure it was water, but it was some sort of liquid. This sound, this discovery, was welcomed, but I wasn’t quite sure how to react.

      Did I open my eyes again? Would I have been mysteriously transported to the site of the water? Doubtful. It seemed I only heard the sound louder when I concentrated. I focused even deeper. The sound didn’t get louder this time, but I was no longer afraid of losing it. I’d heard the dripping sound earlier when we were looking for Anastasia in the maze. Was this the same liquid? Was I still in the maze somewhere?

      Another thought entered my mind. Was this tunnel just a trick? Had I lost my mind, or were the burns so severe my body was locking off? If that was true, was Wyatt still close by? Eloise? No. I’d know if Wyatt was near. We were connected on a level deep enough that I’d sense him. I’d seen him even when he was trapped in his dragon form. I’d know if he were near me now.

      I also knew he’d never willingly leave me in danger. And all of that together made it increasingly likely I was no longer in the same spot. I wasn’t merely unconscious. I was in this weird dark tunnel, or space, or whatever the heck it was. The question was where was that? Was it still inside the maze, or had I somehow transcended it to a new location?

      I heard a new sound—one I immediately recognized as high heels clicking on a hard surface.

      “I must have missed it.” A woman sighed. “I’m going to be late again.”

      What the heck? I’m not crazy. I’m not crazy. I repeated the words, willing myself to believe it. I was actually hearing this voice; the only question was where and well who was it coming from. I had two choices. I could ignore the voice and wait it out, or I could engage this woman, whoever she was, to figure out where in the world we were. I opened my eyes—at least I tried to—but it did nothing. The world looked just as dark as it had with them clenched tight.

      Hello?” I called tentatively, surprising myself with how easily I was able to speak. I hadn’t even considered opening my mouth since I’d unsuccessfully tried to scream to Wyatt for help.

      “Hello.” The voice replied. “Is there someone else here?” Heels clicked on the ground again before stopping abruptly.

      “Yes. I’m here. But—I can’t actually see you.” I couldn’t even see the floor her shoes were clicking against.

      “I can’t see you either, honey.” More clicking. “You must be on the other side of the tracks in the dark. You poor thing. I’m sorry to tell you but the train is not running northbound tonight. I believe it has to do with the construction.”

      “I’m not here for a train.” What the hell was she talking about?

      “Oh.” She fell silent for a moment. “To each their own I suppose, but I don’t see why you’d ever want to be down here if you didn’t have to. Unless…”

      “Unless what?” I asked immediately. I would latch on to anything at this point.

      “Are you one too?” Her voice lilted the tiniest bit.

      “One what?” I was desperate for any information she could give.

      “Never mind. I feel like I recognize your voice. Where do we know each other from? Maybe school?” The voice was female, youngish. Not a child, but probably someone very close to my age. However appearances and voices could very easily be manipulated. Besides, she talked in a different way than most of my peers.

      I considered my answer. “Maybe.”

      “Where did you attend?” She asked right away.

      “Tulane.” Tulane was a big enough school I wasn’t completely revealing my identity by revealing my attendance. I still didn’t know who I was talking to.

      “You mean Newcomb College? In New Orleans? My sister is a Newcomb girl. Graduated in 41.”

      41? As in 1941? “Oh.. uh yeah, maybe she knew my great-grandmother. She would have been there sometime around there.”

      The woman laughed. “You have a wild sense of humor. I’m a Radcliffe girl myself. I needed to stretch my wings after high school.”

      Radcliffe? There was only one Radcliffe I had ever heard of, and it was only because I had a great-great aunt that went there. I guess it had been a big deal at the time. I was pretty sure the college had stayed open through the 90s so maybe the woman only sounded younger than she was. And had a way older sister? Or maybe she said sister but meant close friend? “You mean the former sister school to Harvard?”

      “Former sister school!” Her voice rose. “Radcliffe is one of the finest women’s institutions in the United States. Far superior to Newcomb, despite what my sister Ethel would say.”

      Ethel. My great- grandmother’s name. Also the name of thousands upon thousands of other women who’d have been in college in the 1940s. Still, funny since I’d just been thinking about her. “I wasn’t trying to disrespect Radcliffe.” I knew plenty of women who went to Newcomb and refused to say they graduated from Tulane. I got it. That’s why they kept some stuff under the Newcomb name even when the college was closed after Katrina. “I’m sorry.”

      “Apology accepted.”

      Ok, this whole college talk was great and all, but it wasn’t helping me in my current predicament. “What were you going to say earlier? When you asked if I was one of something?”

      “Oh. I suppose it can’t hurt to ask now that we’ve gotten to know each. But wait. We never properly introduced ourselves.”

      “I’m Hailey.” I was sticking to my first name until I knew exactly who this woman was. The whole sounding twenty when she had a sister that had to be in her 90s still struck me as odd. Although I guess nothing should have seemed odd when I was floating in darkness.

      “Hailey. That’s a pretty name. I’m Rose.”

      Rose. Okay. No way. “That was my great-great aunt’s name—she also went to Radcliffe.”

      “Really? How lovely. Wait, is this you joking, as you did about your great-grandmother?”

      “I wasn’t joking.”

      “Oh.” Her word dipped into silence. “So what class were you at Newcomb? I just graduated last spring, but I do know plenty of Newcomb girls I grew up with. I’m from New Orleans originally, and as I said my sister graduated in 41.”

      Wait, what? She just graduated last spring? The 90-year-old sister thing. Sure. But if she’d gone to Radcliffe it was impossible she’d just graduated. A strange, worrisome thought popped into my head. “Rose?”

      “Yes?”

      I braced myself worried my question would bring forth an unwelcome answer. “What’s your last name?”

      “Norman. I’m Rose Norman. What is your full name?”

      Rose Norman. Norman—my great-grandmother’s maiden name. My mom would have named me Norman if I’d been another boy. “Is this some sort of joke?”

      “No. What’s your last name? Do you know me? Wouldn’t that be too much fun?”

      Rose Norman. Rose Norman who graduated from Radcliffe sometime in the forties if I was doing the math right. Okay. Either this was a joke, my subconscious playing tricks on me, or I’d time traveled. Or maybe it was a spell? Had I been captured by Randolph without knowing it?

      “Hailey? Are you still there?” A slight tinge of worry colored Rose’s voice.

      “Yes. Sorry.” I needed to buy time. I needed to think. “My last name is Kaye.”

      “Wait, are you related to Edward Kaye?”

      Not that I was aware of, but I wasn’t exactly an expert on my family genealogy. “No, but could you tell me now? What you were going to say?”

      “It’s nothing. I am sure I was mistaken. I wanted to make sure you weren’t a—” Whatever it is she was about to say was rendered inaudible as a loud rushing and screeching noise drowned her out.

      I recognized the sound instantly and blinked over and over, expecting my vision to clear enough to see shiny metal barreling by me in a circa 1940s train station, but all I saw was the darkness and one small blinking orb. Then another. I was back in the tunnel of nothingness. Although I wasn’t entirely sure I’d ever left.

      “Hello?” I called out. But I was met with nothing but silence. No Rose. No clicking heels.

      Maybe I needed to close my eyes again. I heard nothing at first, and then I heard the drip again. Low and steady. I focused more. But I struggled. All I could do was question my sanity and wonder about the others. Was Wyatt still in the maze? Had Glendale retrieved them without me? Had he found Hunter? Had Hunter found Anastasia? There were so many questions, none of which I could answer. No. I had to focus. There was some reason I heard Rose. Maybe it was the clue to getting out. I focused only on the water. The sound grew louder and louder.

      And then I heard a rustling sound. This time I kept my eyes closed since opening did nothing last time.

      “I don’t see why you keep seeing that man. He is nothing but trouble.” An unknown female voice spoke. It was equally as young as Rose’s had sounded, but there was a slight arrogance to it.

      “Excuse me?” The responding voice was one I immediately recognized. Rose. “Did I ask for your opinion on who I choose to date?”

      “To date. Once again that’s your problem, Rose. You should be focused on who to marry.”

      “Oh yes, since you have forgotten all of our plans now that you have Oliver.” Rose’s voice was hard. It was far different from how she sounded last time we spoke. Or whatever it was we did. Oliver? Was I confused or was that my great-grandfather’s name? I felt like my mom had brought that up before. That was the weirdest part of this. Rose, Ethel, Oliver, those were all people from my mom’s side of my family. The very human side of my family. How could her human family tree tie into the whole Emerald Flame mess? It made no sense.

      “That’s not true. We can still do everything we planned on,” the first woman argued.

      “Stop living in a fantasy land, Ethel. You can’t. You’re having a baby. Your job is to take care of your child. I’m on my own now, and that’s okay with me.”

      “You don’t have to be alone. Come back to New Orleans. Oliver has so many friends he wants you to meet.”

      “I can’t come home, and you know exactly why.”

      There was more rustling. Maybe it was someone’s jacket or a bag. “Daddy is dead. What he doesn’t know can’t hurt him.”

      “He made us promise.” Rose’s voice sounded pained. “One of us needs to take over or he said bad things might happen.”

      Ethel laughed. “Come on, you can’t believe that. It was some silly position he got from an equally silly organization. I mean they call themselves The Society. Can you think of a more hysterical name?”

      The Society? My chest clenched. These couldn’t be my mother’s ancestors. She only knew about The Society from my father. I shook myself. Of course they weren’t my mother’s ancestors. I couldn’t hear conversations from the past. Could I? I guess I didn’t really know what a Lightness was capable of. I made myself focus on the conversation.

      “They are real. I went to their headquarters. It’s real. I can’t even explain what that felt like. It was beautiful. Marble floors, columns. And the King. The King just emulated power. I couldn’t even talk in his presence. But that’s beside the point. They assigned me to New York. I’m staying here. And I have company.”

      I could practically hear her smiling.

      “Bad company.”

      “I love him.” Rose’s voice turned to a whisper. “I really do.”

      “Who?” I tried to speak out loud, but the word got lodged in my throat. “Rose?” Once again I knew the sound wouldn’t even reach my own ears.

      “We should go. The station is going to close soon.” Ethel was curt.

      “I was hoping she’d be back. But she’s not.”

      “Who? That mystery girl you thought I might know from Newcomb? Maybe you imagined her. Daddy went crazy from this job. Maybe it’s already happening to you.”

      “I’m not going crazy. You go ahead.”

      “But it’s getting late,” Ethel argued.

      “I won’t be long. I’ll catch up.”

      “Fine. But please come quickly.” The sound of high heels echoed.

      “Hailey?” Rose called.

      “Rose.” Once again the word was lodged in my throat.

      “Ethel is right. I imagined you. How positively disappointing.”

      “No I’m here.” I said the words in my head even though I knew she’d never hear them.

      “I thought you might be a protector too. I could really use someone to talk to about this. I don’t see why it all has to stay secret.” She sighed. “But it is not meant to be.” Another set of heels echoed off the floor, and I knew before I opened my eyes our connection was severed.
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      I never enjoyed my visits to New York. Even as a young girl I was uncomfortable there. It was as if the city itself knew all my secrets and was laughing at me. Maybe that should have been the first sign there was something seriously wrong with me, but I felt that way nonetheless. Some would say your secrets are easier to keep in a city that large, but for me it was a prison I was always eager to escape.

      Yet, now a grown adult, and seemingly in charge of my own geographic decisions, I found myself back within the confines of my least favorite place.

      A full year had passed since my husband’s death. A full year had passed since my short-lived affair with the Drago. But it might as well have been decades, centuries with what else had changed. Randolph. A demon like none I’d ever met had crept into my life when I needed him most. He promised me the revenge I so desired and the lifetimes I craved, but it would come at a price. One such price was why I was on the Upper West Side on Christmas Eve.

      I’d found her easily. She followed her route diligently dressed in a long black coat and a pair of heels that must have left her little feet freezing in the chilly evening breeze. I wasn’t all that surprised by her choice of footwear. After all, she was a human dumb enough to believe she had any right interfering with the supernatural world.

      I watched her for a while. I had a few chances to snuff her out, but I let them pass because my curiosity wanted to study her. What made her so special she’d been selected as the first female protector? Was she sleeping with someone high up? It was impossible to know. She was pretty. Pretty in that girl next door, every man’s dream bride kind of way. But that wasn’t the type of woman the powers that be usually went for. It was something else about her. Maybe something as simple of being from the right bloodline. Maybe it was an honorary job like the pitiful one they’d tossed me. I thought with indignation that her job was far superior to mine.

      I followed her. She went down into the subway. Then back up to the street. It was exactly the route Randolph had drawn out for me. I followed her, mostly bored and cold, until she turned into an alley that wasn’t on her route.

      I followed, giving just enough distance that she wouldn’t notice me. I shrunk back into the shadows when she looked over her shoulder before slowly climbing a fire escape.

      Now this was interesting. Why was little miss prim and perfect climbing a fire escape that had nothing to do with her assignment?

      I watched from below as she made her way up the stairs. She pushed open a window on the fourth floor.

      I sighed. I was going to have to follow. I didn’t want to. There were so many other humans I would have rather extinguished, especially now that I knew she was willing to live a little. Too bad we couldn’t have dealt with her differently. How difficult would it be to change the mind of a human woman? Besides, they were all going to die eventually. Why waste my time and energy on this one?

      But if I didn’t do as Randolph asked, the deal was off. And where did that leave me? Oh, I imagined other possibilities. Once I even went as far as to picture a life where I stayed with the Drago. But that would have been a worthless decision. Dragos mated once, and only with their true mate. He couldn’t give me the gift of immortality even if he wanted to.

      I needed Randolph; he was my only chance. If that meant killing this human woman, I would. It was something I’d had no trouble doing for him before.

      I rationalized my hesitation on preserving energy. It was entirely possible she’d come right down. I could kill her in the ally and hide the body very easily. I watched for a light on the fourth floor but none came. The fire escape remained empty. With another sigh, I readied my knife—a far inferior weapon to my magic—and headed up the fire escape. The windows of the first three floors were completely dark. The same was true of the fourth, but I was positive she’d gone in there.

      I tried the window, and it easily moved under my fingers. She hadn’t locked it. Did that mean she didn’t plan to stay? The room was dark. Completely dark, and I stumbled around staying close to the side of the room. My boot caught on something and I went down, catching myself with my hands. I pressed my palms to the cold floor, ready to get up and investigate what I’d tripped over when I heard a deep male voice from far off.

      “You did it for the flame. Everything we ever do is for the flame.”

      “She could have lived. I could have made her see our side.” A second man spoke. Lived? The girl? Had someone gotten to her first? Did Randolph send another? I waited quietly. Now wasn’t the time for reckless action.

      “Forget the girl. You would have had to shake her anyway.” The first man was curt. To the point. My kind of man. “I told you from the beginning not to develop feelings for her.”

      “You also told me to sleep with her if I had to.”

      “Sex and feelings have nothing to do with one another.” The first man chuckled. “Didn’t your father ever teach you that, son?”

      “Her absence is going to be noticed.”

      “So what? Protectors get themselves killed all the time.” The first man laughed again. This time louder.

      “But not by their handlers.”

      I heard the sound of patting, as if the second man was patting the shoulder of the first. “Come off it, boy. There will be others.”

      The voices disappeared. I waited a full minute before feeling around on the floor. I touched the object I’d tripped over, and the warmth made the identity crystal clear. I reached up for the curtains, pulling them back to let in just enough moonlight to reveal what I already expected to see. The body of Ms. Rose Norman.
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      “Ok, why aren’t we going anywhere?” I waited, assuming Sol had some way of transporting us out of the dungeon and to the Elders.

      “What do you mean?” Sol stared at me with a blank expression. “I thought you were going to call Glendale.”

      “But you can transport us, right?” From what I understood Seers could do it. Seers could do a whole lot of things.

      “Technically, but not easily, and not all of you.”

      “So your whole plan involved us calling the cat?” I searched his face, looking for evidence he was joking, or maybe stalling us. I normally never relied on others. This was why if I had any other solutions to finding Hailey I would have used them. There were so few Lightnesses left I couldn’t have hoped to find one even if I did get myself out of the maze.

      “Why not? Glendale seems particularly concerned with your plight.” Sol unzipped his leather jacket halfway. He pulled out a small notebook, flipped through it and returned it to his coat.

      “I wasn’t aware Glendale could be called for.” From my experience, he just showed up whether his appearance was welcome or not.

      “Oh. I guess it’s Hailey he’s tied himself to. That’s a bit of a problem.” Sol zipped up his coat.

      “Tied himself to?” I wasn’t a fan of the terminology. I didn’t want Hailey tied to a demon—a helpful one or not. I was quite sure she’d feel the same way. I was still amazed she’d changed her mind about having a more official tie to me. But then again maybe it wasn’t her choice as much as it was accepting the way she felt.

      “Temporarily I’d assume. Otherwise how would he ever plan to come back?” Sol took a few steps back until he was right next to the wall. “Wait. Oh wow. I can’t believe I just thought of this.”

      “Thought of what?” Troy snapped. “If it turns out you’re just wasting your time there’s going to be hell to pay.”

      Sol waved Troy off. “Maybe Glendale never intended to come back. How did he leave things exactly?”

      “Leave things?” Eloise let several drops of the hot wax from her candle fall to the floor. They narrowly missed her hand. “He transported us and dropped us back here.”

      “He didn’t specify when he’d be back?” Sol leaned a foot against the wall.

      “No.” And for the first time I realized that was odd. At least it was different than the previous time when he said he’d be back when we were ready. But maybe it was nothing and all because of the lack of time. He’d transported us all of a sudden, I assumed because he was tired of arguing with us.

      “All right, so that makes my plan less useful.”

      “If you can’t transport us out, how are you here?” Eloise walked toward Sol.

      “How did I get here?” Sol laughed. “How do you think I got here?”

      “Don’t you have to grasp a string or something like that?” Cade asked. “Although that’s just what Daisy said.”

      “I got thrown down here. Just the same as the rest of you.” He used the toe of his boot to scuff Eloise’s candle wax from the floor.

      “Wait. What?” I hadn’t seen that part coming.

      “Truthfully I could have fought her off, but I thought I might be more useful here than up there.” He pointed to the ceiling.

      “Wait. You’ve been down here the whole time?”

      “Sure. I hid out and waited for Veronica to move on. I’m not her target so she could really care less.”

      “But you used to live here, right?” I started to formulate a plan.

      “Yes.”

      “So you know this maze?”

      “It wasn’t a maze originally… but I know it well enough to get us out of here. I can at least lead us into the sewers and then we can regroup.”

      “The sewers?” Eloise crinkled her nose. “Lovely.”

      “Would you rather stay here?” Sol’s lips twisted into an amused smile.

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Give me a few minutes to pull up my memories.” Sol removed his sunglasses and closed his eyes.

      Cade inclined his head toward the far wall. I followed. He leaned in. “Now what? Do we trust Sol enough to let him lead us out?”

      “Well, we can’t just sit here and wait. Not that I’m ready to leave. I need to make sure Hailey is really gone.”

      “I’d give you my take on that, but I know nothing about light portals. Tell me something. Do you think she’s in immediate danger?”

      “The short answer is no. She should technically be safe, but I’m sure she’s going crazy. She might be trapped, and personally I’m worried that it feels like a small space. I really hope it doesn’t.”

      “Yeah, she’s claustrophobic. Even more than most Pterons.”

      “Don’t let her hear you saying that out loud.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it.” He gave the barest hint of a smile. “I’m not keen on leaving her behind either. We’ll find her.”

      “I wish it were easy, but light portals don’t exist in a way that’s physically visible. We need to find someone with the ability to see them, or find them.”

      “Like the Elders.”

      “Yes. Or another Lightness.” That would be the more desirable option, but it wasn’t an option as far as I knew.

      “Hey, Pixie,” Troy called to where she stood in the middle of the corridor. “Don’t you have some special connection with Hailey? You know, to help you do the whole Guardian Pixie thing.”

      “I do have a special connection with her, but that doesn’t mean I can find the light portal. I don’t even really get what it is.”

      “Yet you made it sound like you did.” Cade rolled his shoulders. “Made me feel like the one who knew nothing.”

      “I inferred from the name.” She gazed down at her melting candle. It was melting far faster than the rest of ours for one reason or another.

      “It’s a tunnel made entirely of light that can connect her to other light sources,” Troy explained. “Does that help? Can you find her now?”

      “No. I don’t know why I thought more information could help.”

      Cade took a seat on the floor. “I wonder why your mom didn’t show up for you. I mean couldn’t she have shown the hologram thingy again? Maybe there’s a clue in all that.”

      “The message was for Hailey. I still don’t understand how it worked, but it couldn’t have been easy for her to project.”

      “You mean because she’s dead?” Cade gave an apologetic shrug.

      “Light never fully dies, so a part of a Lightness lives on infinitely even if the rest of them is gone.” I recited some of the rudimentary things I knew of Lightnesses, but my knowledge was relatively small for someone raised by one. She’d been rather closed lipped about who she was.

      “I’m sure there’s a reason she only did it for Hailey.” Eloise rested her chin on her hand. “There’s always a reason. Or maybe she assumed you’d be with her when she gave it. We’ll never know.”

      “Did you hear that?” Sol returned his shades to his eyes.

      We all fell silent. There was nothing at all at first, until I heard the faintest drops of water. I was about to ask if that’s what he meant when I heard something else. Something similar to a low buzz. Troy looked over as if he was about to speak but I held up a finger. I wanted to keep listening.

      The buzzing sound wasn’t anything I’d heard before. It wasn’t that of an insect or an electronic device. It wasn’t anything I could recall hearing before, and that was a rare phenomenon when you’ve lived as long as I have.

      “Do you hear that ringing?” Eloise asked quietly.

      “You mean buzzing?” I gave up on hearing more. Not if my companions were going to start talking.

      Eloise shook her head. “No ringing.”

      “I hear the buzzing.” Troy put a hand to his ear. “It’s definitely a buzzing.”

      “I don’t hear a ringing or buzzing.” Sol fully unzipped his jacket, pulling it off his shoulders. “It’s more a tremor. I can feel it more than hear it.”

      “What about you Cade?” I turned to him. “Is it a buzzing, ringing, or a tremor?”

      “None. I hear absolutely nothing.”

      “And they say Pterons have good hearing,” Eloise mumbled under her breath.

      Cade frowned. “Don’t hate on the Pterons. I’d think you’d be more careful since Hailey’s one.”

      The ground beneath us started to shake.

      “Oh no. Not this again.” Cade groaned.

      I didn’t know what he meant by again, but I shared his sentiment about it not being good. Sol still hadn’t figured out a way to get us out of there, and now what was coming?

      Large rocks fell from the ceiling. One narrowly missed us as it slammed down just to the right of me. The buzzing sound was long gone, covered by the sound of slamming rocks and something else. Something that sounded suspiciously like water.

      “What is that?” I don’t know why I bothered asking. It was out of habit.

      Within seconds water flooded into the corridor.

      “We have to find higher ground!” Eloise yelled.

      “Or fly.” Troy released his wings, wrapping his arms around Eloise’s waist and moving up toward the low ceiling. He managed to do all this without losing his candle.

      I released my wings and looked at Sol. “Need a hand?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “That isn’t going to help much.”

      “What do you mean?” Cade had released his wings as well. Seeing Pteron wings made me miss Hailey even more. We had to find her.

      “The water is eventually going to reach the ceiling. We’ll have better luck swimming.” Sol spoke so insanely calmly.

      “Swim where?” Cade glanced around the hallway. “Do you see something we don’t see, or remember a trick out of this area? We’re walled in.”

      “Just follow me.” Sol tossed his candle and dove under the water.

      “Come on.” Troy swept down. “If he knows a way out we have to try.”

      I shook my head. “Not yet. What if the light portal is here? How can I leave Hailey?”

      “She can’t drown in a light portal. We can. Besides, it’s not here.”

      “We don’t know that.” We knew nothing, which was the really frustrating part.

      “We do know. Come on.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “You go without me.”

      “And let you die? You think Hailey is going to like that?” Cade grabbed one arm, knocking the candle out of my hand. It hit the water and the flame extinguished, sending us into darkness as Troy dropped his and grabbed my arm.

      I fought against them, but the water was rising rapidly. They easily pulled me down under the dark and murky surface. We were in complete darkness, and my arms were still prisoners of Cade and Troy. I held my breath and hoped Sol had some clue what he was doing.

      Minutes passed. My lungs burned, begging for air. Then there was a boom. A distant sound that somehow carried through the depths of the water.

      We burst forward like a bullet being shot out of a gun, propelling forward until we came to rest on a hard, damp ground.

      I pulled myself to my feet, glancing around. There was enough light streaming in from an unknown source that I could see the others.

      “Where are we?” Eloise wrapped her arms around herself. Like the rest of us, she was soaking wet.

      “By that smell I’d say the sewers.” There were downsides to having superior smell.

      “How’d you know that wall was going to give and lead us into here?” Troy eyed Sol suspiciously.

      “I didn’t, but it was our only chance.”

      “You staked our survival on a chance?”

      “Says the guy who thought flying to the ceiling was going to help him.” Sol pulled his soaking wet jacket back on. Amazingly he’d kept it with him the whole time.

      “Let’s find help. We have to get Hailey.”

      “My guess is Hailey is just fine.” Sol smiled. “Don’t you agree? What did you think that buzzing was?”

      “Wait. This. You think she did it all?” I thought over the trembling, the rocks falling, the water. Sure that could have been some sort of monstrous creature, but could it not have instead been a Lightness destroying a light portal? Could she have done it and made it possible for us to escape? Stranger things were known to happen. “Maybe, maybe not. But right now I need to find Hailey. I don’t care about anything else until that happens.”

      “How incredibly dedicated you are.” Glendale sauntered over in slow, deliberate steps.

      “Now?” Eloise’s expression screamed of incredulous anger. “You are showing up now?”

      I knew exactly how she felt.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
            18

          

          
            Hailey

          

        

      

    

    
      Getting out of the tunnel had been far easier than I’d thought. Like many things, I’d been overthinking it.

      I took a chance. Troy had been quite confident about light leading me to a good place. If it had been Troy alone I’d have been hesitant to trust him, but Wyatt had unilaterally agreed. That had to mean something.

      Not all light had been good. The red glow from the stones hadn’t brought me any luck, but that hadn’t been a light specifically, and maybe in some messed up way I was supposed to end up in this place so I could hear the Rose conversations. Either way, it didn’t really matter. Following the light was the only solid lead I had of how I could use my Lightness powers to get where I wanted to go.

      Truthfully, I didn’t know where I wanted to go. I mean I needed to get back to Wyatt and the others, but what if they weren’t where I left them? What if they assumed I’d left and went ahead without me? But once again I was worrying about things that couldn’t help me in my current predicament. I needed to find a light to follow and then I’d go from there.

      I started by focusing on the flashing orbs. It took me a few tries to even focus on one of them. Then when I finally did it successfully I ended up with a headache. After a dozen attempts I was still floating in nothingness.

      Time for a new plan. And here is where the over thinking it part came in. I glanced down at my glowing torso. That was it. I’d been so concerned with what the tunnel was that I’d forgotten what I was. I was a light. Albeit I was also a person, a Pteron-Lightness or Lightness-Pteron depending on how you wanted to view it. But I provided light, and maybe that was the same thing.

      I stopped looking outwardly. I stopped looking for flickering lights and listening for dripping water. Instead I focused inside. The more I pulled my focus in, the warmer I became. I also glowed brighter. Far brighter. The kind of brightness where it was even hard to look. The sane part of me panicked. What if I made myself so bright I exploded? Was that even possible? I pushed the panic down. I wasn’t going to explode. Besides which, what was the alternative? To spend an eternity floating?

      I’d brought myself into whatever tunnel I was in, surely I could get myself out. I wouldn’t be stuck in there forever because I couldn’t be. There was too much riding on me to let everyone down. Jesalyn wouldn’t have bothered to transfer her abilities to me if she didn’t think I was capable.

      I was capable. I could do this, and I would get the heck out. Glendale was wrong. I had the confidence, and I was sure as hell going to use it now.

      I closed my eyes out of instinct, pleasantly surprised I could still see my glowing form through my closed lids. An intense pressure beat down on me, making me want to curl into a ball, but I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t move a muscle.

      My eyes flew open of their own accord. I expected to see nothing but darkness and those darn flashing lights. Instead I was blinded. The light? I forced myself to look even though it burned my eyes. Or did it? Maybe I was imagining the burn because as soon as I looked at it I was swallowed up by the warm light, cradled in it, and carried away. I could only see the light, but the sensation of moving was unmistakable. It was the same sensation I felt after the red glowing floor.

      I knew I was leaving my temporary prison of darkness behind. But where was Wyatt? Eloise? The others? Where was this light taking me? I considered closing my eyes, pulling back, but what good would that do me? I’d just end up back in that dark prison. At least I assumed that’s exactly where I’d be.

      The light grew brighter, then suddenly it dimmed. I opened my eyes, blinking as I looked down at my no longer glowing form. I wasn’t floating. I was standing. My hands moved up and down. I looked around at my surroundings. I was in a dark room, surrounded by floor to ceiling bookcases aside from a single door on the furthest wall from where I stood. The floor was wood, old wood by the looks of it. Dim light shone in from underneath the door.

      I ignored the urge to try the door first. Instead I walked over to the closest bookshelf. The spines of the books were coated in dust. I brushed some off of a book at my eye level hoping the first title I found would shed some light on why I was in this room.

      The spine was blank. There was no evidence ink had ever touched the dark red binding. I flipped the book over in my hand and used the side of my hand to brush away a thick layer of dust and grime. I kept wiping, convinced there had to be some text hidden, but there was nothing but a two-inch-wide symbol type picture of a flame. It could have technically represented any flame, but considering everything that had happened so far, I assumed it was the flame. The Emerald Flame.

      With a mix of anticipation and nerves I opened the book, a small part of me half expecting it to burst into flames when I did.

      Nothing happened aside from a fresh plume of dust flooding my eyes. I blinked away the dust and looked down at the handwritten script on the page.

      The words meant nothing to me, written in a language I had never seen before. The letters were the same, but none of the combinations resembled words I knew. I flipped through another few pages. They were filled with the same beautiful writing, but none of the words jumped out at all. A few pages further the writing changed. It was no longer using the same alphabet. These pages were written in symbols I also didn’t recognize.

      I slid the book back onto the shelf and tried one from the shelf above. I discovered this one was the same red color once I brushed off the dust, so I quickly moved onto another that was yellow. If there was some sort of color coding, I might as well move through the different types.

      Like the red book, the only marking on the cover of this one was that same flame. After flipping through a few pages, I hit the same problem. I couldn’t read a word of it. I returned the book. Even if the books were illegible to me at least I knew, thanks to the small flame symbols, I hadn’t ended up in this room by random chance.

      I considered pulling more books down, but the light from under the door beckoned, reminding me this room didn’t exist in isolation.

      I walked slowly, far more cautiously than I ever normally would. It’s not that I’d always been reckless, but I normally charged ahead before my nerves could catch up.

      This time my nerves did catch up, and I tapped the doorknob with my finger to make sure it wasn’t hot, or otherwise affected by a physical spell, before I wrapped my palm around the doorknob. The knob turned easily in my hand, surprising me as I’d anticipated finding it locked. After giving myself a moment to prepare, I pulled on the handle, and the door opened into the room. The hallway outside was one I immediately recognized. There was only one place where I’d seen those polished marble floors before. The Society headquarters. I was back at The Society headquarters. But what room had I just come from? I glanced again at the nondescript worn wood door. It was out of place among the far more ornate doors that lined the hall.

      I hurried down the hall, turning at the fork toward the hallway where Allie and I both worked. I had to find her, or Levi, or someone to warn them. Maybe I didn’t really understand the threat, but it was a threat all right, and they needed to be prepared. They also needed to send help for Wyatt and the others.

      I encountered no one in the hall. Evidently my arrival hadn’t been noticed. How I’d even managed to get down there was a question I had no answer to. The basement was protected by the strongest kinds of magic to prevent infiltration.

      I knocked on Allie’s door. “It’s me. Are you in?”

      There was no answer, so I pushed the door open. I found a completely empty office. Allie’s black cardigan hung neatly on the back of her chair.

      I stepped back into the hallway. “Hello?” Someone had to be in. I went next to the front desk. I’d have even been happy to see Geo. Anyone would have been better than nothing.

      The desk was empty. The chair pulled back as if someone had been sitting there but had left for a moment with full plans to return.

      I went down the next hallway checking everyone’s offices stopping second to last at Jared’s since he was almost always out working in the field. All were empty.

      The final office I checked was Levi’s. I expected it to be locked, but it pushed right open. “Levi?” I called into the dark room. I flipped on the lights. Neat piles of papers sat on the edge of his desk. A small black box lay on the other side. I opened the box and smiled. It was a delicate chain with a diamond. No doubt a gift for Allie, but why would he have left it out like that?

      Finally, I walked over to the council chamber. It was where the most important meetings were held. I tried the door handles. They didn’t budge. Okay. Maybe there was something going on inside? An urgent meeting? An urgent meeting that included Geo, though? I highly doubted that. Still, I knocked, half expecting the door to be wrenched open. It didn’t move. I put my ear to the door even though I was well aware the double doors, like the rest of the room, were completely sound proof.

      I turned, pressing my back against the door. None of this made sense. They never held meetings with everyone on the inside. There should have been guards standing wait both inside and outside the room. This was completely against protocol. Was this all a dream? Maybe I was still in the tunnel? Or a new kind of prison place?

      I hurried over to my office. It was unlocked, and the inside was exactly as I’d left it, down to the paper coffee cup in the small wastebasket.

      Even the trash was accurate? I ran back to Allie’s office. I pulled open her desk drawer and found her secret stash of candy. I was the only one other than her who knew of its existence. So either this was all real, or I had created this whole thing in my head. No one else could have.

      For a second I considered taking the elevator to the main hotel lobby, but I couldn’t do that yet. First I had to figure out if there were any clues in the library room I’d originally found myself in.

      I turned the corner and back into the hall half expecting the worn wooden door to be missing like it usually was, but the door still stood open just as it had when I left.

      As soon as I stepped into the room, I noticed a flicker of light in the left most corner. I followed tentatively. Once again, I was following a light, and I really hoped Troy was right about lights being good things for me.

      The light suddenly disappeared, leaving me in the dark corner. “Great. Absolutely great.” I pressed my hands into the wall where I’d last seen the light, and I heard a small creak, as if a gear was turning. The wall started to give, pushing back to reveal a whole secret section of the room. Smack dab in the middle of this newly discovered space was a narrow spiral staircase. I looked down the stairwell, noticing the barest flicker of the light again.

      Even more than the secret section of the room, the stairs surprised me. New Orleans is below sea level. Basement aren’t common things to find, let alone basements below basements. There was a reason the dead were buried in tombs above the ground.

      The flickering light was fading, so I shook off my wariness and descended the stairs as slowly and quietly as I could.

      Each step my feet touched gave me momentary relief. The step hadn’t given way, and it hadn’t disappeared.

      Finally, I reached another stone floor. The light was even further away now. I sped up. This wasn’t the time to hold back. But I wasn’t going to be stupid. I let my Pteron side take over, releasing my wings, and soaking up the increased strength that always came from the transformation.

      The light disappeared, sending me back into deep darkness. I saw only the darkness as I waited for my eyes to adjust.

      A few blinks later something dark came into focus in my periphery.

      I looked closer. It appeared to be a dark cloud. As I watched the cloud became two and then three, until at least a half dozen floated toward me. I looked around for the light again, but I saw no sign. The dark clouds grew closer and closer.

      I stepped backward only to find the dark clouds had encircled me. They were penning me in. Okay, this was nothing I couldn’t handle. Sometimes an offense is the best defense. In a flash, I punched at one. My fist slid straight into the vapor. I tried to pull my arm out, but I couldn’t. Instead the cloud grew larger, the small clouds were all merging into one again.

      I pulled back on my arm as hard as I could, but the dark shape only tightened around me until I was stuck in the middle of the mass. My throat tightened. There was no air. This thing was going to suffocate me.

      No. I felt the heat and knew the glow had started from deep inside me. The tightness lessened, slowly at first before the blackness completely disappeared all at once in a flash of light.

      Without looking I knew I was glowing bright. Take that dark blobs. Or Shadows. That’s what they were. My brother had warned me about them. But they only took orders from a stronger power. They didn’t work on their own.

      I readied myself, throwing off the short-lived release, as I prepared to take on whoever had sent the horrible creatures.

      I was a Pteron and a Lightness. I could do anything. Nothing could hurt me.

      In the distance, I saw the flickering light again. I hurried after it, surprised the light seemed to be steady and standing in one place.

      I moved toward it, urging my legs on even as fear seeped into my brain.

      I was so close, and then I stopped short. The flickering light came from a candle.

      I came face to face with the candle’s owner, a man wearing a charcoal gray suit and a matching fedora hat. He wore fancy dress shoes and a bright red tie. He looked youngish, maybe in his thirties, but his dark eyes somehow suggested he was even older. He stared at me, his mouth falling open. His eyes were wide and full of confusion and fear. “Now? They’ve sent you now?”
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      “Would you like me to leave?” Glendale rubbed against Eloise’s leg. “I won’t stay where I’m not welcome. Well, sometimes I will.”

      “Do you realize what we’ve been through?” Eloise showed no signs of calming down. “We could have been crushed. Drowned!”

      “But you weren’t. What’s that old saying, what doesn’t kill you only makes you stronger?” Glendale wrapped his tail around her leg.

      She shook him off. “Watch yourself, cat.”

      “Cat? Have you resolved yourself to name calling, Pixie?” He rolled onto his back, all four paws in the air.

      I stayed quiet at first, trying to think over our options. We needed to find Hailey, but that involved figuring out where the light portal could possibly be.

      Eloise leaned over Glendale. “Where’s Hailey? I don’t really care about anything else right now. I’m going to be in so much trouble if we don’t find her, and my guess is the whole world might be. I knew I was being assigned to someone high profile but this is nuts.”

      “Hailey is fine. At least she is alive at the moment. Things could always change or go downhill.”

      I didn’t think as I lunged at him, picking up Glendale under his front paws. In a flash his teeth became long fangs and his claws extended halfway down his body. I tried to throw him, but I couldn’t. His tail wrapped around my wrists tightening.

      “Glendale,” Sol spoke calmly. Insanely calmly. “You like this one.”

      The tail unfurled, and I was able to let go. He fell landing on his feet with his teeth and claws back to normal. “Sorry. I don’t like to be picked up.”

      “And now I see why you chose a cat form. My ex’s cat used to go psycho when you picked him up too.” Cade crossed his arms over his chest. “Nasty little creature.”

      “Cats are rather good at making their personal space needs known.” Glendale flipped his tail back and forth as if nothing had transpired. “My apologies, Wyatt. Where were we?”

      “We were discussing Hailey.” I let my anger melt away just enough to stay focused. As annoyed at the demon as I was, finding Hailey was far more important. “You implied she may be in imminent danger.”

      “Did I use those words?” He turned his head to the side. “Imminent? I don’t remember saying that.”

      “Knock it off, Glendale.” Sol frowned. “Where is Hailey?”

      “You expect me to know?”

      “You aren’t linked to her?” Sol said visibly startled.

      “Of course not.” Glendale lowered his body to the floor. “Don’t be silly. I don’t link myself with every girl I meet.”

      “So you have no idea where she is?” Panic, anger, frustration and a million other emotions welled up inside me, waking the dragon that was just below the surface ready to come out.

      “I never said that.” He crossed his front paws over each other.

      “You pretty much did. What else does ‘you expect me to know?’ mean? Give it up man.” Cade put his hands in his pockets which was either brave or stupid. I wanted my hands ready in case Glendale did something crazy again.

      Glendale yawned. “I may have noticed a light portal.”

      “Wait, you can see light portals?” Eloise’s eyes widened. “For real?”

      “Yes. Why shouldn’t I? I can also see dark portals, kind of like the ones I use.”

      “You use dark portals?” This was news to me until understanding dawned on me. “That’s how you moved us so quickly.”

      “Of course. How else did you think I did it? Truthfully, my portals aren’t nearly as uncomfortable as some others. I’ve grown quite skilled in their use.”

      “Can Hailey create her own plane—her own safe places too?” Cade asked.

      “I don’t see how she could.” Glendale yawned. “Just because we both create portals doesn’t mean we have anything else in common.”

      “Can we stay on topic for more than two seconds? Where did you see the portal?” I glanced around at the grey walls of the sewer. A rat scurried by under my feet. The sooner we got out of there, the better.

      Glendale rolled onto his side. “I believe it was heading toward the resting place of the Emerald Flame.”

      “But there is no Emerald Flame anymore. It’s been destroyed. Which is why Randolph was searching for another…”

      “It still has a resting place, doesn’t it?” Glendale’s eyes set on mine.

      “Take us there. You can get us there far faster than flying.” Now that we had a destination I wouldn’t waste a minute.

      “Where are we going?” Cade looked between me and Glendale.

      “The Society headquarters.” It was where the flame was held last I knew. We were going back where Hailey spent nearly every hour of her life the past few years. Why would she have gone there? Or was it an accident? Did the portal take her to the place she knew best? I pushed off all the questions. There was no time to worry about them.

      Glendale swished his tail. “Hope everyone has their seatbelts on.”

      The transport was as quick as usual. I was growing increasingly used to the wind and the light. One moment we were in the dank sewers. The next we were standing in the lobby of the Crescent City Hotel in New Orleans.

      “This can’t be right.” Eloise walked around us in a circle. “Glendale, this is the wrong place.”

      “It’s the Crescent City Hotel.” Cade walked over to the unmanned front desk. “But it’s empty for some reason.”

      “Exactly. This can’t be it. The hotel is in the middle of the French Quarter. It’s never empty.” Eloise chewed on her bottom lip.

      “Even the bar is empty.” Cade hurried over to the vacant bar. “I’ve never seen it empty.” He turned, leaning his back against the mahogany bar. “This is really, really, weird.”

      “Agreed.” Glendale eyed the elevator. “Shall we go down?”

      “I’m guessing you can’t transport us down there?” Eloise pointed to the ground.

      “Even I’m not strong enough to break through that magic.” Glendale swished his tail back and forth. “I’m hoping Cade has his card.”

      Cade shook his head. “I don’t have a card. I may run a small piece that was once part of Levi’s kingdom, but that just makes it less likely they’d trust me with access to the headquarters.”

      “I’ll take care of it.” Sol pressed the button to call the elevator. It showed up, empty as the lobby was.

      We filed inside, and the door closed behind us. Sol took off his glasses and looked closely at the numbers and the slot where the true elite of the Society would insert their access card. Nothing happened at first, but then there was a dull beep the elevator started to move down.

      “Thanks for that.” I nodded in Sol’s direction.

      He’d already replaced his sunglasses on his face. “Not a problem.”

      The elevator reached the bottom floor, and we stepped into the darkness of the basement that wasn’t even supposed to exist. We walked further into a dimly lit hallway, passed an empty security desk.

      “Now that’s even weirder.” Cade stopped short. “That desk is never empty.”

      “What about this situation isn’t weird already?” Eloise put a hand on her hip. “It gets weirder and creeper as we go on.”

      “She’s down here.” I’d felt her presence from the moment we stepped off the elevator. “Glendale was right.”

      “Did you doubt me?” Glendale remained right next to my legs.

      “Only a little.” I continued down the hallway.

      “Should we call out? Make sure there isn’t someone here?” Eloise asked.

      “I know Hailey’s here.” I could feel it in every grain of my being. She was close.

      “And she’s probably not alone.” Troy stepped around me to take the lead. “The whole imminent danger thing implied that.”

      “Again with the imminent danger.” Glendale sighed. “I never used that word.”

      I brushed past Troy as I felt Hailey even stronger. We were close. Relief flooded me even as I worried that Troy was right. She probably wasn’t alone. But she was alive, and we were close. No matter what creature she faced, I’d protect her.

      We reached a doorway that was smaller and older looking than the rest. It was open, and without hesitation I stepped inside.

      “There’s no light switch?” Cade ran his hands along the wall. “Last time I checked they used electricity down here.”

      “But maybe not this room.” I bent down to examine the wood floor. “This place wasn’t part of the upgrades I guess.” I straightened back up and walked further into the dark room. I knew the lack of an upgrade wasn’t accidental. This room wasn’t always accessible. I could practically feel the magic oozing through its walls and floors.

      “There’s something back here,” Eloise called. She was standing at the far-left corner of the room.

      We all hurried over and saw what she meant, the wall had somehow been pivoted, revealing another section of room. We moved forward. The floor was stone here instead of wood. This far section of the room was darker than the rest, so we were all grateful when Sol removed a candle and some matches. He lit the wick, giving us plenty of light to see a spiral staircase in the center of the room.

      Without a moment of hesitation, I hurried down the steps, feeling Hailey’s presence more acutely the further down I went. Before long I was on the bottom-most step.

      “I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m not her. I have no idea who you are, but I’d like to know.” Hailey’s voice was unmistakable, and it sounded close. I jumped off the last step, but I still couldn’t see her. Troy tugged on my arm to hold me back. Instinctively I stayed quiet.

      “Don’t lie. You’re a Protector.” A male voice answered. I couldn’t place it, and there wasn’t much distinguishable about it.

      “A Protector?” Hailey repeated. “Should I know what that is?”

      “Why are you here if it is not for revenge?” There was anger in the man’s voice, and it had my dragon begging for release. Who was he to talk to Hailey that way?

      “Revenge?” Hailey’s voice quivered. “What kind of revenge?”

      “Stop lying. There’s no point.” The anger in his voice subsided slightly, but the threat was there.

      I quietly walked further from the stairs. I saw the barest flicker of light ahead and to the right, so I headed straight in that direction.

      I had no idea who she was talking to, but I wouldn’t wait. I crept closer not caring if the others followed.

      “I didn’t want to hurt her. I loved her. I really did.”

      “Hurt who? I want to know more.” The struggle was clear in Hailey’s voice. She was holding herself back.

      “But now I have to hurt you too.”

      My dragon roared beneath the surface, begging to be set free. I stepped forward but something tight and all-encompassing encircled me. I turned, and darkness surrounded me on all sides.

      “Wyatt!” Someone screamed my name, but it was all a blur, as I fought against the darkness squeezing me tighter and tighter.

      I gasped for air, my vision narrowed. My dragon took advantage of my weakness and took over. The transformation was sudden and painful as he turned his head side-to-side releasing fire everywhere it directed.

      The tightening was gone, and now I could see my opponent. Dark clouds floating about the room like shadowy figures.

      Out of the corner of my eye I watched Glendale slip up the stairs, and I searched around for the others. But all I saw were the black clouds, some growing larger by the second.

      A piercing scream echoed off the stone walls of the room, and I lumbered toward the direction I’d heard it from, which was also the direction of the light.

      Running as my dragon was still new, but he knew what he was doing. I turned a corner, entering a room filled with bookcases and a large table strewn with papers. Just beside the table Hailey lay on the floor with a figure looming over her. I thought fast. I couldn’t charge him or release fire while she was so close.

      I roared, and the walls of the room shook, sending books and papers flying. The man turned around, taking a few steps away from her to move around the rectangular table. His face was obscured in the shadows. He held his hands out, and a powerful gust of wind raced toward me. I felt my fire and released it, hitting the wind, sending the wind back into him, and knocking the man over to the floor. The wind seemed to protect the man, he was completely untouched by my flames. Nothing else in the room fared as well. My fire, diverted by the wind touched all corners of the room, turning books and papers to soot as the flames engulfed them.

      I let go of my dragon, letting the human in me take over. I ran over to Hailey.

      “Wyatt.” She struggled to sit up.

      The fire roared on. We couldn’t wait. I picked her up and cradled her against my naked body.

      I bent down low as we moved through the flames.

      “More Shadows,” Hailey sprang from my arms, all at once glowing bright.

      I began to reach for my Dragon, but I didn’t need to reach far. He took over, my vision tunneling and strength surging through me. I released fire straight at a dark cloud heading toward us. It broke up momentarily before reforming again.

      A new, powerful surge of energy flowed through me as Hailey grabbed a hold of my wing. I released more fire, and every inch of me burned. The cloud disappeared completely this time. I directed my fire at a series of dark clouds all heading toward us. They went up in flames. The fire from inside the small room was now spreading, building until it became a terrifying blaze.

      I turned my attention to a giant mass of darkness close to the stairs.

      “Wyatt, stop!” Hailey yelled before I could move on to this next target. “I need to do this one.”

      I didn’t question her. I followed her but kept my fire at bay as she reached out to touch the huge mass of darkness. The dark cloud went up in a burst of light, revealing the rest of our friends inside.

      “Now that was really cool.” Glendale watched from mid-way down the stairs. “But it’s time to go. Those flames are getting awfully close.”

      No one hesitated. We reached the top of the stairs and tried to close the wall between the secret room and the rest of the space, but it wouldn’t budge. Somewhere along the lines I ended up in pants again. I assumed I had Glendale to thank for that, but there were far more important issues at hand.

      Hailey’s eyes bulged. “We can’t let this fire spread!”

      “Aren’t there anti-fire enchantments here? I have them in all of my buildings.” Cade pressed his back against the wall.

      “This is dragon fire. True dragon fire.” Glendale eyed the doorway back into the main part of the building. “That would take a whole different level of enchantments.”

      “Where did you go?” I looked at the cat. There were far more pressing concerns other than the cat running away though. He had come back and helped at the last minute after all.

      “To find this.” Glendale opened his mouth and a small metallic key fell out.

      “What is this?” Hailey glanced back at the flames that were getting dangerously close.

      “We’ll need it later. Now we need to move. Fast.”

      “But if my fire is different why did it stop at Veronica’s?” We may have been short on time, but I needed to understand my fire. I’d used it out of desperation, and I knew I’d more than likely need to use it again soon.

      “Because she had specific spells.” Sol waited in the doorway to the hall. “Don’t you get it? We have to get out of here.”

      “Glendale, can you take us?” Eloise put her hands together as if in prayer. “Please?”

      “I couldn’t get us in here, yet you think I can get us out?” Glendale opened his mouth and picked up the key with it.

      “I’ll take that as a no.” Hailey nodded. “Follow me. Maybe the elevator is still running.”

      The hallway was still empty—not that any of us were surprised—and we raced down the hall to the elevator. The doors stood open, and Troy led the way in.

      Everyone filed in except Hailey. “You go ahead. I have to make sure there is no one else down here.” She looked everywhere but at me before she turned and ran off.

      I followed, as if I was going anywhere without her.

      She stopped in front of the doors to the council chambers. I’d spent more than a few meetings inside that circular room.

      “There’s no one there.” There was no one else in this building.

      “We don’t know that.” She pulled the door handles. “We can’t know that.”

      “Do you really think they all locked themselves in there?” She had to know Levi wouldn’t do something that stupid or reckless no matter what was going on.

      “No, but what if someone else did?”

      I helped her pull on the doors, but nothing happened. They were locked, reinforced with magic likely. They’d upped security more and more over the past five years or so, but evidently not enough.

      I heard the fire before I saw it. We were running out of time. “We have to go.” I tried to tug her from the doors, but she didn’t budge. Other hands returned to help.

      They’d waited too.

      Eloise shook her arms. “Hailey, you have to live. We have to take down Randolph.”

      Hailey nodded, as if Eloise’s words had all the answers.

      We pulled her toward the elevator, and this time we all got in. The doors closed and the seconds passed agonizingly slowly as we waited to reach the lobby floor.

      The doors opened, and we spilled out.

      “You really think the fire can make it up here?” Eloise glanced at the elevators.

      “Of course.” Glendale started for the front doors. “And trust me you don’t want to be in here when it happens.”

      “But the guests!” Hailey wrung her hands. “Where are they?”

      “There are none. There is no one here.” Cade headed toward the desk. He reached over, picked up the phone and turned his back to us. Cade hung up the phone and rejoined us. “I called the authorities so they can put out this fire.”

      “Can they? Can anyone put out dragon fire?” Hailey looked back into the hotel, as if still debating whether to leave.

      “Yes. It will lose much of its potency when it hits the air. It will take longer than normal to put out, but they should be able to handle it.” Glendale paced in front of the door. “That doesn’t mean they can save the building. Or us if we don’t move now!”

      “You swear there is no one here?” Hailey’s eyes welled with tears.

      “Yes,” Troy answered before I could. “I wouldn’t run out unless I knew for sure.”

      That was likely a lie, but it didn’t matter. The hotel was empty. We had to go.
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      I stood in the middle of the street as the flames blazed on, blanketing what remained of the building that housed everything I’d ever worked for. The only thing I could hope was that at the time it hadn’t held people I cared for too.

      If I’d only been able to break open the doors to the council chambers, I’d have known for sure. Now I was forced to wait as smoke billowed out from all sides of the building, sending large black plumes skyward.

      “There was no one inside.” Wyatt wrapped his arms around my waist from behind. “We would have known if they were.”

      “How?” I leaned into him despite not wanting to. I didn’t want to seem weak, but I needed his comfort and his arms. It was the only reason I was standing up now as the adrenaline was fading away.

      Sirens wailed and a thick crowd formed around the building as firemen tried to put out the mountain-sized flames.

      “Because we would have known.” Glendale rubbed against my legs. “I told you I’ve eaten some souls lately.”

      “You might just be saying that.” I closed my eyes. I needed a break from watching the flames. An image of the man in the fedora came to my mind. I remembered the strange words he chanted at me. He’d been trying to summon a dark magic, but thankfully Wyatt had showed up in time. Surely he had burned up in the fire, but there was no way of knowing for sure. I needed to find out who the man was and why he was down in the secret room anyway.

      “I’m not.” Glendale jumped up, and I opened my arms just in time to catch him. “There was no one there.”

      “I hope you’re telling the truth.” I gazed deep into his yellow eyes looking for confirmation. My consciousness was already weighed down with guilt, I didn’t need more.

      “Not that I don’t believe you.” Cade came to stand beside us. “But where are they then? I find it hard to believe that Levi and his people left the headquarters completely unprotected.”

      I thought of the jewelry box on Levi’s desk. The unlocked office doors. Allie’s sweater left on her chair. “They didn’t plan to abandon the building.”

      “And we can’t forget the hotel was empty too.” Eloise brushed soot off her burned shirt. “I find it hard to believe there wasn’t a single guest or employee on site. There’s no scaffolding or other signs of construction. It should have been full of people.”

      “My guess is if we’d entered the guest rooms before the fire they’d look a whole lot like the headquarters’ offices. That’s how the lobby looked. There would be clothes on the beds. Toothbrushes by the sink. No one planned to leave. But then again no one had planned to stay either. If the guests had left in a hurry there should have been luggage strewn about, unfinished drinks at the bar.” Wyatt’s words came from right beside my ear.

      “Odd isn’t it?” Glendale adjusted himself in my arms. “Very odd.”

      It was more than odd. Someone or something had moved them. All I could do was hope it was to a safe place, but in a place deep inside of me I didn’t believe that for a moment.

      “So now what?” Cade asked. “Where do we go next? Please tell me your plan isn’t to go back for Hunter and Anastasia again.”

      I shook my head. “No. This is bigger than them now. This is bigger than everything.” Just like the people from the hotel, my only hope for finding them was to face the demon behind all this.

      The truth was there was so much beyond The Society. Beyond the Pterons. Beyond the little bit of the paranormal world I knew. “I have to get at the root of this. That means finding and facing Randolph. I have to do this, but the rest of you don’t. No one owes me anything.” I wouldn’t drag anyone else down with me.

      “You better not be lumping me in with everyone else.” Wyatt turned me in his arms, which resulted in Glendale leaping from my arms onto the street. “Especially not because you blame me.”

      “Blame you?” I sputtered out. “How could I blame you? You saved me. You saved my life.”

      “But it was my fire that did that.” He nodded over my head where I was sure the flames burned on.

      “Which was the plan all along I’m sure.” Troy put an arm around Wyatt and I. “Jesalyn always had plans. Don’t you remember, Wyatt?”

      “Jesalyn?” My chest clenched. “But she is good. She’s your mom.” I silently begged for confirmation. I didn’t need the floor to fall out from under me again.

      “Of course she’s good.” Troy looked pained by my words. “But what happened here? The fire? Maybe it needed to happen. Maybe it was part of some bigger plan.”

      And then I remembered the vision Sol gave me. Jesalyn had warned the end of The Society had to come. And the fire. The fire she’d shown me herself in the message she shared. My head spun. This was all too much. “You think she made the portal or tunnel or whatever it was that got me here?” I spoke what I’d been silently ruminating on. “She was the reason I ended up back here?”

      Troy shrugged. “Either that or you devised it without thinking. But it doesn’t really matter. We need to figure out why it had to happen. And then we take on Randolph.”

      “You’re in too?” I am sure the surprise showed on my face.

      “Of course I’m in.” He pulled back from us. “Why are you acting so surprised?”

      “Because you’ve fought with me since I first found you in the dungeon.”

      “Sorry about that.” He smiled sheepishly.

      “Um, apology accepted.” I caught Wyatt’s eye. Was Troy for real?

      Eloise put a hand on my arm. “And before you ask, you know I’m in. I am your Guardian Pixie after all.”

      I smiled. “I’m not going to argue. You know what you’re getting yourself into.”

      “And I’m in.” Cade grinned. “You know I don’t miss out on adventures.”

      “You guys need me. Besides, I want to get rid of my ex once and for all.” Sol slipped his shades down enough to wink.

      “So that’s it then.” Glendale lay on my feet. “The gang is all in.”

      “In for whatever this is we all signed up for.” Cade laughed.

      Everyone else joined in. It felt good to laugh even though it also felt wrong with everything else going on.

      I glanced into the crowd and noticed a flit of something grey out of the corner of my eye. I knew I was likely imagining it, but I couldn’t ignore it once I had my glimpse. “Can you excuse me?” I rushed off without waiting for an answer.

      I hurried in the direction I’d seen the grey. I couldn’t be sure, but it had looked an awful lot like that grey fedora hat the creepy guy from the secret basement was wearing.

      I caught a glimpse again and followed him around the corner. I stopped short facing the back of what had to be the same man. He tossed off his suit jacket and the white shirt he’d been wearing underneath. Large black wings extended from his back and he took off into the night sky.

      I released my own wings and took off after him, but I lost him and found nothing but the smoke-filled night sky. I flew around franticly, searching for any sign of the man. I was out of luck. He’d disappeared. I landed back in the shadows, trying to understand what I’d witnessed. He was a Pteron. By his black wings he’d been aligned with Levi’s family at some point in time, yet I had no idea who he was. I’d never met a Pteron who controlled Shadows and could use dark magic before. I searched through my memories trying to place him, but I kept hitting a wall.

      “Hailey, what happened?” Wyatt waited for me to retract my wings.

      “Didn’t you see him?”

      “Who?” Wyatt’s brow furrowed.

      I noticed something grey lying on the floor. I picked up the discarded suit jacket. “The guy in the Fedora. He has wings. He’s a Pteron.” That realization still hadn’t fully sunk in.

      “Are you sure?” Wyatt took the coat from my hands.

      “You really didn’t see him?” I searched Wyatt’s face for confirmation.

      “No, but that doesn’t mean anything. I was some ways behind you.”

      “He’s a Pteron, and I have no idea what that means.”

      Wyatt wrapped his hand around mine. “It means we can’t trust anyone but ourselves.”
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      Thank you for reading Tempt (The Pteron Chronicles #2). I hope you enjoyed it! Please consider leaving an honest review at your point of purchase. Reviews help me in so many ways!

      

      If you would like to know when my next novel is available  you can sign up for my New Release Newsletter.

      

      You can email me at alyssaroseivy@gmail.com

      

      To see a complete list of my books, please visit http://www.alyssaroseivy.com/book-list-faq/
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      The Pteron Chronicles will continue with Taken later in 2018. 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, The Forged Chronicles, and the Heart Chronicles.

      

      Please keep reading for a preview of Soar (The Empire Chronicles #1) a New Adult Paranormal Romance by Alyssa Rose Ivy

       

      www.AlyssaRoseIvy.com

      www.facebook.com/AlyssaRoseIvy

      twitter.com/AlyssaRoseIvy

      AlyssaRoseIvy@gmail.com

       

      To stay up to date on Alyssa’s new releases, join her mailing list: http://eepurl.com/ktlSj
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      In the city that never sleeps the Chronicles continue…

      Serving coffee is temporary, just like Casey's year off from school. She’s going to come up with a plan to stay in New York City and go back to college, and that plan does not involve dating a paranormal creature—let alone two.

      Running the supernatural society of New York is not as fun as it sounds, especially when you still have to answer to your ex-girlfriend’s fiancé. Toby doesn’t mean to bring Casey into the chaos of his life, but he can't resist the girl who makes him smile when he thought no one else ever could.

      Jared's in New York checking out a security risk for his best friend, the king. He plans to return to New Orleans quickly, but not if it means losing his chance with the brunette who pretends she wants nothing to do with him.

      In over her head with a bunch of winged creatures who most definitely are not angels, Casey has to figure out who to trust with her life and maybe her heart.
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      Glowing Eyes. In the chaos of the moment, the only thing I could focus on were the yellow eyes that followed my every move. They were eerie and seemed more at home on an animatronic creation than on the living, breathing animal that had me cornered in the alley. I knew I was stuck, but I didn’t think about death. It wasn’t an option because I wasn’t ready for it. Realistic or not, I was a firm believer that we make our own destiny.

      I stepped back, convinced that if I walked backward slowly enough, I’d escape. I silently cursed Eric for making me throw out the trash after my shift. He was such an ass of an assistant manager.

      At first, the wolf didn’t move—at least I thought it was a wolf, although it seemed two sizes too big. As strange as it should have been to see a giant wolf in an alley, I’d seen far stranger in my nine months of living in New York City.

      “Easy boy,” I said in a half whisper, more for myself than for the beast now taking slow, deliberate steps toward me.

      All of a sudden, he lunged. Gray fur moved in a blur as I blocked my face the best I could in the spilt second I had. A whimper rang out, and I lowered my arms when the contact never came.

      The gray wolf slowly limped out of the alley. I searched for an explanation as I struggled to regain my breath and vaguely saw another figure disappear into the distance. He could have been any man, except that in my adrenaline-rich state, I could have sworn he had wings.

      My head started to spin, and I reached out for something to hold onto. Then everything went black.

      

      ***

      

      “Hey, Bates! Are you okay?”

      I forced my eyes open, confused about the cause of my killer headache and the fogginess permeating my head.

      “Casey?” Eric bent down next to me with some legitimate concern on his face. “Are you all right?”

      “How long have I been out here?” I glanced around, trying to make sense of how I ended up face down in a pile of trash outside my place of work.

      “Not too long. When you never came in from tossing the trash I got worried.”

      Likely. Eric was probably more worried about being named in a potential law suit.

      “I’m fine… I think.” I struggled to remember what had happened. The only memory I had couldn’t be real. It involved a wolf and a strange guy with wings. Evidently I managed to pass out and hit my head on a trash can. Because that’s normal.

      “Are you sure? Do you think you can walk?”

      “Yeah, I can walk.” The alternative was to let him carry me inside. Despite his good looks, Eric’s personality nullified any desire to have him hold me, even if walking seemed like an insurmountable task at the moment. Out of necessity, I accepted his outstretched hand and leaned heavily on his shoulder. My head continued to throb, and all I wanted to do was get home and lie down.

      He put me down on the couch in the break room. The worn sofa wasn’t a place I ever wanted to lay my head, considering it was twenty years old and had probably never been cleaned, but I didn’t have a choice. The world was spinning.

      “Did you hit your head?” Eric asked, taking a seat next to me. His muscular arm blocked my view of the room.

      I reached up and touched the knot forming on the back of my head. “Yes. I have no idea how.”

      “Only you would do something that ridiculous.” He routinely made fun of me, but something was off. Then again, I’d hit my head so maybe everything was off.

      “Can you get my purse? It’s in that locker.” I pointed around him to where I’d stowed my stuff.

      “Sure.” He walked across the room and retrieved my ancient knock-off Gucci. He handed it to me, and I fished out my phone.

      “Are you calling someone to get you?” He settled in next to me. The couch sunk down from the extra weight.

      “Yeah. My cousin.” I hit Rhett’s name on my contacts list.

      “Casey?” Rhett answered after two rings. Five years older than me, Rhett and I didn’t hang out much, but he was being seriously awesome by letting me crash in the spare bedroom (read closet) in his apartment in the Village.

      “Any chance you could walk down to Coffee Heaven?”

      “Sure…but is there a particular reason why?” He sounded distracted, which probably meant he was buried in his research. A twinge of guilt went through me when I thought about bothering him, but asking Eric to walk me home was out of the question, and we were the only two closing.

      “I kind of passed out and hit my head.”

      “What?” Shuffling, followed by a door slamming, let me know he was on his way. I worked a few blocks from Rhett’s place, so I knew it wouldn’t be long. “Hold tight. I’ll be right there.”

      “I could have walked you home.” Eric stood up, probably getting ready to unlock the front door for Rhett. He opened his mouth like he wanted to say more, but he quickly shut it.

      “Rhett doesn’t mind.”

      Eric mumbled something incomprehensible before stomping off through the doorway. I didn’t really get him. He was a jerk to me most of the time, but then other times he got almost protective.

      Eric returned minutes later with Rhett on his heels.

      “You okay, Case?” Rhett kneeled down in front of me. As usual, his brown hair was all rumpled, and it looked like he hadn’t showered yet. It was ten o’clock at night.

      “I think so.”

      “What happened to her?” He looked at Eric, an unspoken accusation hanging in the air.

      “I’m not positive. She went out to toss the trash and when I came out to look for her, she was on the ground.”

      “Next time, throw out the trash yourself.” Rhett helped me up. “Casey won’t be coming in to work tomorrow.”

      “Hey. I will so. I need the shift.” My savings were dwindling, and that didn’t bode well for going back to school the next semester.

      Rhett shook his head. “No, you don’t.”

      “I do. Eric, don’t find someone to cover me. I’ll be in.”

      “See you tomorrow, Bates.” Eric blatantly ignored my cousin and called me by my last name. No matter how many times I reminded him that I preferred he use my first name, he disregarded the request.

      “Night,” I called just before the door closed behind us, leaving us in the brisk night air.

      “You’re a glutton for punishment, kid.”

      “Who are you calling kid?” I linked my arm with Rhett’s as we walked past Washington Square Park. I was feeling better but was still light headed.

      “You’re nineteen. You’re a kid.”

      “I don’t feel like one.” Working full time and trying to support myself on only a step above minimum wage had been an eye opening experience, even with the ridiculously cheap rent I owed Rhett.

      “Usually you don’t act like one. Rushing to get back to your crap job is acting like a kid.”

      “It’s the only job I have, and I need it.” Beggars can’t be choosers in New York when it comes to making money with only a high school diploma and almost no previous work experience. Funny how working at a summer camp doesn’t do much for a resume.

      “Or you could pick a less expensive school and not worry so much about financial aid.”

      “Says the guy working on his PhD at NYU?”

      “Hey, they pay me now.” He opened the exterior door to our building.

      “They didn’t when you were an undergrad.”

      He let go of me so he could unlock the inner door. You had to tug on the door at the same time you turned the key or it didn’t work. The super was supposed to fix the temperamental lock months before. “True, but my scholarship covered most of it.”

      I stood just inside the entryway. “All right, can’t argue with that.”

      “Can you make it?” He gestured to the stairs. We lived in a third floor walkup.

      “Maybe.” I headed toward the stairs that currently looked like mountains. “It’s worth a try.”

      Ten minutes later, I was propped up on the couch with a bottle of water. Rhett worried over me for another few minutes before I made him get back to work. I flipped through the channels, hoping for some random movie. There was absolutely nothing on, so I settled for the local news.

      Another animal attack has been reported in Bryant Park. Authorities have not released the names of the victims, but once again citizens are urged to use caution when frequenting outdoor areas after dark.

      I’d seen two other news reports just like it that week, although both reported attacks in different parts of the city. I thought of the wolf in the alley. It must have just been my overactive imagination messing with me. I needed sleep, and lots of it. I switched off the TV and closed my eyes. I didn’t even have the energy to move to my room.

      Soar is available now!

      
        Want to stay up to date on Alyssa Rose Ivy’s releases? Join her mailing list: http://eepurl.com/ktlSj
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