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      Fire. All I dreamed of now was fire. Not the fire of warmth and passion. The fire of destruction and ash. The kind of fire that obliterates everything in its path. I saw it when I was awake too. It followed me everywhere.

      I turned over in the makeshift bed, not wanting to move out of Wyatt’s arms but needing to. I needed air.

      He blamed himself. I didn’t blame him. But it was impossible to forget that it was his fire that destroyed the Crescent City Hotel, even though he unequivocally did it to save me.

      I gave myself a moment to watch his chest rise and fall. To once again marvel at the way his tattoo-like marks crisscrossed his muscular abdomen and arms. To notice how the light stubble on his chin had grown thicker now. And to see that his sleep wasn’t peaceful either.

      I walked out of the small apartment and onto the balcony. I looked up at the dark sky and longed to spread my wings. But I couldn’t. I had to keep a low profile. I needed to stay out of sight, and hopefully out of mind, until we figured out what was going on and more importantly where everyone was. We’d cut off all communication after our first twenty-five attempts to connect with friends and family were met with voicemails and out of service messages. Something big was going on, and we had to be careful. But I was desperate to know what others in The Society thought. The others who hadn’t disappeared into thin air—if there were any others that fell into that category.

      “Couldn’t sleep either?” Wyatt’s arms wrapped around my waist. He pulled me back against him.

      I allowed myself a moment to enjoy the comfort. Maybe I couldn’t fly, but if I was stuck on the ground at least it was with Wyatt. “We should be doing something more. Not sleeping.”

      “I know, and I feel the same way. But we can’t. We have to stay out of sight a little bit longer. We can’t investigate until the human authorities are done and we can secure the area. Whoever did this is out there.”

      “We know who did this. The guy in the fedora. The Pteron.” I made myself add that last part. I had to remember he’d been one of our own. It wasn’t the first time a Pteron had turned dark. It happened more than I wanted to admit, even to the most long-standing families, but that didn’t make it easier.

      “We know he is part of it. We still don’t know who he’s working for.” Wyatt tightened his arms around me. I snuggled into him more. I needed him whether I wanted to or not. Need didn’t equal weakness, I reminded myself. Too bad I didn’t quite believe it.

      “Technically he could be at the top.” I thought back on the weird memories that belonged to Rose—my great-aunt. I got nothing.

      “Then why would he have been there himself at the headquarters? Wouldn’t he have sent someone more expendable?” Wyatt was playing devil’s advocate, and I appreciated it. I needed help thinking things through. “Also, how does he tie in with Randolph and Veronica? It’s almost as if there are two different groups involved.”

      “They connect. Somehow. And it’s all tied into the Emerald Flame organization. We should be able to figure this all out.”

      “I know.” His words were low, nearly a whisper.

      “The trick is figuring out how they are connected. Once we do that maybe we have a shot at finding them.” I was trying to convince myself. Saying it out loud helped.

      “We’ll find her.” He didn’t need to say Allie’s name. I was worried about everyone who’d seemingly disappeared from The Society headquarters but for her the most. I was also worried about my brother. I wanted to make sure he was okay, but I couldn’t take the chance of drawing the enemy closer to him and his mate, especially not with Daisy pregnant.

      I turned in Wyatt’s arms. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Of course I’m here.” He moved one hand and ran his fingers down my cheek.

      “I mean I’m glad we’re in this together.”

      “We’re going to be in everything together unless you’ve changed your mind about being my mate.” There was the barest hint of doubt in his voice. I hated it. His confidence was one of the things that drew me to him in the first place.

      “I’m not changing my mind. I don’t blame you for anything.” I’d say it over and over again until he believed me. I understood misplaced guilt. I’d experienced it more than once in my life.

      “I know what that place meant to you.” He kept complete eye contact. His eyes were full of so many different emotions.

      “I grew up there in a lot of ways. And it was where I spent nearly all my time the past few years, but it was just a place. Buildings can be replaced. Not people.” That saying had always been just that to me. A saying. Now I understood it meant so much more than the words. It wasn’t the building I mourned for—but the people inside it. And what it stood for. What would happen to New Orleans, and the rest of the country and world, without The Society keeping things in line?

      “And they weren’t there when the fire started. We will find them.” He cupped my face with his hand.

      “I know. I’ll believe it eventually.”

      “Probably when they are back.”

      “Probably,” I admitted.

      He brushed his lips against mine. “Have faith.”

      “I always have faith.”

      “Always?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “Okay. Not always. Often.”

      He narrowed his eyes.

      A small smile escaped my lips. “Sometimes.”

      “We will get them back. Owen and Daisy will be okay too. We will all come out of this okay.”

      “You don’t really know that,” I called him out on it. “You’re saying that for my sake.”

      “What’s the alternative? To give up?”

      “No. That’s not an option at all.” I wouldn’t give up until Randolph and everyone else paid. I would get Allie back and keep Owen and his family safe. I wouldn’t let anyone down.

      “Exactly. All we can do is stay positive and work our hardest.”

      “We need to get back to the hotel—well, what’s left of it. He may have left clues. Troy said your mother sent me there for a reason. Maybe the reason wasn’t the fire. Maybe it was to find something.” There had to be something down there in that room. I closed my eyes and tried to remember. I remembered the man with the candle. His words about loving my great-aunt but having to kill her. He’d said he had to kill me too. And those dark things. The Shadows. Then there was fire.

      “Troy and Sol are checking it out to let us know it’s clear before they head out of the city.”

      “I seem to recall you saying we can’t trust anyone but each other.” Wyatt’s words had hit me hard, but I’d known they were true.

      “We can’t fully, but we’re going to have to trust some in order to meet our goals. They have nothing to gain by lying to us about the state of the hotel.”

      “True.” Still, putting trust in anyone at the moment was nearly impossible.

      “There’s no way you are going back to sleep, is there?” He ran his fingers up and down the bare skin of my arm.

      “Nope. Not at all.” I was lucky I’d slept at all.

      “Me neither.” He brushed his lips against mine again. “But any chance you want to lie down again for a while? At least while we wait for the sun to come up.”

      “Lie down?” It was my turn to raise an eyebrow. “Is that your way of trying to get me back into bed with you for other reasons?”

      “I know you have a lot on your mind… but sometimes a distraction can help.”

      “You are way more than a distraction.” He was real. He was passion. He was love.

      “Am I?” He grazed his teeth over my lip.

      “Yes.” He was so much more, and I wanted to resist him. But sometimes I couldn’t. Sometimes his magnetic eyes and mouth were too much.

      All at once my anger and fear disappeared, and I was wrapped up in his arms being carried back to the makeshift bed I knew I wouldn’t want to leave this time.
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      It was hard to watch her. It was hard to ignore the guilt bubbling up inside. The charred remains were caused by me. By my fire. I’d only used it to save her, and I’d do it again in a heartbeat, but that didn’t make it easier to look at the rubble that used to be a grand hotel and the headquarters of a powerful supernatural society. Actually of more than one society. The history of that building couldn’t be overstated. And now it was just that. History.

      Laced with the guilt was memories of what we’d just shared, of a passion more intense than any I could have imagined. We’d make it through this. Somehow. Some way.

      “Are you sure your repellant spell will hold, Nadia?” Hailey eyed a young witch who’d been waiting for us when we arrived. “We can’t take the chance of someone stumbling in on us while we search.”

      “Yes. For the hundredth time. If I wasn’t good at what I did, would Jared use my services?” Nadia twisted a strand of her brown hair around her finger.

      “No. No, he wouldn’t.” Hailey sighed. “But it’s not like I can officially check your references right now. Everyone is missing.”

      Missing. That was the best word any of us could come up with. Our phone calls to anyone connected to The Society had been unreturned. Most of my associates didn’t own that sort of technology, which was why Troy was off looking for anyone he could find.

      Until we heard more I was walking a thin line between giving Hailey the space she needed and making sure she didn’t distract herself too much from what was important. “I know you’re stressed, but it’s better that we focus and finish up here. No matter how good the spell is, it can’t last forever.” Plus no spell was perfect. Some creatures could see through anything. Our enemies included some of those creatures. They held powers I didn’t even want to explain to Hailey. It would upset her even more.

      “I know.” Her shoulders sagged as she continued walking around the remains of the building. I wished I could read her mind—I’d never abused that power with others before, but it would come in handy. Hailey’s mind was a closed book to me, and at the moment it frustrated me to no end.

      “What are we looking for exactly?” Eloise tailed behind Hailey, her long hair flying behind her in the light breeze. “You keep saying clues. What clues?”

      “The smoking gun equivalent.” Cade ripped open a package of beef jerky and bit into it. How he could eat at a time like this I didn’t know, but I was no longer surprised by what the Pteron did. Hailey seemed to like his presence, and we needed any allies we could get. “I’d think.”

      “Or even something smaller—you never know what’s going to be important.” Hailey didn’t glance over at him. Her eyes were still trained on the ground.

      “Where is Troy? Shouldn’t he be back already?” Eloise looked to me with her question.

      I shrugged. Troy was like a brother to me, but that didn’t mean I could track him. “In theory, but I’d rather he look everywhere. I don’t want to leave any stones unturned.”

      “Agreed.” Hailey nodded. “Plus we are nowhere near done here.”

      Cade shot me a look. It said a whole lot. Basically, Hailey was losing it, and I was supposed to do something.

      The best course of action with her seemed to be to do nothing. Not nothing in the ‘I don’t care’ sense, but the nothing in the ‘let her do what she needed to do' sense. Maybe she was right and there was some clue waiting for us in the rubble. Maybe she was wrong. Either way, I had to let her see it through.

      She walked around the footprint of the hotel stopping every so often. I held back until she stopped short, bent down, and started digging.

      I knelt down beside her. “Did you find something?”

      She pulled at a bit of black material just below the piles of ash and concrete.

      I reached out to help but thought better of it. She’d prefer to do this herself. I found myself dialing back my natural instinct to help quite a lot when it came to Hailey. I doubted I’d ever get used to it.

      She pulled the object fully out. It was a black leather book covered in dirt and grime. There was a small emblem of a flame on the cover.

      “Do you know what that is?” I leaned over her shoulder.

      She shook her head. “I know it’s Emerald Flame, but beyond that, no.”

      “I think I do.” Covered in dirt or not, I recognized the weathered leather. I took the book from her hands and wiped off some of the grim from the side. A small keyhole became visible. Yes. It was exactly the book I thought it was.

      “Let’s break that lock.” Hailey tugged at it with her fingers.

      “We can’t. We need the key.” In addition to being made of an unbreakable metal, it was protected by multiple charms. This book may have been left lying around, but it wasn’t unprotected.

      She gazed at me while keeping an eye on the book. “How do you know?”

      “Because I’ve seen this book before.”

      “Where?” She pulled the book against her chest without caring that it meant getting dirt all over her tank top. It was already dirty. We hadn’t worried about finding fresh clothes.

      “You know I’m Emerald Flame, Hailey. And you are too. But I was actually part of it. I’ve lived so much already.” I wasn’t ready to explain everything about my past.

      “All the books in there were Emerald Flame. They all had that emblem.” She pointed to the small flame pictured on the front.

      “But were they locked?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “There’s a reason this one is locked.” And a reason why it would be so hard to open. No amount of physical force was going to change that.

      “And are you going to tell us why?” Cade yawned. “I’m getting pretty tired of waiting.”

      I ignored him and addressed Hailey. “It’s a book of prophecies.”

      “Prophecies.” Cade let out a low laugh. “Right.”

      “Don’t laugh at it.” Eloise peered at the book. “Prophecies can be real.”

      “You bet your ass they can be.” Nadia pulled the book from Hailey’s hands. “As real as anything. But there are just as many fake ones as real ones. Well, really more.” She turned the book over in her hands before handing it back.

      “How do you know Jared again?” Hailey narrowed her eyes.

      “It’s a long story.” Nadia looked off across the street where a few cops mulled around completely oblivious to us.

      “Can’t be that long,” I pressed for Hailey’s sake rather than mine. I barely knew the Pteron she was asking about, but I knew she viewed him like a brother.

      “We’ve helped each other out before.” Nadia was still staring anywhere but at us.

      Hailey shrugged. “Fine. Don’t tell me. We have bigger things to worry about.”

      “And don’t read into what I said. It’s more that things didn’t happen than they did. Plus pretty quickly he’d met Vera.” There was a slight iciness to her voice. Clearly, she’d been into Jared, but as Hailey had said, we had bigger things going on.

      Hailey brushed some hair off her forehead, leaving a smudge of dirt behind. “It’s hard to imagine him without Vera now.”

      “You mean you’ve forgotten his bad boy player image?” Cade grinned. “He probably wouldn’t appreciate that.”

      “I doubt he’d care.” Hailey examined the lock again.

      I rubbed the dirt off her forehead. Sometimes I hated how much history Hailey had with Cade, even if it wasn’t of the romantic type, but then I remembered I had a whole lot more history with women. I had no right to care. “None of that matters right now.” I probably sounded harsh, but I wouldn’t be doing Hailey, or anyone, any favors if I didn’t keep us on track. “We need to find the key.”

      “And where are we going to find it?” Hailey ran her fingertips over the spine of the book.

      “I have a hunch on where one copy will be.” I hoped Hailey would go along with me on this. It was a long shot, but it was the closest option I could think of.

      “One copy?” Hailey studied the keyhole. “Are there multiple?”

      “There were four made.” It was time to cut to the chase. “I believe Georgina has one of them.”

      “Georgina? Levi’s grandmother?” Hailey asked for clarification even though we all knew exactly who I meant.

      “Yes. At least she had one last time I knew.”

      “Why would she have it? Why not Robert? Or Levi? Aren’t the keys passed down or something?” She asked a very logical question.

      “It doesn’t work that way.”

      “Well, I’ve tried calling her already. She’s probably disappeared too.”

      “I doubt she has the key on her. We need to get into her house. Even if we can’t find the key, we might find a clue for who has it now.”

      “You don’t know where the other three are, do you?” Hailey raised an eyebrow.

      There was no reason to pretend. “I know where two are. They aren’t in places we can or want to go.”

      “You do know sneaking into Georgina’s house isn’t going to be easy either?” Hailey crossed her arms. “Her security is legendary.”

      “Yes, but I’m pretty sure we’ll all come out of it alive.” I let my words fall without any other explanation. Hopefully, she understood how serious I was being.

      “Okay… yeah, not interested in those other keys then.” Cade took the final bite of his jerky before crumbling the wrapper into a ball and stuffing it into his pocket. I had to give the guy credit for not littering.

      “I don’t remember you being such a scaredy-cat,” Hailey spun to look at Cade. “Wait. I do.”

      Cade smirked in response. “I value my life. Not going to pretend otherwise.”

      I didn’t wait for them to get into a full on argument. “And I have one other idea of how to find Georgina’s key if we run into a wall.”

      “What?” Hailey turned toward me.

      “Mayanne.”

      “Mayanne, the witch?” She narrowed her eyes.

      “Will you stop discussing witches with disdain?” Nadia snapped.

      “Sorry,” Hailey mumbled. “Some habits die hard.”

      “At least you’re not a vampire.” Cade nudged Nadine playfully. “Think of how she’d address you then.”

      “As if you’d address a vampire any differently.” Hailey pointed at him.

      Nadia stepped away from Cade. “Do you have what you need, Hailey? Can I release the spell?”

      “I thought it could last as long as we needed?” Hailey’s hand returned to her hip.

      Nadia stiffened. “It can, but that doesn’t mean I want it to.”

      “Why not?” Hailey threw back.

      Nadia frowned. “Because the longer I hold the spell the more likely it is another witch will notice it and figure out I was here.”

      “And why does that matter?” Hailey narrowed her eyes.

      “Long story.”

      “I like long stories.” Cade grinned. “Well, unless they are about Jared. I was okay skipping that one.”

      “I may or may not have borrowed something from a coven leader.”

      “Meaning you stole something?” Hailey shook her head. “Fantastic.”

      “Oh, like you should talk?” Nadia took a step toward Hailey. “You aren’t exactly a rule follower.”

      Hailey stood her ground. “I only break the rules when it’s for the greater good.”

      “How do you know I didn’t do this for the greater good? I am helping you now.”

      “For a price. Or did you forget that part of our deal?”

      We’d offered to pay her a handsome fee if she could give us some time without prying eyes. Nadia had been more than happy to oblige.

      Nadia shrugged. “That’s beside the point.”

      “How is it beside the point? Compensation means you aren’t doing it for the greater good.”

      “Can’t two things coincide?”

      And now this was too much arguing. I put a hand on Hailey’s shoulder. “Hey, can we talk for a second?” I was treading on thin ice, but I couldn’t just stand there and watch the woman I loved explode. Hailey liked being argumentative, but this was taking things to a whole new level.

      “Sure.” She walked off. I followed after shooting everyone a look to let them know to stay back. Hearing this from me would be one thing, if Cade got involved it would be much worse.

      “I know you’re stressed.”

      “And you’re going to tell me I should lay off the witch. I get it. I shouldn’t have taken it out on her.”

      “That’s not what I’m going to say. I’d think you’d know me better than that.” I looked into her eyes, hating the pain and fear I saw there. Where had the lightness and happiness gone? I’d seen it briefly in bed earlier, but it had disappeared again—along with all of her closest friends.

      “Then what are you going to say?”

      “I’m going to say we need to keep moving. We need to find the key.”

      “Okay.” She nodded. “You really think this book has answers?”

      “I know it has answers. The question is will they be the right ones.”

      “Right as in the ones we want to find?”

      “Yes. Sometimes answers bring more problems, but right now we need any information we can get.” I had no other ideas. That wasn’t like me. Usually, I had limitless plans.

      “We have to find Allie.”

      “I know.” I reached out for Hailey. “I know.”

      “We have to take down Randolph. We can’t let anything happen to Owen and Daisy’s baby…”

      “I know.” I looked into her eyes, hoping my eyes could express a fraction of what I wanted to say. She was strong—stronger than nearly anyone I knew—but we all have our breaking point. I couldn’t let her get any closer to hers.

      “Do we wait for nightfall and fly, or track down a car?”

      “We take a car.” Wasting time wasn’t an option. I’d lived through many things, but the disappearance of so many creatures, especially ones as powerful as the King of The Society, wasn’t a frequent occurrence.

      She nodded. “Good. I want to keep moving.” Great minds think alike.
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      It was all a dream. It had to be. A really bad dream I was struggling to wake up from. But if it was a nightmare, why was Wyatt there? Maybe that was the part that was supposed to keep me from going insane. I liked being independent, but he had lived so much longer than I had and knew so much more. And he gave my badly damaged confidence some resuscitation. I tried to remember what life was like a few short weeks before. Things were changing so fast I couldn’t keep up.

      I stared out the window and watched the city disappear. Our best hope was finding a key at Georgina’s house. That might involve breaking and entering. I’d grown to love the matriarch of the Laurent family, and she liked me well enough, but that didn’t mean I felt great about the plan. The whole thing would have been easier with Allie around. She probably had an extra key to Georgina’s place. But then again, Allie’s absence was at the core of the problem we were trying to solve. Had it only been yesterday when the threat had seemed far away? I’d been worried about getting Allie and Levi to believe me. I’d have never imagined things morphing into this kind of problem instead.

      I sat in the front passenger seat with Wyatt behind the wheel. Cade and Eloise sat in the back. Troy and Sol were still nowhere to be seen. I hoped their travels were productive, and they found someone. Anyone. We needed help. Finding the key or not, we still had to face powerful demons.

      “Too bad Georgina won’t be home.” Cade leaned forward toward the front. “Although I’m not sure if she’d be happy to see me.”

      I turned to look at him. “Has she ever been happy to see you?”

      “No… not exactly.” He rested a hand on the back of Wyatt’s seat.

      “So maybe it’s better she won’t be.” I debated trying to call her again, but if we were being tracked that wouldn’t be a good thing. Even if by some miracle she was there, it would be better to appear unannounced, regardless of whether we weren’t met with a warm welcome.

      “She’d probably blame me for all of it,” Cade mumbled.

      “Why?” Eloise spoke for the first time since we’d left the city. She’d been sitting silently with her hands in her lap. I didn’t know her well enough to determine if this was typical behavior for her or not.

      “She just will. Either that or she’d blame Hailey.” Cade leaned back in his seat.

      “It’s not as if any of this is my fault.” Yet I felt guilty somehow. As if I should have acted faster. I’d wasted so much time in that light tunnel portal thing. “We’re lucky we even know who’s behind it.”

      “Yeah, but you think that would matter to Georgina? The saying ‘don’t shoot the messenger’ is used for a reason.” Cade stretched his legs out in front of him.

      I groaned. “Wonderful. Maybe it’s good she’s likely not there. Facing her wouldn’t be fun.”

      “You’ve faced far worse things.” Eloise’s voice was soft, but it was also pointed.

      “I have.” And I’d even had to face some of them alone. This time at least I wasn’t alone.

      “And you generally come out on top,” Eloise added.

      I turned around. “Generally come out on top? Aren’t you supposed to be my Guardian Pixie?”

      “Yes.” Confusion crossed her face. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Nothing.” I faced forward. “Nothing at all.” It wasn’t worth the energy of trying to explain the whole concept of being my personal cheerleader. Evidently that wasn’t part of her job description.

      “You don’t have to come out on top this time. You just have to come out with a key.” Wyatt cracked a smile.

      “And that’s going to be easy.” I was trying to tone down my sarcasm, but it still slipped out.

      “I never said it would be easy. But it has nothing to do with upsetting anyone. If she is there, which would be great news for us whether she’s angry or not, she’s going to help. She has the same goals as we do. You’ve never let fear of what others think get to you before. Why do it now?”

      “I’m not letting it get to me.” I wasn’t letting anything get to me. I just hated wasting time in the car. I wished we could just fly in the daytime. It would be a whole lot faster. But I knew it could bring attention to the paranormal community, which we couldn’t afford.

      “She’s just in a mood.” Cade chuckled.

      I turned around. “Watch it.”

      “What? It’s true. I’ve known you for years, and you’re never like this. It’s been an insane few days. I get it. Wyatt gets it. Eloise gets it. Everyone gets it.”

      “I get it.” Glendale appeared suddenly on my lap, pushing the leather bound book halfway off the seat. I caught it before it hit the floor as I tried to process his sudden arrival. No matter how many times you see a cat appear out of thin air, it still seems incredibly unnatural. “Uh, hi.” I slipped the book into my backpack. I couldn’t risk anything happening to it.

      “Hi.” His yellow eyes glowed. “Always nice to see you, Hailey.”

      “Yeah, sure. Great. Where have you been?” I believed in getting right to the point.

      “Busy.” He licked his paw.

      “Busy doing what?” I was filled with a mix of annoyance that he’d been gone so long and hopefulness that he had news. Also, although I’d never admit it, relief that he hadn’t disappeared too.

      “Trying to help your friends. The big one and the pretty one with the tail.” He continued his grooming.

      “Hunter and Anastasia? Are they okay?” With everything else going on I’d pushed their plight to the corner of my mind, but that didn’t mean I’d forgotten about them.

      “Still down in the maze; Veronica set up an enchantment that won’t allow me to transport them out.”

      “But they were there? Still?” That was good news. Sort of. Being stuck in her maze was awful, but at least they hadn’t disappeared.

      “Yes. I saw them. Still there. Still breathing. At least they were when I left.” Glendale’s tail swished from side to side, nearly hitting me in the face.

      “Glendale, was that last bit necessary?” Eloise snapped.

      “Yes. Yes, it was. Hailey wanted details. She got details.”

      “Not those kind of details.” Eloise was not a Glendale fan. That much was obvious.

      “Picky, picky.” Glendale started to swish his tail again.

      I moved my head to the side to avoid his long tail. I’d learned not to touch him more than I had to.

      “Back to the enchantment.” Wyatt put his hand on top of mine where it rested on the center console. “She’s doing that for one reason. She’s trying to lure us in.”

      “I might also add I brought your friends food and water. I should get some credit,” Glendale interrupted.

      “I should hope you would’ve done that.” Eloise sighed.

      “You forget I’m a demon. Don’t take my generosity for granted.”

      “Demon or not, you can care for others.” From a glance behind me, I could see Eloise had turned beet red.

      “That goes counter to what I am.” Glendale’s tail stopped moving.

      “But not who you are.” Eloise’s words were sharp.

      “Oh wow.” Cade laughed. “This conversation is too much. Guardian Pixie and demon go at it about what a soul really is.”

      Glendale hissed.

      Cade held up his hands in front of him as if in defense. “Just saying.”

      “Just saying what?” Glendale barred his teeth at him. “Anyway. The dragon was starting to talk about more important matters.”

      “More important matters than who you are?” Eloise sounded hurt. Almost wounded. Since when was she so concerned with Glendale’s well-being? Maybe the disappearance of so many paranormals had made her value who was around. Either way, I couldn’t worry about it much at the moment.

      Glendale made a noise that suggested he was about to cough up a hairball.

      Eloise groaned. “Fine. I’ll stop. For now.”

      “If she’s trying to lure us in, it’s a trap.” I took the opportunity to move back to the important conversation.

      “Of course it’s a trap.” Glendale rolled over onto his back. He had no problem getting comfortable on my lap.

      “For all of us?” Wyatt changed lanes to get around a slow-moving pick-up truck. “Because the who is important.” He slowed down slightly once we were moved over into the right lane again. “That’s going to determine how we handle it.”

      “It’s probably for me.” I’d been the one Veronica had wanted in the beginning. My family was somehow in the center of this—whether for good reason or not.

      “We don’t know that for sure.” Wyatt squeezed my hand. “But it’s likely.”

      “Wow. You’re admitting it.” I was waiting for him to deny it.

      “Does that surprise you? I’m not going to lie to you.”

      “No.” I nodded. I shouldn’t have been surprised. “And I’m glad. I don’t want life sugar-coated.”

      Cade’s face came into view beside me. “I’m sure he’d give you plenty of sugar.”

      I went to swat him away, but he was already back in his seat. “Cade!”

      “Just saying. Sometimes life is easier that way.”

      “I don’t want easy. I want the truth.”

      Wyatt let go of my hand and turned on the radio. “Hailey is the likely target. So what does that mean?” He flipped through a few stations.

      “Nothing at the moment. We stick with the plan. Get the key.”

      “Oh, a key.” Glendale rolled onto his side. “I take it you mean a key to the book.”

      “You know what the book is?” I studied him. As always when he was around, I was searching for some sort of physical evidence of the demon he really was.

      “It’s a book of prophecies. I’ve been wondering when it would turn up again.” He turned his head so he was looking at the book.

      “Have you seen the inside then?” He had my attention.

      “Of course.” Glendale flipped his tail again. It made contact with my hand, but I didn’t care.

      “When?” Wyatt hit scan, and the radio continued moving through stations. Most of which weren’t coming in.

      “Dates aren’t important. Don’t you agree, Dragon?” There was something in Glendale’s voice—the way he rolled his eyes toward Wyatt—that didn’t feel right.

      “I agree.” Wyatt straightened in his seat. “We need to get into the book.”

      “Of course. And where are we going to find the key?” Glendale righted himself.

      “We?” I let the skepticism seep into my voice. “You’re in on this now too?”

      “I’m sitting here, aren’t I?” He stared at me as if daring me to disagree. “I already decided what side I was on. It would be a little late to jump ship now.”

      “He may be helpful,” Eloise pointed out. “Getting us inside. Since he can go pretty much anywhere.”

      “Yes, I can, but I’m not going into that place alone.” Glendale’s whiskers stood on end.

      Cade laughed. “Afraid of an old lady?”

      Glendale arched his back. I pushed him off my lap before his claws could dig into me. He hopped onto the dashboard in front of me. “Georgina isn’t old. And she isn’t just a lady. It would be good to have some fear of her.”

      “She’s not going to be there.” I resisted the urge to pull him off the dash. He was a demon after all, not to mention he’d probably destroy the dash in the process. We’d borrowed the car. At least I assumed that’s how Wyatt had found the aging Nissan. “Everyone else has disappeared.”

      “Not everyone. Just everyone you’re concerned with.” Glendale purred.

      His words hit me hard. “Who else have you seen?”

      “I already told you about your friends.”

      “Who else?” I was losing patience by the second.

      “No one you know.” He pawed at something invisible. Sometimes he did things that made it so hard to remember he wasn’t really a cat.

      “Glendale.”

      “Yes?” He asked innocently.

      “You’re lying.”

      “What makes you say that?” He continued to paw—but this time with his other one.

      “I just know. I can always tell.”

      “You don’t know that. I may lie all the time. I am a demon after all.”

      “Why are you so big on reminding us that you’re a demon?” I bent my head so I could look him right in the eyes. “What’s going on?”

      He didn’t blink. “I saw her again.”

      “Who?” I gave up the staring contest and leaned back against my seat.

      “No one.”

      “Glendale.” I was losing patience.

      “The Allure.”

      “Which Allure? Daisy?” My heart rate accelerated.

      “No.” Glendale sighed. “If I was talking about your brother’s wife I would have said so.”

      “Brother’s wife is also known as sister-in-law,” Cade interjected. “Just saying.”

      Glendale yawned. “Violet. I believe that’s her name.”

      “You know her name is Violet.” Wyatt took his eyes off the road long enough to frown at Glendale.

      “Fine. Violet. That’s her name. I saw her. So she’s still around.”

      “You saw her where?” I pressed. “Details now.”

      “Pushy, pushy.” He flopped over on the dash. “Ever hear of please?”

      “Glendale.” I gritted my teeth.

      “Fine. I saw her hanging around Angel Oak.”

      “When did you have time to go there?” With everything else going on he’d been out exploring the Charleston, South Carolina area?

      “It only took a minute.”

      “You are up to something.”

      “Of course I’m up to something. It’s called self-preservation.”

      “Is this a trap?” Panic seized me. “Are you trying to hurt us?”

      “I swore to you I’m on your side. What more do you want?” he pointed his toes up toward the roof.

      “Stop being so sketchy.”

      “Sketchy?” he rolled over toward the edge of the dash. “If you want sketchy talk to your dragon.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I glanced at Wyatt.

      “I mean you don’t know everything.”

      “What don’t I know?” I thought about the earlier part of the conversation. His weird tone about timing not being important.

      “Glendale, I’m warning you.” Wyatt scowled.

      “Do you know what he’s talking about?” I was used to being annoyed with Glendale. Not Wyatt. I really didn’t want to have a reason to be.

      “I’ve told you what I could so far.”

      “So far?” A pain shot into my chest. Is this when everything fell apart? Forget the visions Jesalyn had given me. My head started to swim. On top of everything else I now had to worry about what Wyatt was holding back from me? After he said he was the only one I could trust? In other words, I could now trust no one but myself. The reality hit me like a rock.

      “It’s not as big a deal as he’s making it out to be.” Wyatt gripped the wheel with both hands.

      “Then just tell her.” Cade’s tone was surprisingly serious.

      “It’s not that simple.” Wyatt slowed down and turned onto a smaller road. “We are almost there. Let’s get that key and then we’ll talk. I swear you can trust me. I love you.” He’d never said he loved me publicly before. That should have meant something, but did it?

      Eloise sighed. “Aw, that’s so sweet.”

      “There’s nothing sweet about the current situation.” I slumped down in my chair.

      “Who wants sugar now?” Cade patted my arm.

      “All I want is for this nightmare to end.”

      Wyatt reached out for my hand, but I pulled it away. Things couldn’t get any worse, could they?
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      Hailey was pissed. Really pissed. And there was absolutely nothing I could do. Telling her the whole truth was important. But not as important as getting that key. She could forgive anything I had to tell her. It was all in the past anyway. In the distant past. But failing to save Allie? That she would never ever get over.

      I drove down the alley of oaks that lined the drive to the Laurent’s country estate—more often referred to as Georgina’s house.

      “Are you absolutely positive you can’t get Hunter and Anastasia out?” Eloise asked pulling me from my thoughts. She was asking Glendale of course, but I was curious about his answer also.

      “They aren’t weak. They can hold their own.” Glendale jumped onto the center console. “Stop worrying.”

      “Hold their own against Veronica?” Hailey turned in her seat.

      “Sure. Not to mention she isn’t going to touch them. It’s a trap to lure Hailey in. We just had this conversation. Now you have me wasting my breath. Let’s talk about Georgina more. I hope she’s home. I bet she’ll spoil me with treats.”

      “Didn’t you just say you are afraid to face her alone? Besides, you are a demon. Not a cat. You seemed so keen on reminding us of that.” Hailey was still slumped down in her seat. I wanted to reach out for her again, but she’d made her feelings clear. I’d talk to her and clear the air as soon as I could.

      “And demons shouldn’t have treats?” Glendale sat up tall.

      “Forget I said anything.” Hailey turned to look out the window.

      “No. I don’t think I will.” Glendale returned to Hailey’s lap. “So, Hailey. How have you been? Recovering from the big shock?”

      She laughed dryly. “Big shock? Which one would you be describing? The fact that The Society is under attack? That my best friend is missing? That people want to kill my unborn nephew? That The Society headquarters has been reduced to rubble? Should I keep going?”

      “I suppose I could have been more clear. I mean the big shock that your family members are major players in all this mess.”

      “Big players? Are we still talking about my great aunt?”

      “Oh.” Glendale looked at me. “Wow. Shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “What are you talking about?” She wrung her hands.

      “Glendale. Is there a reason you’re here other than to upset us?” That demon was getting on my last nerve.

      “I already told you. I’m invested in the cause. Let’s find that key.”

      “I haven’t met Georgina before,” Eloise jumped in. “If she is there, anything I should know?”

      “She’s not going to be there.” Hailey’s gaze returned to the window as I slowed the car. I wasn’t quite ready to reach the house yet.

      “What makes you say that with such certainty?” Glendale stretched.

      Hailey turned to Glendale and at the same time me. “Because that would make things too easy, and there is no way she would have stayed out of things.”

      “I agree.” I had to say something. To let her know I was still engaged. I pulled to a stop in front of the grand stairs that led up to the matriarch’s house.

      The house was quiet. There were no visible lights on, but that wasn’t surprising as sunset was still over an hour away.

      “You promise whatever it is you are keeping from me won’t affect what we’re doing right now?” Hailey looked straight into my eyes.

      “I swear it.”

      “Good.” She nodded. “Then let’s go.”

      She opened her door and got out. I turned off the car and followed her up toward the stairs. The others followed close behind, other than Glendale who stayed on Hailey’s other side. He was protective of her. Demons could be very dangerous, but they could also be helpful. Regardless of everything else he had done, I felt his presence was in her best interest, which meant it was in my interest too.

      Hailey stopped on the top step and stared at the door.

      I gave it a moment, and when she didn’t make a move I leaned over. “You should knock. You know in case there is a camera or something. It would be better if it was you.”

      She nodded before lifting the iron knocker and letting it hit the door.

      A bird broke into song somewhere nearby, but there was no response from the house.

      “She’s gone too.” Hailey sighed.

      “Nope. I hear something.” Glendale rubbed against her legs.

      I stepped closer to the door and listened. I heard the faint sound of something—maybe fabric rubbing? It was too distant to make it out.

      Hailey must have heard the same thing. She lifted the knocker and let it fall harder this time. “Georgina? You in there?” She kept her eyes on the door. “Maybe I shouldn’t be yelling since we might be being watched, but then again if we’re being watched they already know we’re here, so it doesn’t really matter.”

      “Exactly.” Someone was keeping tabs on us, there was no question. The bigger question was why. What did they want from us they couldn’t gain by bringing us in?

      “What are we going to do if she doesn’t answer?” Eloise looked between Hailey and me. “Knock down the door?”

      “Glendale, can’t you sense things or something?” Hailey turned away from the door. “Can you tell who’s in there?”

      “It’s a human.” Glendale’s tail swished back and forth.

      Hailey nodded. “So probably her.”

      “Probably.” Glendale rubbed against her leg again. It was starting to annoy me.

      “You really won’t go in there?” Hailey bent down to get to his eye level. “Find out if it’s her?”

      “Not until you knock again. The third time is often the charm.”

      Hailey straightened. “Fine.” She knocked again dropping the knocker a third time.

      The door flew open. “What is it?” Georgina’s head came into view. Her face went from angry to concerned when she took in our assembled group.

      Her eyes fixed on Hailey. “Hailey Kay?”

      Hailey nodded. “Hi, Georgina. I am so glad to see you.”

      “What happened? What’s wrong?” She put a hand on Hailey’s arm.

      “You really don’t know?” Hailey’s brow furrowed.

      “Know what?” Georgina took a step out toward the porch. “I’ve been enjoying a week of being completely unplugged. I need a break from everything once in a while. You should try it, Hailey. Quite healing.”

      “So you really have no idea?” Hailey used similar words, but they hit a very different note this time.

      “What don’t I know?” Georgina took both of Hailey’s hands in her. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      Hailey fidgeted. “I’m not entirely sure where to start.”

      “But I can tell you where to end,” Cade jumped in. “Levi and Allie have disappeared into thin air. Along with nearly everyone else.”

      “What?” Georgina pulled a hand from Hailey and put it against her chest. “Is that boy serious?”

      “That boy?” Cade’s eyes widened. “You are addressing the King of—”

      “Yes. I am aware of what my granddaughter-in-law did and the title you got out of the deal. That doesn’t change who you are to me.”

      I managed to swallow back the smile that wanted to come out. Cade needed to be put in his place every once in a while.

      Hailey raised her chin. “We’re here because we need your help.”

      “I’d think you were. Come in.” Georgina held open the door wider. “All of you.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.” Eloise bowed her head slightly as she followed her in.

      “I see you’ve got yourself a Guardian Pixie, have you?” Georgina led the way through the two-story entryway toward a small sitting room at the back of the house.

      “Yes.” Hailey took a seat on a small sofa once Georgina sat down in a high back chair.

      Georgina gestured for everyone else to find a seat. “That should have been your first sign things were going to get rocky.”

      I sat down beside Hailey. Thankfully she didn’t scoot away from me. In fact, her arm rubbed against mine. “Things have been rocky for a while now.”

      Georgina nodded. “I know. And when this is all over we can talk.”

      I met Georgina’s gaze. “I apologize for us barging in like this. We understand your time is valuable, and we have little time of our own. I assure you we are here on an urgent matter.”

      “Is this your Drago?” Georgina smiled in Hailey’s direction.

      “Yes. This is Wyatt. But he made it sound like you’d met before.”

      “And we have.” Georgina crossed her legs at the ankles. “Is he treating you right?”

      “Yes.” Hailey nodded. I searched her face for something more, but it was unreadable. Any thoughts she was having about me had been hidden away.

      “Good.” Georgina leaned forward slightly in her chair. “You are right about my time being valuable.”

      “We are looking for a key.” Hailey jumped right in. “A key to a book.”

      “What kind of book?” Georgina turned her head to the side.

      “It is a book of prophecies. Emerald Flame.” Hailey held up her backpack.

      “Ah.” Georgina leaned back. “I see.”

      “Do you have the key?” Eloise perched on the arm of a chair.

      Georgina gave a disproving stare, and Eloise quickly slipped into the normal seat. “I did have the key.”

      “But you don’t anymore?” Hailey jumped to her feet. She looked down at the floor, seemingly surprised by the motion, as if she’d done it without thinking.

      “No.” Georgina shook her head. “I had it moved for safe keeping.”

      “Moved where?” I could read her thoughts if I really wanted to, but I didn’t. It was an invasion of privacy I had no interest in committing unless it was the only choice.

      “Where did you find the book?” Georgina inclined her head toward the bag on Hailey’s arm. “Do you mind me asking?”

      Hailey visibly swallowed. “In the remains of the hotel.”

      “The hotel?” Georgina shifted in her seat.

      “The Society headquarters.” Hailey looked to me.

      Maybe she was looking to me for comfort, but I took it as being a cue to explain myself. Either way, the faster I did the faster we could be moving forward. “It was my fire, Georgina, but I only did it to protect Hailey and the others.”

      “What fire?” Georgina spoke completely calmly, but the deepening furrows of her forehead and watery eyes told a whole different story.

      “We burned down the Crescent City Hotel trying to save the world.” Cade stretched and leaned back on his joined hands. “I don’t know why that was so hard for you two to say.”

      Georgina’s hand went to her throat. “Is this some sort of joke?”

      “We did tell you Allie and Levi had disappeared.” Hailey returned to her spot beside me.

      “You mean I did.” Cade slumped down in his chair. “The rest of you are worthless.”

      “What happened?” Georgina uncrossed and re-crossed her ankles. “Tell me everything.”

      “We need that key.” There wasn’t much else to say. The important thing was getting into the book.

      “And I may help you get it. Tell me everything.”

      Hailey let out an audible breath. “It all started with my covering for Allie at the conference so she could be at your party. Or well, it started before, the conference was just a way to pull me in.”

      “To pull you into what?”

      “There’s this huge plot going on to destroy The Society.”

      “To destroy far more than just that,” Cade was ever willing to share the bad news.

      Hailey shot Cade an annoyed look. “Fine. Okay. Yes. It’s bigger. It involves demons.”

      “Other than that one?” Georgina glanced in Glendale’s direction.

      “Yes. I don’t mean him.” Hailey pointed at where the demon-cat was currently curled up into a ball. If I didn’t know any better I’d have said he was sleeping. But I knew better. He didn’t sleep. “He’s helping us. He’s not the enemy.”

      As if to prove my mental point, Glendale lifted his head. “Thank you, Hailey. But I would think Georgina knows that. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been invited in.”

      “I assumed they knew what they were doing by associating with you. Besides, you could have breached my walls whether I wanted you to or not.”

      “Very true.” Glendale stretched, his sharp teeth coming on full display as he did it. “Randolph Is involved.”

      “I see.” Georgina nodded. “And how did this all lead to the fire? Was the disappearance first?”

      “You are taking this so well.” Eloise looked tiny sitting in the tall chair.

      Georgina rested her hands in her lap. “I have seen a lot in my years. We will make it through this as well. Staying calm is the best weapon we have.”

      “I agree.” Eloise braided her long hair. “Wise words.”

      “No one was in headquarters when we arrived—and we arrived separately, which is another story. The lack of guards should have been a tip-off that things were wrong, but then I found this guy who I think killed my great aunt,” Hailey explained.

      “Rose?” Georgina’s voice lilted ever so slightly as she asked the question.

      “You knew her?”

      “Of course.” Georgina smiled. “But that is a story for another day.”

      “Of course.” Cade smirked. “Of course you’d know everyone.”

      Georgina’s face turned stern. “Your family knew her too, Cade. Don’t pretend you aren’t part of this as well.”

      “I wonder if you know the man too. He was a Pteron. But he also had other powers. Some sort of magic.” Hailey rested her elbows on her knees. “I wanted to follow him, but I was too late.”

      “There are more hybrids out there than we thought.” Georgina looked down at her lap. “And we only have ourselves to blame for that. By ourselves, I don’t include those from your generation, Hailey. You’ve barely even had a chance to make changes yet. But all that aside, could you tell me more about the fire?” Georgina looked over at Hailey then at me.

      Hailey nodded. “There were shadows everywhere. The guy was going to kill me.”

      Georgina leaned back in her chair. “I see.”

      I waited for her to say more. She said nothing. “I’m sorry for my role in the destruction, but I would do the same thing again to save her.”

      “I would hope you would!” Georgina jumped to her feet. “Do you think I am so callous as to mourn the destruction of a building over the lives of people? Some of which are quite close to me?”

      I said nothing. I was struck into stunned silence.

      “Sometimes I wonder if I have taken my hard façade too far. Have I been so concerned with being viewed as strong that I let the rest of the world believe that was all that I was? But that is a thought for another day. May I see the book?”

      Hailey pulled it out of her bag, stood, and walked it over to Georgina.

      Georgina took it gently and turned it over in her hands. “I hate this thing. I hate everything about it.”

      “But we need to get into it. We need to know.” I already knew exactly what we’d find, but that didn’t change anything. What lay inside might be the only way to fix things.

      “I’m well aware of that, but I’d hoped this day would never come.”

      “Where’s the key?” Hailey slipped her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. “I’m sorry about all of this, but we need the key.”

      Georgina sat back in the chair and set the book down in her lap. “Your uncle has it.”

      “My uncle?” Hailey’s eyes widened.

      “Yes. Your Uncle Jim in Baton Rouge.”

      So Jim was the keeper of the key? “Why did you give it to him?”

      “He was the last one anyone would expect me to give it to.” She smiled.

      “Wise.” Eloise slid to the edge of the chair.

      “And you trusted him enough?” Hailey returned to her spot next to me, sitting so close we were touching.

      “Yes. He knows the importance of it. He knows so much more than he has ever been given credit for.” Jim would have loved to hear her say that.

      “So that’s where we need to go.” Hailey put a hand on my leg. “Now.”

      “Yes.” I covered her hand with mine. At least she wanted my physical touch again.

      “Not you.” Georgina shook a finger at me.

      “Why not?” Was this because of the fire? Had she lost her trust in me?

      “You have another job to do.”

      “We’d prefer to stay together.” Hailey wrapped her hand around mine.

      Georgina’s expression didn’t change. “I’m afraid we don’t have time for preferences.”

      She knew far more than she was letting on. I decided to call her out on it. “You read the prophecy.”

      She nodded. “Yes. But that doesn’t mean I know how it ends.”

      “No one does.” It was impossible to know much of anything pertaining to what was to come.

      “You must keep that child safe.”

      “Child? Daisy and Owen’s?” Hailey asked with alarm.

      “Yes,” Georgina replied. “But he’s going to need help to do that.”

      “Who?” Cade asked. “Preferably someone who isn’t missing.”

      “You mean Violet. Don’t you?” There was no reason to draw out the conversation further than it needed to go.

      “No way.” Hailey shook her head. “We can’t trust her.”

      “We can’t trust anyone,” I reminded her.

      She tugged on her hand ever so slightly, as if to pull it from me, but she stopped. Perhaps changing her mind. “You’re right. But be careful.”

      “I will. Violet understands what’s at stake.” I didn’t want to get involved with her either, but it was the best option.

      “I still can’t believe you didn’t know.” Hailey looked to Georgina. “About the hotel.”

      Georgina rose to her feet. “Who would have told me?”

      “I guess no one.” Hailey stood up while still clutching my hand. I got up too. “I’m glad you are okay. What are you going to do?”

      Georgina straightened her buttoned shirt. “I am going to do my part.”

      “Your part?” I asked carefully.

      “Yes. You don’t expect me to send the rest of you on dangerous missions and not hold myself to the same standard?”

      “Well...” Cade trailed off.

      “I have unfinished business to attend to.” She held out the book to Hailey.

      Hailey put the book back in her bag. “What happens when I find the key? I’m the one who has never seen this book.”

      “You might not have, but my mother has. That means you’ll know what to do.” It was still hard to wrap my head around what had happened in the maze. Hailey was a Lightness. Parts of that weren’t good, but it did have its benefits.

      “Your mother?” Georgina looked between us. “What else haven’t you told me?”

      “Oh. Hailey’s part Lightness now.” Cade grinned. “Forgot that little detail.”

      “Little detail?” Georgina clutched her pearl necklace.

      “Sorry. There is just so much going on.” Hailey squeezed my hand. “Far too much.”

      “What are you going to do when you find Owen?” Hailey turned around. “Bring them to me?”

      “The less we share now the better.” Georgina frowned. “In case any of us are captured.”

      “This is seriously messed up.” Cade shook his head. “But then again I’m not surprised the slightest. Everything involving you is, Hailey.”

      Hailey glared at him. “What about our world isn’t messed up?”

      “Nothing. And I’ll go with you.” Cade quickly offered. “I’m already in this mess.”

      “That might be a good idea.” Georgina nodded. “She can use the backup.”

      “I will go with them too.” Eloise walked over to stand beside us.

      “And me.” Glendale padded over to Hailey.

      “No. You come with me, Glendale.” Georgina looked down at him.

      “With you?” Glendale’s eyes narrowed to the tiniest slits.

      “Yes. This is where our journeys cross paths.”

      “All right. You seem to be the boss of all of this so I’ll go along with this.” He walked in a circle around Hailey before slipping down onto her feet.

      Hailey let him sit there. “But then Wyatt’s all alone.”

      “I’ll be fine. I’d rather you have the support.” Even though I wished I were the one going with her.

      “But you are going to Owen. That’s the most important.”

      “And we need that book if we’re going to protect them.” If she asked me to come with her I would. I hoped it didn’t come down to it.

      “I don’t want to leave you.” Hailey looked deep into my eyes.

      “Me neither. Let’s try to make this fast. It’s getting dark so we should be good to go soon. But first, we need a few minutes alone.”
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      “I’m not so sure this is a good idea.” I was beyond not so sure, but I attempted to be less dramatic. Wyatt already thought I was losing it. We’d walked outside to a courtyard. We weren’t all that far away from everyone else, but I was willing to take any semblance of privacy we could get before saying goodbye again.

      “I know it’s not a good idea.” He put his hands on my hips, sending waves of awareness through me. No matter what was going on, we were connected in a deep way I still didn’t fully understand.

      “Then why did you agree?” I looked up at the darkening sky. It would be dark enough to leave soon.

      “Why did you agree?” He made small circles with his thumb.

      I fought the urge to close my eyes and enjoy the sensation of his fingers. “For the same reasons you did.”

      “We need to figure this out. I know I told you to have faith, but that doesn’t mean we can be reckless.”

      “I know.”

      “And you’ll have Cade and Eloise with you. You’ll be protected. I know I said you can’t trust anyone—and you can’t— but I do truly think they are on our side. Well, at least your side.”

      “But you’re going to be alone.”

      “Yeah. I know.”

      “And don’t say you’re used to be being alone. You’re part of a brotherhood.”

      “That doesn’t mean I haven’t been alone a lot. I’ll be fine.” He gave a small smile which I’m sure was supposed to be reassuring. But nothing was going to alleviate all my worries.

      I put my hands on either side of his face. “I don’t want to say goodbye. I am sick and tired of saying goodbye to the people I love.”

      “Then remember we are doing this so you don’t have to anymore. We’re doing this to bring everyone back. Allie. Levi. Owen and Daisy. They shouldn’t have to hide.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too, Hailey. I love you more than anything and more than that too. Don’t doubt that.”

      “I’m not.” I’d already decided whatever Glendale was hinting at couldn’t be that bad. I trusted Wyatt. I wouldn’t let my trust waver. Plus I was a Lightness now. Jesalyn had shown me so much. “I promise.”

      “If you need me, I will be there.” I could feel his words.

      “Same to you.”

      He brushed his lips against mine. “We will reunite soon, and then we can finally have our time together. No more running around. No more chaos.”

      “You actually believe that’s going to happen?” Every time I’d believed things were about to settle down something else happened. It was an endless parade of emergencies.

      “It needs to happen.” His lips crushed into mine as his arms wound around my waist. My hands twisted in his hair as I eagerly allowed him access to my mouth. I needed him. I needed his taste, his heat. Everything. He deepened the kiss and tightened his hold on me. Need surged through me, and all I wanted to do was forget our missions and disappear with him.

      Cade cleared his throat, and I reluctantly broke away from Wyatt. “Uh. Sorry to interrupt, but we need to go.”

      “You are not sorry to interrupt.” My lips were swollen from the kiss. My heart rate was still up, and I knew it would take a moment for my breathing to return to normal.

      “Okay. Maybe not entirely, but I do feel a small amount of remorse. That should count for something, right?”

      “It should count for you really having my back in this.” I trusted Cade as much as it was safe to trust him, but that didn’t mean I thought he’d put himself on the line for me if he didn’t have to.

      “Same can be said for you.”

      “Are you admitting you might really need my help?” I had a hard time believing that.

      “Yes.” He nodded. “Unequivocally. I’ve already expressed my desire to live.”

      “Yet you are willing to come with me.” And he had to know that equaled danger. If self-preservation was his goal he’d have been better off running the other way—even if he’d been the one to bring me into the mess in the first place. I was sure Veronica would have found a way to pull me in herself with or without his help.

      “I’m more likely to live if we find that key, right? Plus, I’d prefer if you lived too.”

      “Really? That’s so sweet.” I rolled my eyes. “Whatever your reasons, let’s make it through this alive.”

      “Cade,” Wyatt addressed his with a stern look. “Don’t let anything happen to her.”

      “Are you suggesting she needs to be taken care of?” Cade looked between us as if waiting for me to have a reaction.

      “No. But having someone watch your back is useful.”

      “And I’ll be watching too.” Eloise walked out. “Of course. That is my job after all.”

      “Having two is even better.”

      “Great. My back is being watched. Still, wish yours was too.” I was worried about him, and I wasn’t going to hide it.

      “I’m going to be fine.” He wore a faint smile. He was amused by my concern.

      “I know.” He’d lived a long time before meeting me. But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t worry.

      He kissed me on the forehead. “I will see you very soon.” He released his long black wings and took off into the night.

      “Are we ready too?” I looked at Eloise and Cade.

      They each nodded.

      “Good. We just need to find Georgina to let her know we’re leaving.”

      “I know where you are going.” Georgina stepped out onto the patio. “And I found you. Save yourself some time.”

      “This is going to work.” I was saying it for myself rather than her.

      “I’m well aware.”

      “We will get them back.” My hands balled into fists at my sides. I was angry. The whole situation was unfair. But life wasn’t about fairness.

      “You don’t have to convince me. Stay positive.” She nodded toward my hands. “If you don’t relax enough to stay on task we’ll all be in trouble.”

      “I know. I can do this.”

      “Good. You have no choice.” She turned and walked back inside.

      And that was the old Georgina I knew.

      

      ***

      “By the way, you don’t have to thank me.” Cade flew beside me as we made the short flight to Baton Rouge.

      “Thank you?” I enjoyed the rush of the wind on my wings.

      “For coming with you.” Cade held Eloise in his arms. He’d insisted so she wouldn’t slow us down. I’d have thought she’d have preferred to have me hold her, but she seemed perfectly happy with Cade. I didn’t mind. It was more enjoyable to fly without holding anyone.

      “Oh yeah. Really going to thank you for that.”

      “You wanted the company.”

      “I have Eloise.” I smiled at the pixie whose role in this I still didn’t quite understand, but whose company I had really grown to enjoy.

      “Yes. She has me. She wouldn’t be facing this alone.” Eloise closed her eyes. She seemed perfectly content as we soared through the night.

      “Yes, but I offer skills your pixie doesn’t. Face it. You’re glad to have me.”

      “I’m glad you’re still so humble.” In truth, I really didn’t mind his attitude. It was consistent, and sometimes we all needed something we could count on.

      He laughed. “Humility is overrated.”

      “My Uncle Jim…” I started. “Well, just know he is a bit different.”

      Eloise opened her eyes. “I am fine with different.”

      “There’s a reason he lives by himself. His house is pretty crazy too.”

      “Got it.” Cade Looked off at something in the distance.

      “And he might hate you.”

      Cade’s attention snapped back to me. “Why?”

      “Just because. You represent the establishment.”

      “No, I don’t,” Cade grunted. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “You do.”

      “I was an enemy of the royal family for years. I’m the opposite of the establishment.”

      “But you became an enemy.”

      “Whatever you say.” He looked away.

      “So follow my lead.” With so much at stake I didn’t need Cade setting Jim off.

      “You do realize he might not be there.”

      “Of course I realize that.” But I was trying to stay optimistic. So far the only people for sure missing were ones who were at, or might have been at, The Society headquarters when the crazy Pteron showed up. That was the last place Uncle Jim would have been. He’d been cast out when he didn’t agree with what the royal family declared. He’d left during Robert’s, Levi’s Dad, reign, but I still couldn’t imagine him going back.

      “Do you? Because the way you’re talking you definitely expect to find him waiting there.”

      “I don’t expect anything. I’m just being optimistic and preparing for whatever situation we find.”

      “By the way, you’ll see Wyatt again.” Cade’s voice was softer now. There might have even been a little bit of concern there.

      “I’m not worried about that right now.”

      “Yes you are,” Cade pressed.

      “Stop it. Eloise, a little help here.” She was really good at easing tension.

      “You do seem rather stressed...” Eloise trailed off.

      “Rather stressed?” That wasn’t the kind of input I’d been looking for. “Don’t you think I should be stressed? Considering everything going on right about now?”

      “Yes... but I sense it has something to do with Wyatt.”

      “It has nothing to do with Wyatt.” And I needed to stop thinking about him. I couldn’t handle concern about him with everything else I had to worry about.

      “I doubt what he’s hiding is that bad.” Cade flew close by my side. “All guys have secrets; his is probably nothing.”

      “I realize that. Things are fine with us. You witnessed that yourself.” And I wasn’t embarrassed. Everyone already knew we were together.

      “Just because you’re still physically connecting with him doesn’t mean you aren’t annoyed.” Cade bumped wings with me.

      I sped up to get away from him.

      “Physically connecting,” Eloise jumped in. “That’s a nice way to describe it, Cade. Far less crude than I’ve grown to expect from you.”

      “Things are fine between Wyatt and me. The only issue is that we’re apart right now. Got it?” I called over my shoulder.

      “Sure.” Cade caught up.

      “Am I annoyed he hid something from me?” I snapped. “Yes. Of course. He shouldn’t have. But that’s life.”

      “It’s not like you’ve told him everything.” Cade wasn’t going to drop the conversation, was he?

      “I have.”

      “Everything?” Cade’s voice lilted. “No offense, Hailey, but your past isn’t as squeaky clean as you’d like to pretend.”

      “I never said it was.” I was beginning to think Cade was just trying to rile me up. But why he would want to was beyond me. I needed to stay clear headed.

      “Does he know about your vigilante days?”

      I slowed. “How do you know about that?” Very few people knew what I’d spent my nights doing in my teen and college years. I went after the scum who hurt the innocent. I didn’t kill them, but I made sure they faced a justice they deserved.

      “Everyone knew... but no one was idiot enough to stop you. And I get it. You were helping those we knew were weak. That is a good thing, but it’s still a secret.”

      “If everyone knew about it, then Wyatt must too. It isn’t something kept from him.” There. I’d proved Cade wrong.

      “Everyone meaning in our circle. Not in his. We may all be part of the same circle now, but we certainly haven’t always been.”

      Cade was right. Wyatt and I had been in different worlds until relatively recently. “I wish I knew why Glendale said it. He brought it up for a reason.”

      “He was trying to upset you.” Eloise stretched her arms out. “That demon likes to cause mischief.”

      “He likes to cause a whole lot more than mischief,” Cade mumbled.

      “Yeah, I don’t know. There are plenty of other ways to annoy me. I think he did it for another reason.”

      “He’s a demon. He does things for his own reasons.” Cade held back as I slowed further. I wanted to get there yet I didn’t. I wasn’t sure what we were going to do if we couldn’t find the key. I wasn’t ready to face that possibility yet.

      “I wish I could figure him out.” There was a wistful tone to Eloise’s voice.

      “Figure him out how?” I asked. I preferred this conversation over discussing whatever it was Wyatt hadn’t told me. That was entirely too stressful.

      “I want to know why he’s sticking around,” Eloise said plainly.

      “You’re not buying that it’s a self-preservation thing?” I wasn’t buying it either.

      “He would survive no matter what side he was on. Even if it meant hiding out on another realm. He’d be able to do it.”

      “I’d love to pretend it’s because he deeply cares about me, but we all know that isn’t true.” He’d made it clear over and over he was only nice and helpful to me because it was in his best interest.

      “Caring takes many forms. It may all be tied to a selfish goal, but he wants you safe. Did you see how he reacted when Georgina told him to go with her?” Eloise pointed out.

      “Yet he listened. Why? Georgina may scare the rest of us, but she has no power over him.”

      “Yet another mystery to add to our ever-growing list.” Cade pointed ahead. “I think we’re close.”

      “Yes. Follow me. We’re almost there.”

      I thought back on the first time I’d visited Uncle Jim’s house. It hadn’t been all that long considering I hadn’t even known he existed less than a year before.

      I started to descend, leading us to a safe landing between trees. It was dark, but that didn’t mean we wouldn’t be seen.

      On my first visit I’d been the cool and collected one while Owen went out of his mind. He was understandably worried about Daisy. I’d had no idea then that things would only get crazier for me as time went on.

      We walked up to the door of his mid-century style home. For the first time in a really long time I wished my father was with us. I’d been independent for years, but somehow I longed for that kind of protectiveness right now. It was funny. I’d spent years trying to convince Owen and his friends I didn’t need their help only to now want it. At the moment I would have to settle for relying on Cade and Eloise. And mostly myself.

      The house looked completely ordinary on the outside, but I already knew it held way more than what it appeared. I knocked wondering if we could possibly get lucky twice and find someone else there. Nothing happened. I put my ear to the door. I heard nothing inside. “I guess he’s not here.”

      “Hailey, watch out!” Cade yelled.

      I turned around just as a giant net came down on top of us.

      “What the hell?” I squirmed, trying to push the net off of us. There was no way we were getting captured again.

      There was the faint sound of gears turning before we started to free fall.

      “Not again. No freaking way!” Cade yelled as we fell down further and further.

      I was too stunned to speak. Of all the possibilities I’d considered, this definitely wasn’t one of them.
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      Time marches on. Or so the saying is. But what the common perception gets wrong is that time doesn’t march in a linear line. It moves in circles. Circles plural, continual circles that go round and round and change without warning. I used to think it was only humans who struggled with this truth, but sometimes they handle it far better than the paranormal creatures they walk alongside.

      I was half dozing, counting the different timelines I’d existed on while I waited for Georgina to return. The others had left easily ten minutes before, yet she was still preparing. If she returned with a large suitcase I was out of there. Georgina was entertaining. Strong. Interesting. But even those attributes weren’t enough to keep me waiting much longer.

      “Tell me right now what your fixation with Hailey is.” Georgina walked into the room.

      “Is that the proper way to greet your guest?” I rolled over to get a better look at her.

      “I’m not greeting you. And you are not my guest.”

      “Fair enough.” I licked a paw. “What was this you said about fixation? You believe I am fixated on Hailey?”

      “Yes. You follow her around. You mark her. What is going on?”

      I took my time with my paw before responding. “She is important.”

      “She is to me, but why to you?” Georgina put a hand on her hip. Noticeably she hadn’t brought a suitcase with her. That was something at least.

      “She is powerful.” I rolled over again so I was sitting up. “But you already know that.”

      “Stop lying.” She glared at me.

      “Did you ask me to stay around just to question me?” That wasn’t a possibility I’d considered. I’d assumed she wanted my transporting abilities.

      She sat down in the chair she’d used earlier. This got her closer to my eye level. “I asked you to stay with me because I need your help.”

      “With what exactly?”

      “You have the power to transport.” She leaned forward.

      “I do.” Okay. I was right about her intentions. “Where do you need to go?”

      “You already know the answer to that question.”

      “No, I don’t.” I flipped my tail back and forth. Sometimes it happened without me really thinking about it.

      “I’m not looking to play games, Glendale. You will transport me where I need to go.”

      I chuckled. The lady had some gumption. Not that I was remotely surprised. Still, her lack of fear was a bit surprising. “You do remember what I am?”

      “I have faced many demons in my life.”

      “Yes. I am well aware.” I knew a lot about her. But then again I knew a lot about all the important players in the supernatural world. “And I am afraid you will be facing more.”

      “The sooner you help me, the sooner you can get back to her.”

      I pulled myself up to standing. “Don’t think you can play me. She isn’t a weakness.”

      “She’s something.”

      “She’s a child.” I stared straight into Georgina’s eyes.

      “Not a child anymore.”

      “She’s been alive less than a century. She’s a child.”

      “By those standards I’m a child too.” Georgina smiled.

      “Maybe you are.” Even taking the cyclical nature of time into consideration, humans’ life spans equaled merely a fraction of the lifetimes I was given.

      “Glendale. Quit procrastinating.”

      I was bored. Time to move things along and set her straight. “I’m not taking you to the Realm of the Dead.”

      “See you did know what I was talking about.” Georgina leaned back in her chair.

      “Of course I did. But that’s not the point.”

      “The point is you need to take me there.”

      “But you’ll never come back.” There was no question about it. Even if I wanted to ensure her a return trip I couldn’t.

      “So be it.”

      “Hailey will never forgive me.” I didn’t really care where this human ended up, but others did. That made it in my interest to keep her safe.

      “Hailey will never forgive you if you allow the baby to fall into the wrong hands.”

      “True. Very true.” Surely Hailey valued the unborn Drago more than this woman.

      “Take me.” Georgina held out her hand.

      I laid back down. “I don’t want to.”

      “When has anything ever been about want? It’s about doing.”

      “For a second I thought you were going to say it was about doing what’s right.”

      Georgina’s lips twisted into the faintest of smiles. “Wouldn’t that have been a laugh?”

      “You aren’t prepared.”

      “Of course I’m prepared. What do you think I’ve been doing all week?” She rotated her pearls around.

      “You knew all along we were coming? What was going to happen?” This human was full of all kinds of surprises.

      She shrugged. “Maybe I did.”

      “Yet you never told anyone. Not even your son. Your grandson.”

      She scrunched up her face. “I paid a price already for looking into that horrid book.”

      “Yet you are sending Hailey to look inside it as we speak.”

      “Some things can’t be avoided.” She stared down at her hands. “No matter how hard we work to change things.”

      “Everything can be avoided.”

      She shook her head. “Not what’s prophesied.”

      “Sure it can. Or if not avoided, deterred.” I rolled around on the ground to scratch an itch on my back.

      “Exactly. Deterred. And how many times have these events been deterred already?”

      “Many.”

      “It’s time to face it head-on.”

      “No one is going to like that you are choosing yourself as the sacrifice.” In fact, there would be many upset. Maybe this wasn’t such a bad idea. Aside from a few whose opinion I needed to court, I rather liked the idea of ruffling some feathers.

      “Then find a way to get me home. You are powerful, aren’t you?”

      “Not that powerful.” I wasn’t one to admit to my weaknesses, but we all have limits.

      “I’m sure you know someone who is.”

      “I know someone who may be able to help.” But there would be a price. There was always a price.

      “Forget it. We don’t have the time. Take me. Worry about bringing me back later.” She moved to her feet.

      “Time all comes around again anyway.”

      “I’m well aware.” She raised her chin.

      “Are you?” I was really going to have to change my assessment of Georgina.

      “Yes.”

      “Which is why you are fearless right now.” If a cat could smile I would have been grinning.

      “Among other reasons. Also, some things are more important than self-preservation.”

      “Nothing is more important than that.”

      “See that’s where you’re mistaken.”

      “Not so.” I was tired of having this conversation.

      “Even a demon is allowed to care.”

      “You and the pixie need to stop.” I stretched, arching my back. It felt as good as it always did.

      “She’s a good pixie.”

      “She is safe. I know that.”

      “Both of the Kays got pixies this generation.”

      “That they did.” And that was rare. Siblings rarely both necessitated such an intervention.

      “Did they last time?”

      “Oh.” Of course she had to go there. “You know I can’t answer that.”

      “Does that mean you haven’t been on this loop before?”

      “They aren’t loops.” It was far more complicated than that. Maybe we had limitless time in theory, but I had no patience. “Do you really want me to take you to the death realm?”

      “It’s the realm of the dead,” she corrected.

      “Same difference.”

      “You know word choice matters. It’s respect.”

      “I don’t care about respect.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “No. I don’t truly care about anything but myself.” I slipped down again and licked my paw.

      “And Hailey. And Daisy.”

      “Yes, Daisy.” I still remembered the first time I met that girl. Such an innocent but thrown into the fire anyway.

      “You like her too. Why? Is this all about Owen then? Or the child? That family? That family is tied to you somehow. Or you are tied to it. Is it all Rose?”

      “Stop with the questions.” My patience was wearing dangerously thin. I needed to find Hailey.

      “One day you will have to answer.”

      “I will answer if and when I want to.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.”

      “You ready to go?” I sat up.

      “Yes.” She had her hands at her sides.

      I watched her. There wasn’t even the barest hint of fear in her eyes. Interesting. “I hope I find a way to bring you back.”

      “All I’m asking of you is to take me there. After that you are off the hook.”

      “You are relying on my care for the Kays. You think that will be enough to motivate me to find a way.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe we will all disappear and none of this will matter.”

      “It will always matter.”

      “See I knew you had a sentimental side.” She smiled in a sad sort of way.

      “It’s not my side I’m worried about.” I was done chitchatting. I wrapped my tail around her leg, focused, and transported us to the last place anyone ever wanted to be.
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      I hated being in New Orleans without Hailey. It was a great city, but one filled with far too many memories. Hailey kept me grounded. She kept me in the here and now with an eye toward the future instead of the past.

      Walking the streets of the Crescent City without her brought me back to the past. Unfortunately I had a lot more digging into my past to do before I got to see her again. I was also going to have to face Owen, and that was a whole other can of worms. Not only did I have bad news, I also had to explain why Hailey wasn’t with me and admit she was also a hybrid now—just like him. The parallels were there. Random chance would never have created two hybrids in one family, but as my mother would have told me, nothing was mere chance. Fate had its hands in everything. And to makes things even worse, I was going to have to show up with someone he hoped to never see again. Someone Daisy never wanted to see again. That is if I could find her. Glendale had seen Violet in South Carolina, but that didn’t mean she was there now. There was only one reason she would have been at Angel Oak. It was to get back to her home, and I couldn’t follow her undetected. That’s where the pit stop in New Orleans came in.

      I took the streetcar. It seemed the easiest way to blend into the crowd. I was in desperate need of some new clothes, but shopping wasn’t in the plans. Instead, I stood in the back of the car—ignoring the stares of the tourists riding up St. Charles Avenue to either marvel at the mansions or go exploring in the Uptown District. My visit wouldn’t be anywhere near as exciting or pleasant. I couldn’t go directly to Violet or Owen. I needed to make sure I wasn’t being followed or going to make things worse for Owen’s growing family. That was easier said than done. I was going to need a professional to pull this off. Unfortunately most professionals I knew were hard to trust. I needed someone I could completely buy off—to ensure they wouldn’t double cross me. Thankfully I knew where to find exactly that.

      I pulled the cord and got off the car with a nod at the driver. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure I wasn’t being followed—in so much as a glance could tell me anything. If someone didn’t want to be spotted they wouldn’t be. Still, it didn’t hurt to cover all your bases.

      I headed down Magazine Street and turned right alongside a large warehouse. I continued back behind it into a small alcove that was part of the loading bay.

      The slight discoloration of one section of the air was the only sign that this was anything out of the ordinary. I held my hand out, and it slipped right through the air. I steadied myself before stepping through the entryway.

      The loud music assaulted me as soon as I walked through the portal. I wasn’t surprised. The man I was coming to see liked to throw parties. They were all well and good as long as you were there as a guest rather than as the entertainment.

      Thankfully I’d only come as the former.

      I was grossly underdressed. I’d stood out while walking among the tourists, but there was an accepted ideology about how anything goes in New Orleans. Therefore seeing a guy in ripped, dirty clothing wasn’t an immediate red flag. Here, at this hidden realm party, even clean everyday clothes would get noticed quickly.

      The stares and eye rolls started immediately, but thankfully I didn’t recognize anyone. I was in no mood for chit-chat, or worse: trying to come up with an excuse for what was going on. I had to be very careful in what I shared until everything was over.

      The first room I walked through was pretty typical—white walls, wood floors. The usual stuff. Then I stepped through a set of long sink curtains and found myself outside. Light flooded in from the open roof, and cushioned seats surrounded at least a dozen brightly colored palm trees.

      Most of the seats were packed, but there was one in the corner where only one girl sat. She was wearing a hat that covered most of her face, yet there was something a little bit familiar about her.

      “Hey. What are you doing here?” A voice asked from right beside me.

      I spun around and came face to face with Sol. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be with Troy?” He’d left before we’d returned to the remains of the hotel to investigate.

      “I got a tip that fedora guy is here. Did you hear the same thing?”

      The fedora guy? We hadn’t heard anything about him. “No. Who’d you hear it from?”

      “The who doesn’t matter.”

      “Seriously? With everything else going on you’re going to be shady?” Trust was at a premium.

      “You still haven’t told me what you’re doing here.” He glanced all around him. I wasn’t the only one concerned about listening ears.

      “You do realize we are on the same side? At least we were.”

      “We still are. I’m here on a tip. Why are you here? Where’s Hailey?”

      “We had to split up. Far too much to do.” And I wasn’t happy about it. Not at all.

      “And you are doing what then?”

      “Looking for Franklin.” Sometimes putting a few of your cards on the table can make all the difference.

      “You need to cover your trail.” He nodded.

      “Something like that.”

      He leaned in, “Listen, you have to tell me. Where is Hailey?”

      “Why do you need to know?” Suspicion set in.

      “Because everyone is talking about her. Word has gotten out about the disappearances, and it’s known she’s the only one left.”

      “The only one left here. They aren’t dead.” Killing them would have been far easier than transporting them somewhere. Whoever pulled this off was strong. Frighteningly so.

      “I know that. You know that. But that doesn’t mean anyone else believes it.”

      “Have you heard from Veronica?” I hated to even think about that heinous creature.

      “No. Why would I have?” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      “I don’t know. You were married to her. Are married to her. I can’t keep track.”

      “I have no clue what she’s doing. And that’s a problem.” He looked over my head at something. I followed his gaze to watch two guys fencing. Franklin’s parties were full of interesting sights.

      “So what are you going to do with the fedora guy if you find him?”

      “Interrogate him. Use my special skills.” He slipped his shades down partly. Sol would be able to get more information from him than most anyone. But he had to catch him first. Whoever the guy was, he was powerful. Catching him would be easier said than done.

      “And you plan to apprehend him empty-handed?”

      “I did. But now I don’t have to.” He grinned.

      “Yes, but I need time first. I am here on my own business.”

      “Right. Looking for Franklin you said?” He shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Well, that should be pretty easy.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “His daughter is sitting right there.” He nodded in the direction of the girl with the hat.

      “That’s Franklin’s daughter?” I looked at the girl again. It was definitely possible, but she was a whole lot more grown up than the last time I’d seen her. Given, that had been years before.

      “Yes. You can’t see it now, but she has his eyes.”

      “Last time I saw her she was six or something.”

      “She hasn’t been six for a long time.”

      “Evidently.” I hoped waiting as long as I had to see Franklin didn’t cause me problems.

      “Talk to her. Get what you need, then come help me. As you said before, we are all on the same side.”

      “Give me fifteen.” We couldn’t risk losing out on apprehending the fedora guy, but I also needed to guarantee Franklin’s help.

      “I’m going to keep searching. I’m sure you’ll know it when I’m ready for you.” Sol disappeared into the crowd.

      I walked back over to the girl. Galloway. “You’ve grown up.”

      “You haven’t aged a day.”

      I shrugged. “That’s being a Drago for you.”

      “And you ended up with a Pteron. Interesting.”

      “How is that interesting?” I rested a hand on the palm of the bright purple tree.

      “I don’t know. I guess it isn’t. Just seemed like a good thing to say.”

      “Your dad lets you come to his parties now?”

      “I’ve been coming to his parties for as long as I can remember.”

      “Yes. But it used to be with supervision.” She’d gone through an interesting assortment of nannies in the years I frequented Franklin’s parties.

      “I haven’t needed supervision for a while.” She lifted the brim of her ball cap, revealing a closer look at her eyes. They were brown with only the barest hint of a pupil. As Sol had said, just like her father’s. “Is it true what they’re saying?”

      “Which part?”

      “Hailey’s the only one of them left?”

      “Depends how you define ‘them’.” I studied Galloway’s face. “Do you know her?” I knew Hailey was well known, but not so well known as to be peaking so much interest.

      “I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting her, but I of course know all about her. Especially with that speech of hers at the conference.”

      “Yeah… it was a good one.” It had been Hailey as her real self. I knew she regretted upsetting Allie, but hopefully she didn’t regret the speech as a whole.

      “It was your fire, wasn’t it?” She changed topics.

      She didn’t tell me what she was referring to, but I knew she was talking about the hotel. “Yes. But I had no choice.”

      “Did I say you did?” Galloway pulled the brim of her hat back down.

      “No.”

      “Kind of poetic, don’t you think?” She leaned back against the trunk of the tree.

      “What is?”

      “You were the one to act on your mother’s orders. Her orders from way before your time.”

      “You know your history.” I wasn’t surprised. If she was following in her father’s footsteps it would pay to be on top of things. “But then so did your father. Is he around?”

      “I wondered when you’d get to that question. He is around, but I assure you I can do whatever you need him for. I’m more efficient, and you can trust me more.”

      The last part threw me off. “Can I?”

      “I like Hailey.”

      “Even though you haven’t met her?” I understood liking Hailey, I loved her, but I was still suspicious.

      “Like I said, I know all about her.”

      “And you know all about me.”

      “You I’ve known all about for years.” Galloway smiled. “And you’re a good one too. Just not the same symbol of the movement. You know what I mean?”

      “Yeah. Hailey wears that better. You want the job? Okay. Let’s talk. I need to find an Allure, and it needs to be done quietly.” I’d start there and test Galloway out. Maybe she didn’t command such a high price—either way, time was of the essence.

      “To help Hailey?”

      “Yes.” Helping Owen was helping Hailey. Plus it was helping the next Emerald Dragon, which helped all of us.

      “Which Allure do you need?”

      “Can’t really talk out in the open right now, can we?”

      “Why not?” She inclined her head to the side.

      I looked around. No one seemed to notice us. “And you are your mother’s daughter as well. You’ve mastered that enchantment. Could have used you this morning.” Although I didn’t know her mother well, I knew she was a powerful witch.

      “Yeah, I’m better than Nadia. But she needs the work.”

      “You know her?”

      “Yeah. I feel bad for her. She’s always gotten the short end of things.”

      “Yeah…” Ordinarily I would have asked for details, but we didn’t have time for that.

      “What did the Seer want?” She nodded in the direction of Sol. He was presently moving in time to the music. I hoped he was trying to blend in and not giving up.

      “Help apprehending someone.”

      “That is going to help Hailey too?”

      “Listen. I’m glad you like Hailey, but why are you so concerned about her?” It couldn’t just be because of her speech.

      “You think you’re the only one who really knows what’s going on? Hailey is the best shot we have.”

      “If I didn’t know any better I’d think you were a whole lot older than what you looked.”

      She grinned. “You mean I don’t look 106?”

      I returned her smile. “Not a day over 25.”

      “I chose that age because I liked the way I looked. It may be time to age up a little bit more though.”

      “That’s all your choice.”

      “And it’s not as if I can’t reverse it.” She lifted the brim of her hat again.

      “No. It’s not.” Galloway had inherited a lot of gifts from her father. The ability to change her appearance to any age was one of them.

      “Okay. Let’s help Sol, then I will help you track down that Allure.”

      “And no one will follow?” That was the main reason for needing her assistance.

      “No. Of course not. I’m very good at what I do. And despite the look I’ve chosen for now, I’ve been doing it a long time.”

      “Got it.”

      Further in the crowd I saw him. The guy wasn’t wearing the fedora anymore. Not that I expected him to. But somehow I still recognized the Pteron-hybrid within seconds of seeing him. He put off some sort of energy. The kind of energy one only gets by using underhanded methods. Whatever he was up to, it wasn’t pretty.

      Sol and I exchanged looks. Obtaining him in the middle of Franklin’s party wasn’t going to be easy.

      “Doing business tonight, are you?” Franklin’s booming voice came from right beside me.

      I turned and smiled up at him. There were few people I had to look up to, but Franklin was easily seven feet tall. “Give me five, and I’ll fill you in.”

      “No, I’ll give you five now.” He snapped his fingers and everything in the room stopped. “That trick never gets old.” He pulled me into a hug. “Always good to see you, Wyatt.”

      “As to see you, although I wish it were under better circumstances.”

      “Don’t keep him too long, Dad.” Galloway tugged on his arm. “Hailey’s in danger.”

      Franklin rubbed his forehead with the heel of his hand. “Jim’s niece?”

      “I didn’t realize you knew Jim.” The supernatural world was getting smaller and smaller.

      “Of course I know Jim. I met up with him right before he left on another of his expeditions. Maybe two or three weeks ago.”

      “Expeditions?” This wasn’t good. That meant he likely wouldn’t be home yet. I hoped Hailey could still find the key.

      “That upsets you?” Galloway studied my face.

      “Yes. But let’s stick to business. Any chance you’d help us apprehend a guy?”

      “What has he done? You know the rules of the party.”

      “He tried to kill my mate.” I stuck to the bare minimum of facts.

      “You took a mate?” A smile spread across Franklin’s face.

      “Not quite yet. But she will be.”

      “It’s Hailey.” Galloway crossed her arms. “You should know that, Dad.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Wow. Okay. Then I can bend the rules. Go get him. I’ll start time up again when you’re ready.”

      Sol and I nodded at each other. Being able to manipulate time can have serious advantages.
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      The fall didn’t end as painfully as I expected. Instead, we landed on top of a thick mat. The kind of mat usually found underneath gymnastics equipment.

      The room was dark, but I could see just fine. The walls were cinderblock. It was definitely some sort of basement, but it wasn’t any part of my uncle’s basement I’d seen on my previous visit.

      “A little help, Hailey?” Cade whined.

      “Oh yeah.” It was completely dark, which meant I was the only one who could see. I focused for a moment, and my body lit up. I looked down at my glowing abdomen. That was something I’d probably never get used to.

      “Man, that’s really convenient.” At least Cade was appreciative.

      I looked around at the mostly empty room. Aside from the mat we were on, the floor was bare. There was a mostly empty shelf across the room with a few tools on it—a hammer, wrench, that sort of thing.

      “What is this net we’re in?” Eloise tried to push it off.

      “I wish I knew.” I tugged on the metal netting, but it did nothing. “Hello?” I called out. I really hoped this was my uncle being careful and not realizing it was us.

      “I take it your uncle doesn’t like guests?” Eloise tugged again.

      Cad examined the metal netting. “This net is cool in theory, but not when we are the ones stuck in it.”

      “I know.” I did know. And I really wanted to get out of there.

      “Uncle Jim? Are you here?” Technically I might have been attracting an enemy, but this was Jim’s house. The most likely person to respond would be him. I heard footsteps. “Okay, guys. Let’s stay calm.”

      “Let’s get out of this net.” Cade tugged harder, visibly straining.

      “If you can get us out, please do it.”

      “Me?” He dropped the netting he’d been working on. “You’re a Lightness. You do it.”

      “And you’re a Pteron. We both have the strength, but physical strength isn’t working. This must be one of my uncle’s inventions.”

      “Fabulous.” Cade sighed. “Like I said, use your Lightness skills.”

      “Oh yeah. Because I understand what those are.” I closed my eyes, hoping something useful would come to me. Nothing did. “Hopefully that’s Jim we hear.”

      “And if it isn’t?” Eloise asked carefully.

      “Like I said, stay calm.” I’d been right about my luck running out. I knew it in the deepest parts of my being. Jim wasn’t going to walk through the doorway into this storage area. Someone else was.

      “I can’t believe we’ve been captured again. This is humiliating,” Cade groaned.

      “Tell me about it.”

      “You haven’t been captured.” A man wearing what appeared to be a police uniform walked in through the doorway. “Well, not in the ‘you’re a prisoner sense’. Technically you are captured in that net though.”

      I looked the guy up and down. The uniform said Crestview. I had no idea where that was. It certainly wasn’t Baton Rouge. He wasn’t local. “So this net wasn’t your doing?”

      “No. I’m just glad I avoided it personally.”

      “Who are you?” Cade moved around, moving me in the process.

      “My name is Noah.” He walked further into the room. “I’d offer to shake your hand, but I don’t think your hands are getting through that net.”

      “You could fix that by getting us out of that net. Please.” It couldn’t hurt to be polite.

      He smiled. “Right. Like I’m going to do that before I know if I can trust you.”

      “You can trust us.” I forced a smile. “I promise.”

      “You saying it doesn’t help.”

      Forget being polite. I was getting very annoyed. “What are you doing in my uncle’s house?”

      “Your uncle’s house?” Noah’s brow furrowed.

      “Yes. Jim is my uncle.” I may not have known him well, but that was the truth.

      “That doesn’t help anything. I have no idea if he has a niece.”

      “He does. And that’s me.” My hands balled into fists at my side. “Where is he?”

      Noah shrugged. “Not here.”

      “I see that. But that doesn’t answer my question. Where is he?”

      “I wish I knew.”

      “Why are you here?” Cade spit out. “How about you tell us that?”

      “I’m not sure I should tell you that yet.”

      “Why not? What are you waiting for?” I was sure I sounded as exasperated as I felt.

      “I need to make sure you are willing to work together before I say anything else.”

      “Work together on what exactly?” I struggled to calm down. Getting upset wasn’t going to help anything. I could already feel myself losing my cool.

      “By the way, awesome light.”

      I looked down. “Oh. That.”

      “What are you? I thought Jim was a Pteron.” Suspicion dripped from his voice.

      He thought? So he didn’t really know my uncle? “Let me change my question. What the hell are you doing in my uncle’s house?”

      “Hailey, he is law enforcement,” Eloise whispered.

      “Law enforcement for Crestview.” Not that any normal law enforcement mattered to us. “Where is Crestview anyway?”

      “Montana. But that’s beside the point. I’m not here on police business.”

      “Then why are you wearing the uniform?” Cade turned so he was leaning against me. “Or did you steal that?”

      “I did not steal it!” Noah yelled. Evidently Cade had hit a nerve.

      “Okay. Calm down. Everyone calm down.” If Cade wasn’t careful he’d shift without meaning to, which would make the net that much more uncomfortable for everyone.

      “I’ll calm down when he gets us out of this net.” Cade tugged on it. “I’m done with this game.”

      “Do you know how?” Noah came closer.

      “Don’t you?” Cade asked.

      “I already told you. I’m not the one who set it.”

      “That doesn’t mean you don’t know how to release it.” Cade sighed. “Or are you completely worthless to us?”

      “I can try to figure it out, but no attacking me. I’m here because I was told Jim could help. He isn’t here, and I’m wishing I never came.”

      “Yet you are here in his house. How did you manage that?” Maybe I shouldn’t have been judgmental since we were close to breaking into a couple of houses too, but I still had no idea who he really was or what he was doing there.

      “I broke in.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Because I’m desperate.” He hung back about a foot from us.

      “Why?” Maybe I was getting somewhere. “Why are you desperate?”

      He moved his hands behind his back. The motion made me nervous. I wanted to be able to see his hands. “Because my brother never returned from his mission to The Society.”

      “So you’ve got missing people too?” I hoped we were on the same side of all this. “By the way, I can tell you’re a bear, but anything else mixed in?”

      “All Grizzly. I guess I forgot that part. I’m Noah Grizzly.”

      “If you are from Montana, what was your brother doing here?”

      “Ian shows up for a lot of the meetings. When he never called in I went down to New Orleans and saw the mess. I called around to everyone I knew, and they suggested I come here.”

      “Why was your brother at the meeting and not you?” Cade asked.

      “He’s the Alpha. I’m not. But what does that matter? I heard there were no bodies found on the scene, which means he was taken somewhere. We need to find him.”

      “I still don’t get why you’re in this house. No one in New Orleans even knows Jim. He’s considered crazy.” It was unfair, but it was the truth. He’d been cast out.

      “Not by the people I talked to.”

      “What people?” I wanted to know for more than one reason.

      “I was sworn to secrecy.”

      Cade laughed. “Oh yes. Sworn to secrecy. You’re not buying this crap, are you?” Cade bumped his shoulder into mine.

      I ignored Cade for the moment. “When did Ian leave?”

      “A few days ago. I know what you’re thinking, why did I follow after him so quick? But it’s just not like him to go off the grid. Especially not now that he has Mara.”

      “Mara is his mate?” I made sure I was following.

      “Yes.”

      “We are dealing with the same problem. Only more than one person is missing, and we know there’s a whole lot more going on than missing people.”

      Noah swung his hands. “That’s not good.”

      “No. It’s not good.” Cade frowned. “Now get us out of here.”

      “I’ll try my best.” Noah picked up a section of the metal net.

      “Hold on a sec.” I touched it again. “I think I know what to do.” I closed my eyes and focused on the tiny holes as I wrapped my hands around the metal. Heat intensified until it was almost impossible to hold on any longer.

      “Whoa. Calm down there…” Cade trailed off.

      I opened my eyes to find the metal net cut in half.

      Noah stood there with his mouth hanging open as we scrambled to our feet.

      Cade used Noah’s surprise to grab his arms and pull them behind him. “Now tell us the truth. Who the hell are you?”

      “I told you the truth.” Noah remained cool and collected. “Man, I am getting tired of dealing with Pterons.”

      I walked around so I could look at him. “When have you dealt with Pterons before?”

      “One messed with Ian’s mate. Bryant was his name. I found out later he was one of The Society’s golden boys at one time.”

      “Bryant Florence.” I hated to even say the name. It reminded me of how evil can come from any family at any time. “He doesn’t represent the rest of us.” Although I’d met another one who fit his profile now.

      “I would give you the benefit of the doubt if this clown would unhand me.”

      “Clown?” Cade gasped. “You are addressing the King of California.”

      “King of California? What?”

      I resisted the urge to laugh. “It’s a new position. Well, new relatively speaking. It’s been a few years.”

      “I don’t see what Cade’s position has to do with anything right now.” Eloise smoothed out her shirt.

      “Please, release me. You’ve already proven you’re stronger. There are three of you.”

      “Let him go, Cade.” I didn’t want to take chances, but we also didn’t need another enemy.

      Cade released him, and Noah quickly crossed the room. “Why are you guys here? To get Jim’s help?”

      “To get something from Jim.” I’d start there.

      “What?” Noah put a hand in his front pocket.

      Cade, Eloise, and I exchanged looks. Cade looked skeptical, but I didn’t see what we’d have to gain by withholding the information about the key. “We need to find a key.”

      “A key?” Noah furrowed his brow. “A key to what?”

      “For right now let’s focus on it being a key.”

      “It could be a key opening up the gates of hell for all I know. I need more.”

      “It’s to a book. Okay? That make you feel better?”

      “You traveled here to find a key to open a book?”

      “It’s a very important book.” I pulled my bag closer to my side.

      “Evidently.” Noah’s eyes zoomed in on the book.

      “It’s going to have the answers we need.” At least I really hoped it did. Otherwise, I had absolutely no idea what to do next.

      “Okay. So where in the house would the key be? That is if you think it’s in the house. Or would your uncle have it on him?” Noah seemed to have pushed aside his doubts about us.

      “I don’t think he’d have it on him.” Eloise smoothed out her hair. “Remember what Wyatt said about Georgina? This isn’t something you’d carry around. You’d want it safe.”

      “Exactly. It’s going to be somewhere very safe.” I started to think. “Or just the opposite. He might leave it in the last place someone would expect him to leave it.” Which would be plain sight. Or close enough to it. Where did people leave keys that were practically in plain sight? By the door or in the kitchen.

      I ran around Noah and out of the little room we were in. It came as no surprise when I entered the same section of the basement where I’d spent hours searching through books to help Daisy. That felt like forever ago. Most likely my idea was off, and I was going to have to retrace my steps and start searching down there, but something told me my hunch was right.

      I reached the stairs and ran up as fast as I could. I could hear the others following me, but I didn’t glance back. The sooner I ruled this crazy idea out the better. I reached the kitchen and there it was. Hanging right beside a side door—a huge bunch of keys. There were easily a hundred of them all on a giant key ring. And if I was right, one of them was exactly what we needed.

      I took a seat at the kitchen table. By the scraping of chairs, the others did the same.

      “You think one of those is our key?” Cade asked from beside me.

      “It’s a place to start.”

      “How did you know to find these?” Noah started to move a few keys around.

      “I don’t know. I just did.”

      “It’s her Lightness nature.” Eloise scooted her chair closer to me. “She’s easing into it.”

      “I’m easing into it?”

      “Yes.” Eloise’s eyes were big. “As I knew you would.”

      I smiled. “Thanks for the confidence.”

      “Okay. How should we do this?” Noah pulled his chair in.

      “Well. Let’s start by eliminating some.” I set my bag on my lap. “It’s a really small hole, so we can get rid of any of the big ones.” I opened the ring and started to slip the keys off. “Let’s make two piles to start.”

      “Do we know what kind of metal?” Noah tossed two large keys into the discard pile.

      “Even if we did they could be disguised. We can’t toss out any that are the right size.”

      “Listen to the girl.” Cade didn’t look up from the keys he was sorting.

      The pile of castaways was rather small. Most of the keys on the ring were small—at least the ends were. Some were deceptive as in the handle was about four times the size of the end, like a screwdriver or something. I assumed that was all part of Jim’s plan. That is if I was right, and the key we needed was hidden here.

      “Are we really going to try all of those?” Eloise pointed at the much larger pile of keys that might fit the lock. “Couldn’t you just pick it out?”

      “Oh yeah, with my new found Lightness abilities coming in.” I rolled my eyes.

      “You could try.”

      “Sure. I could try.” I closed my eyes and thought about the keys. Nothing. Then I thought about the lock. Nothing either. “Nope.”

      “I know you said the color could be deceptive but is the keyhole in the silver color family or gold? I assume it’s not red.” Noah picked up a bright red key.

      “Good point. We can’t dismiss those keys, but we can prioritize the ones that are silver.”

      “Silver. Got it.” Noah returned to sorting. He was definitely motivated. He was putting a lot of trust in us, but then again he probably didn’t have too many other options. Whoever he’d turned to for help had suggested Jim as the expert. That still seemed so odd to me. Who would have sent him here? And why did they want to be sworn to secrecy? Everything had a meaning. Everything had a reason. It all tied in, I was sure.

      “Okay. Here’s the pile of silver small ones.” I pointed to the center pile. Thankfully it was smaller—maybe twenty keys remained.

      “That’s not so bad.” Noah smoothed out the pile of keys so none were on top of the other.

      “I still think Hailey should pick the order we try in. She may naturally know.” Eloise rocked back in her chair.

      “Fine. I’ll try.” I looked at the keys and picked one out. I tried it in the lock. Nothing.

      “Try again.” Eloise encouraged. I tried a second one. It didn’t work. I put it with the first. I looked back at the pile to try again. I saw something glitter out of the corner of my eye. “Do you guys see that?”

      “No,” the others said in unison.

      “Okay.” I picked up the key that had been right under the glinting.

      “Let’s see if Glendale was right about the third time always being the charm,” Eloise said mostly under her breath.

      “You know Glendale didn’t make up that saying, right?” Cade leaned over to watch.

      “Of course. But he meant it in terms of Hailey.” Eloise leaned in on my other side.

      I inserted the key, it turned, and the lock popped.

      “Okay. I vote Hailey always tries things three times.” Cade laughed.

      This was it. We’d found the right key. The book was unlocked, yet now I was afraid to open it. More than afraid. Terrified. What was so important in this book that I had to see it? And why did everyone think I’d know what to do when I saw it?

      “Aren’t you going to open it?” Noah asked quietly. “Wasn’t that the whole point of all that work?”

      “She’s nervous.” Cade sounded surprisingly supportive. “Give her a second.”

      “I’m not nervous.” I shot Cade a look—belatedly realizing that’s why he’d made the comment. He was egging me on. Either way, it worked. I laid the book flat on the table, and I opened it.
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      “You have a whole lot of explaining to do.” I struggled to keep my cool as I stared down the creature that had tried to hurt Hailey. He looked like he was in his thirties, but I was well aware he was much older than that.

      A befuddled expression was etched onto his face, and I was sure he was trying to figure out how he’d been so easily apprehended. We were in a back storage room, the only place safe from the prying eyes of the party still going on full force. Maybe I was getting old and jaded, but it was almost sad to watch creatures so entranced in partying they had no idea what was going on around them. They were completely unaware how much lay in the balance. I also knew full well I’d probably been one of them once. We all have a past whether we live a normal mortal life or fifty of them.

      “It’s called time manipulation.” Galloway pushed in to stand between Sol and me. “Not that you’d understand.”

      “I understand all.” The prisoner straightened himself up as best he could considering his arms and legs were bound, and he was anchored magically to a pole. Magic really did come in handy.

      Dangerous, evil, and a know-it-all. My distaste for this guy knew no bounds. “Then you know what we want from you.”

      “And you aren’t going to get it.” He smirked. I wanted to wipe that smirk right off his face.

      “Think again.” Sol scowled. “I can get anything I want from you.”

      “I know what you are, Seer.” The man sneered.

      “And?” Sol crossed his arms.

      “And I can keep you out.”

      “Even Pterons can’t do that.” Sol rocked back on his heels. “So think again.” Seers had the ability to pull from nearly any creatures’ minds. I highly doubted this guy was immune. If he was, he was even more powerful than we thought.

      “And what makes you think I’m only a Pteron?” The smirk grew even bigger. My annoyance grew exponentially with it.

      “We know you are a hybrid.” What kind of hybrid was the question. I’d thought I’d seen everything before, but I had no clue what he was.

      “Hybrid is the wrong word for what I am.” Despite his precarious situation, the man was calm and collected.

      “What is the right word?” I wanted to be physical. I wanted to inflict pain—but I had to resist that base instinct. It was answers we needed, not revenge.

      “Superior.”

      And the restraint got that much harder. My hands curled into fists at my sides.

      “We should be on the same side in all this.” He looked straight at me. “I know who you are, Drago.”

      “We could never be on the same side.” Not after what he did to Hailey. He would have killed her if I hadn’t gotten there in time. I’d never get that image out of my head.

      “We would be if you could stop letting her blind you. That happened to me too. I almost lost my way.”

      “Lost your way?” I leaned over to get to his line of sight. “Right.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “Then explain.” I straightened up. My patience went from wearing thin to gone.

      “Your mother was right all along. No organization is meant to last forever. It destroys the very makeup of things. It taints everything. You don’t understand, but you could if you would just open your eyes.”

      My eyes were open, and I most certainly didn’t see what he did. Referencing my mother? She was also the one who’d appeared to Hailey. It was time to get answers. “What did you do to all those people?”

      “You mean the hotel guests?”

      “Those and the others.” I cared about the innocent humans, but we needed to find out where Levi, Allie, and the rest of The Society members went.

      “The guests were moved for their safety.”

      “Their safety?” I raised an eyebrow. “Where are they?”

      “Safe.” His smirk returned. “From you.”

      “From me?” My fists tightened. There was no way he was throwing this back on me.

      “Was it not your fire that brought the building down?”

      “I only used my fire because of you.” I steadied my breathing. He was baiting me. He could sense my guilt. That was it. Nothing more.

      “Still it was your fire.”

      “And you want us to believe you knew in advance that would happen?” Sol pointed at him. “Because to say you moved them to keep them safe is to imply just that. I’m done playing games.”

      “Of course I knew. I know all.” His eyes were bright. He was enjoying this entirely too much.

      Sol marched toward the prisoner, removed his sunglasses, and tucked them into his pocket before putting his hands on either side of his head.

      I watched—eager to see what Sol could get out of him. I was also ready to watch that smirk disappear.

      Sol grunted. He removed his hands and replaced them. Then he removed them again.

      Our prisoner laughed. “I told you it wouldn’t work.”

      “What are you?” Sol sputtered.

      “Shouldn’t you ask who I am first?”

      “I don’t care about your name.” I didn’t want to personalize him. I wanted answers.

      “You should care. It’s Xander.”

      “Oh? Naming yourself after an Alter-Warlock, I see.” He was even more full of himself than I’d originally thought.

      “Not named after him.” The smirk grew.

      “You are not Xander. He died centuries ago.” I was getting increasingly frustrated with this jerk.

      “His body did. Your question was what I am. The correct question should be what am I not? I am not a single soul.”

      Sol and I exchanged glances. I debated whether it was even worth continuing to talk to the guy. We might need to resort to far more extreme measures. “You are trying to tell us your body harbors multiple beings?”

      “I am talking of souls. Not beings.” He closed his eyes.

      “We have other methods of getting answers from you.” I shook him. He didn’t open his eyes. We were desperate, and I was prepared to take as desperate measures as necessary. I shook him again. Nothing.

      “He’s not dead.” Sol stepped back. “He’s breathing.”

      “But he can’t be asleep.” I pushed him harder. “There is no way he could fall asleep that fast or sleep through this.”

      Sol kicked him. Still nothing. If he wasn’t sleeping, the guy was really good at pretending.

      Music spilled into the small room as Franklin slipped inside, closing the door tightly behind him.

      “I know nothing about souls. Or maybe that’s code for something.” Galloway watched on as she leaned against the wall.

      Franklin leaned back beside his daughter. Watching them together in nearly identical poses made it crystal clear they were related. “If you want to know more about souls, find yourself a pixie. They know all about that.”

      A pixie huh? “We could get a Guardian Pixie.” I thought of Eloise and everything she’d said about Glendale’s soul.

      “And where are you going to find one of those?” Galloway put a hand on her hip. “They aren’t exactly just flying around waiting to be found.”

      “Hailey.” Sol and I said at once. “Her Guardian Pixie will be able to help.”

      “And where is she again?” Sol asked.

      I walked away from Xander—even though that clearly wasn’t his real name. I didn’t really believe he couldn’t hear. “She went to find Jim.”

      “Who isn’t there.” Franklin eyed Xander warily. Clearly thinking the same thing I was.

      “Exactly.” I really hoped they managed to find the key anyway.

      “Do you want to go?” Sol rubbed the back of his neck. “Or should I?”

      I wanted to go directly to Hailey, but that didn’t mean I could or should. I’d strayed from my role already by questioning Xander. “I have to find Violet first. And then some others.”

      “You know we have all the time in the world.” Galloway waved her hand around.

      “Not really.” Manipulating time in one place didn’t necessarily give you more somewhere else. It was on too small of a scale.

      “Fine. I agree. Our time isn’t the only one. I can get you to Violet quickly and quietly. Why doesn’t Sol go ahead and find this pixie?”

      I thought about it. I had no reason to doubt my trust in Sol, considering I was relying on him so much already, but I hated sending anyone else to where Hailey was.

      “I’m not going to get to Hailey. I’m going to get Eloise.” Sol picked up on my thoughts. “And you know what’s going to happen if you don’t protect Owen and Daisy.”

      “I know.” I couldn’t afford to even think about the possibility of something happening to either of them or the baby. It was too awful. “Go. And make sure they’re safe.”

      “I will.” Sol nodded. “You think they’ll still be at Jim’s?”

      “I don’t know, but it would be a good place to start.” I had no idea how long searching for the key would take.

      “I’d offer my services, but you know my power with time is limited. I can’t turn it back for them,” Franklin explained.

      “I know.” Everyone had limitations. I definitely had them. I was facing that more and more lately.

      “But I can watch the prisoner for you. Make sure he doesn’t get far.” Franklin arched his head in Xander’s direction, where his eyes were still closed. So he was still in his sleep state, or pretend sleep state.

      “Yes. Don’t let him leave, and if you can get information out of him all the better.”

      Franklin grinned. “I might be able to do that.”

      “I have no clue what he is, Dad.” Galloway frowned. “Be careful.”

      Franklin chuckled. “Aren’t I the one who’s supposed to be warning you?”

      “You haven’t had to worry about me in a long time.” Galloway put a hand in the pocket of her jeans.

      “I’m your father. It’s part of the job description. Forever.”

      “How long is it going to take to get me a clear path to Violet?” I didn’t want to interrupt their father-daughter chat, but we had to get moving.

      “Not long,” Galloway reassured me.

      “Good.”

      “Galloway?” Franklin glanced at his daughter.

      She looked at him. “Yes?”

      “Be good.” He shook a finger at her.

      She grinned. “You know I will be.”

      “I mean really be good. There is a lot on the line here.” Any trace of humor was gone from his face.

      “Everything is on the line...” Galloway trailed off.

      Franklin nodded. “Yes. That’s nearly true.”

      “I will get back to you as soon as I can.” Sol opened the door and stepped back into the party. I’d expected him to vanish into thin air—Seers could do things like that, but maybe he had another plan.

      “Seers are strange.” Galloway watched as the door closed behind him.

      “And you aren’t?”

      “Maybe to some.” She shrugged. “Am I strange to you?”

      “No. But then again I’ve known you your entire life.”

      “What’s it like?

      “What’s what like?” I eyed Xander again—true name or not, it was easier to refer to him as that than the prisoner or fedora guy.

      “Being with someone so young.” She pulled up a stool and sat down.

      “Amazing.”

      “You like robbing the cradle?” She arched an eyebrow.

      “No. I mean her. She’s amazing. She makes me feel things I never thought I could.”

      “Worth waiting for?”

      “Of course.” I would have waited forever to be with Hailey.

      “And you’d do the same thing all over again if you had to?”

      “Yes, but why are you asking me that?” As much as I loved talking about Hailey, right now we had other things to focus on.

      “I think it’s important to know what’s really true for you. To know what’s important. Messing with the things we’re messing with are bound to muck up the waters.”

      “The waters have been mucked up for a long time.”

      “For all of time,” Franklin muttered.

      “Yes. That’s probably right.” I couldn’t remember a time when everything was clear, but right now things seemed particularly bad.

      “Okay. I need to make sure there’s no one on your tail right now.”

      “I’m sure someone is on my tail. Positive.”

      “You saw someone following you?”

      “No. But just because you don’t see anyone doesn’t mean they aren’t there.” And I’d felt it.

      “Are they at this party?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it depends on how gutsy they are.”

      “Fine. Then we are going to have to start from somewhere else.”

      “Where?”

      “I know the perfect place.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the door. I followed her back out to the party.

      “I thought we were trying to lose whoever was following me.”

      “Don’t worry. We will.” She walked back through the large room where music pulsated through the speakers. She towed me toward a narrow staircase and headed down. She continued down further and further.

      “Oh. I know where we’re going.”

      “It’s usually really quiet down here. And this is one of the only entrances to the tunnels left. I can lock the door behind us, and we’ll be secure so I can work.”

      “You can’t magically transport, so how are we getting to her?”

      “Just let me work. I can take care of everything.”

      “I really hope you are right.”
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      The words started to disappear before I could read them—as if someone was deleting the type. They blurred and flew off the page like wet ink. In seconds the entire page was blank. I stared down at the weathered and discolored sheet of what I assumed had once been white or cream parchment. It was now vaguely brown. “Oh. Fantastic. Anyone know what that was about?” I asked no one in particular.

      “Aren’t you supposed to know?” Cade leaned over me to get a better look at the blank page. “You are the Lightness.”

      “And a Lightness is an expert on why words would disappear off a page?” I shot back.

      “No. Yes.” Cade sighed. “I don’t know. I’m going off what we were told.”

      “Whatever it is, we need to work fast.” Noah folded his hands on the table in front of him. “What if it all disappears before we read it, and the time spent searching for the key was a complete waste?”

      “Don’t you think I’ve already thought of that?” I stared at the page again while I debated what to do. There were many different possibilities of what was at work. “What if turning the page makes the words disappear? Like there is a timer that starts when you turn? I don’t want to test that out until I’m ready.”

      “When will you be ready?” Cade snapped.

      “When I’m ready. I don’t know what to tell you.” I buried my face in my hands. I usually loved being in charge. However, at that moment I would have paid nearly anything to let someone else take the reins. I was exhausted, stressed, and unbelievably worried about everyone and everything.

      “Okay. Stay calm.” Eloise gently patted my back. “Help her stay calm, Cade. Otherwise, you leave.”

      “Leave?” Cade chortled. “Like you can tell me what to do.”

      “Just shut up.” I put my hands over my ears. “Okay? I’m stressed enough already. What if we lost something hugely important on this page?”

      “Then we lost something hugely important on this page. There is nothing we can do about that now.” Noah sounded almost as calm as Eloise. “Can’t look back. Only forward.”

      “Sounds like you are speaking from experience.” His words weren’t empty the way they usually were when someone usually made that kind of statement. It wasn’t off-hand; it was weighted with understanding.

      “I am.” Noah gave a terse smile. “It’s not the greatest lesson to have to learn.”

      “Okay. Enough getting to know you stuff. Let’s stay focused.” Cade pulled the book toward him.

      “Focused. Right.” I removed my hands from my head. “Because if I focus I am going to suddenly figure this whole thing out.”

      “You never know. Stranger things have happened.” Eloise moved from patting my back to rubbing small circles. It was quite relaxing. “Especially to you.”

      “Lots of strange things happen to Hailey.” Cade nudged me with his elbow.

      His words didn’t bother me. It was different when I knew for sure he was joking. I’d grown up surrounded by guys who liked to argue with me. To rile me up. I’d complained about it—kind of like how I complained about them underestimating me—but now I missed it. I especially missed it coming from Owen because I missed Owen. No matter how old I got he’d always be my big brother. I needed him more than ever, but I understood he had problems of his own.

      “Okay. What can we do to help?” Eloise abruptly stopped with the circles. “Give us tasks.”

      “I’d tell you if I knew.” My first thought was to close the book and then reopen it. See if the ink only disappeared for that one opening. The only thing stopping me was my fear of discovering I was wrong. “Okay. I’m going to close the book.”

      “And see if the words are back?” Noah asked. “That’s what I’d do.”

      I looked across the table at him. “Then why didn’t you suggest it?”

      “Because you seem to be the one in charge.”

      “Fair enough, but if you have ideas you should share them.” We needed any help we could get. I didn’t really believe in fate and destiny, but maybe he was there for a reason.

      “Duly noted.” Noah rose and walked around the table to stand behind me. I tried not to let that make me nervous, but I was always uncomfortable when I couldn’t see everyone in the room.

      I shrugged off the worry. Noah wasn’t looking to attack me. Maybe we didn’t know for sure how trustworthy he was, but we were sharing tons of information with him. We had to hope he was truly on our side. “Okay. Then we all need to be prepared to read super fast if the words are there.”

      “Or take pictures.” Cade help up his phone. “Ever think of that?”

      A picture. That might buy us some time with the words. “That’s actually a pretty good idea.”

      “A pretty good idea?” Cade narrowed his eyes.

      “Hey, take what you get.” He wasn’t the only one who liked to joke.

      “You forget who I am. Just like everyone else,” Cade complained.

      “You’re Cade. Just like I’m Hailey. Let’s leave the labels at the door and see what happens. Remember you chose to come with me.” I hadn’t forced him. I was never going to force anyone to help me. It was far too dangerous. I felt bad enough about getting Eloise involved in this, Guardian Pixie or not.

      “I did, and I still think it was the right decision.” Cade put an arm around my shoulders. “I’ll try to be better. Maybe I need to eat. I get cranky when I don’t eat.”

      “We can eat after we’ve saved the world, okay? You have your camera ready?” I pointed at his phone.

      “And what happens if there is no ink there?” Noah asked from behind me.

      “Then we are right where we are now. No better. No worse.”

      “Well, it could be worse. Right now as we talk more and more text might be disappearing.” Cade removed his arm from around me.

      I slammed the book shut. “And you didn’t suggest that until now? Really, Cade?”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t want to spook you.”

      “This isn’t about spooking me. It’s about saving people.”

      “It’s about saving life as we know it,” Cade added. “I get it. This time I’m serious. I’ll stop.”

      “This stuff really does go deep, huh?” Noah said quietly. “Way deeper than I imagined.”

      “It does.” Which was why we had to get working to fix things quickly.

      “Okay. Are you ready to reopen it?” Eloise scooted her chair closer to me.

      “Is everyone ready?” I glanced over my shoulder at Noah.

      Everyone nodded.

      “Okay.” I set my fingers up on the cover of the book and hesitated.

      “What’s wrong?” Noah asked. “Is it stuck or something?”

      “No. I’m nervous.”

      “Get rid of the nerves, Hailey. You got us all ready, you can’t leave us waiting.” Cade didn’t hold back. For once I appreciated it. I needed the push.

      “Okay. Ready, set, go.” I pulled the cover open.

      “It’s still blank,” I stated the obvious as I stared at the blank page. It was exactly as it was when I’d closed it.

      “Yup,” Noah agreed. “But remember what you said. No better, no worse.”

      “Or so we think.”

      “Let’s do this.” Cade patted my arm. “You need to turn a page.”

      “Or someone else can. Maybe it’s me. We hadn’t thought of that. Maybe if someone else was in control the words wouldn’t disappear.” I was more than happy to give someone else the job.

      “No. This is for you to do,” Eloise shot me down immediately.

      “What’s with the crazy intensity all of a sudden?” Cade looked between us.

      “It’s not all of a sudden. When I have an instinct I follow it.” Eloise raised her chin.

      “And your instinct is I really have to be the one to do this?” I turned to look at her. “Because I could be right. Maybe someone else should try.”

      “Yes. Unequivocally. It has to be you.” She made complete eye contact with me. “But maybe there’s more.”

      “More what?” I didn’t really want to hear what she had to say. I couldn’t take anything else, but if it could help I knew I needed to listen.

      Eloise took my hand in hers. “Maybe you should be doing this alone.”

      “Alone? Then who is going to take the pictures?” Cade held up his phone.

      “Maybe that’s the point. There should be no pictures. She should be reading this all alone.” Eloise sat up completely straight in her chair as if trying to appear taller.

      “Because the book is only written for certain eyes?” Noah asked. “Is that why?”

      “But Georgina has seen the book,” Cade pointed out. “And she’s human.”

      “But she’s Georgina.” Eloise pressed the palms of her hands into the table. “She’s special.”

      “Says the girl who just met her. As in literally just met her.” Cade rolled his eyes.

      “Hailey, this your call.” Noah moved around so he was back in my line of sight. “Do you want to do this alone, or do you want us with you?”

      “I want you guys with me.” And it wasn’t because I was afraid. “I know you have your instincts, Eloise. But I have mine. And it’s telling me I’m not supposed to do things on my own. That’s what the old me would have done, and look at where that got me.”

      “The old you?” Cade grinned. “You’ve changed so much?”

      “Well, I have become a hybrid and faced some pretty crazy challenges, so yeah I’ve changed. But then again you’ve changed too. We all have. Well, I don’t know you Noah, but Eloise too I bet.”

      Noah smiled. “I get your point.”

      “I can abide by that,” Eloise clasped her hands together. “But you need to be the one touching the book. I don’t want any of us messing it up.” She looked right at Cade when she added the last part. I was sure that didn’t go unnoticed by him.

      “Fine. Sounds like a good compromise. Is everyone ready?”

      “Yes. This time really do it, okay?” Cade pushed the book over so it was directly in front of me.

      I glared at him. “I love how you are so patient and determined to be helpful no matter what.”

      He grinned. “And I love how you are never sarcastic.”

      “Are you two related?” Noah looked between us.

      “No.” I looked away from Cade. “Thank goodness.”

      Noah seemed to consider what I’d said. “It seems like you’re siblings or something. That or ex-lovers. There’s something weird between you.”

      Ex-lovers? I cringed. Not a chance.

      “We’ve known each other a while,” Cade explained. “She’s like my surrogate little sister.”

      Noah nodded. “Gotcha.”

      “But she’s going to mate with a dragon, so I wouldn’t get any ideas,” Cade added.

      Noah’s forehead furrowed. “I wasn’t getting ideas.”

      “And who is getting us off course now?” I glared at Cade.

      “Okay. Right. Sorry. Go ahead.” Cade made a shooing motion with his hand.

      I caught the edge of the page and turned.

      Black words jumped from the page in front of my eyes and disappeared just as quickly. I struggled to keep up and hoped Cade was having luck taking pictures.

      

      And there will be no past. And there will be no future. There will only be the now. That will be the great equalizer. The power of the emerald dragon will become static. Not a weapon. Not a tool. Not what it ever was before. Unless it does not. Unless there will be a past. Unless there will be a future. There will be a past, future, and a now. There will be no great equalizer. The power of an emerald will move off its axis. It will be a weapon. It will be a tool. Exactly what it was before.

      

      The words stopped flowing. I blinked.

      “Anyone else lost?” Cade rubbed his eyes.

      “So that didn’t make sense to you guys either?” I blinked over and over. My eyes burned like I’d gotten something in them. Annoyance seized me. “What was the point of it? Why give so many contradictions?”

      “Maybe that’s the point. It was supposed to be contradictions,” Noah suggested. “Want to keep going?”

      “You think the words will continue to move like that if I flip the page?”

      Noah squinted as he gazed at the book. “Well, it seemed to have been doing the same thing on the page before. My best guess would be it does that continually.”

      “I want to see something.” I flipped back a page. The page was still blank.

      “Hoping it would reappear?” Noah asked.

      “Yup. Too bad.” That would have been convenient.

      “I think you should keep going.” Cade gestured to the book.

      “Did you get a picture?” I’d read the words and remembered them strangely well, but sometimes it was easier to analyze things when you could physically look at them.

      Cade looked at his phone. “Just a blur.” He held out the screen so I could look. It was just as he said, a blur of gray and black.

      “Well, we read that page in time. It’s all about being ready.” Eloise’s hands were neatly folded in front of her.

      “Okay. Let’s all get ready.”

      “Ready,” the assembled echoed.

      I turned the page.

      And if history repeats itself again an emerald will be the only chance for survival. An emerald will lead the way toward a new order of things. An emerald will need the help of those pure of soul and mind. And if history repeats itself again an emerald will be the only chance for destruction. An emerald will lead the way towards an old order of things. An emerald will be hurt by those pure of soul and mind.

      The eye burning was even worse this time. If I hadn’t been so determined I probably would have looked away earlier.

      “That was even worse for me.” Cade had his hand over his eyes. “And just as helpful, huh?”

      “Agreed. What is this supposed to be telling us? How does any of this help?” I was getting so tired of the confusing messages.

      “It helps. We just have to figure out the why.” Noah walked around the table and took his seat. “I assume we’re taking a break?”

      “My eyes could use it,” I admitted. “I’m usually really good at dealing with physical pain. This isn’t like me.”

      “I don’t think it’s pain as much as exhaustion.”

      “Weird question, but do you guys remember every word?” I wondered if I did because I was a Lightness.

      “Yes,” they replied unanimously.

      “Then maybe it was literally burning itself into our brains.” Not a pretty picture, but it was what I could come up with.

      “I was thinking the same thing.” Noah blinked rapidly.

      “Great minds think alike.” I pressed a palm to my forehead. Thankfully the pain was subsiding.

      “Maybe I chose the wrong journey,” Cade mumbled.

      “So much for being glad you came.”

      “I am glad, but I didn’t sign up to have something burned into me.”

      “The burning sensation doesn’t last forever at least.”

      “The second time was worse than the first though. Maybe we should be careful how much we read right now.” We were dealing with something none of us fully understood. “And I’m sorry guys.”

      “Sorry for what exactly?” Cade asked.

      “I had you do that with me. Eloise suggested I do it alone, and I didn’t listen.”

      “We don’t blame you.” Noah leaned back in his chair. “But maybe since you’re the Lightness you want to try the next one on your own?”

      “Is it still burning you guys?” I was almost afraid to ask.

      “Oh, yeah.” Cade leaned forward.

      “It’s nearly stopped for me now. Yeah. I feel awful.” The guilt grew and grew.

      “Please don’t feel bad. None of this is your fault.” Eloise covered my hand with hers. “Following your instincts is important.”

      “It is when they’re right.” Clearly, I needed to think long and hard before trusting mine.

      “Maybe it was right. This way if something happens to you the rest of us know the info,” Noah suggested.

      “Should I deck him or let you do it?” Cade snapped.

      “It’s a fair point.” I looked at Noah. “I did tell you to speak up about things.”

      “You told him to share ideas. Not suggest that bad things are going to happen to you.”

      “You know that’s not what I was doing. I was looking at the situation from all angles. That’s what I’m trained to do.”

      “As a police officer?” Eloise asked.

      “Yes, and as a member of a pack.”

      “Okay. I need something to eat before we go any further.” Cade pushed his chair back. “Hopefully your uncle stocked some food.”

      “Have at it.” I gestured to the cabinets. “But no promises he has anything edible.”

      “At this point I could eat anything.” Cade stood and walked across the kitchen.

      “For once I agree with you.” Eloise stood. So did Noah.

      I sat alone at the table wishing I had some idea of what to do next.
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      There is nothing redeemable about the realm of the dead. I have heard that it beats other places for the non-living, but it is so grey and bleak I find it hard to justify any positive words about it. I have also heard the experience is different if you are truly supposed to be there. But I wasn’t. At least not yet. And if I was careful not anytime soon.

      Georgina seemed unperturbed by the bleak locale at first. She’d dusted off her shirt—even though there was no dust on it—and looked around the dark forest fairly contentedly. “Thank you for the transportation.”

      “You are welcome. I still can’t imagine why you wanted to come here. You were living a rather nice life.” I stepped to the side as I noticed a few bugs crawling among the leaves. I didn’t realize anything living resided in this realm. Or maybe they weren’t living, but I’d never seen a non-living yet animated bug before.

      “I am looking for someone. And you know as well as I do that my life was going to change even if I didn’t take this journey.” She looked down at her arms, and her expression turned to one of mild alarm. “I do believe I am turning grey.”

      “Side effect of being here. It is the first of many I assume you will be experiencing.” It wasn’t exactly pleasant for me, but being a demon it didn’t change much about my appearance. For a human, the realm was debilitating to say the least.

      “Well, I’ve had grey hair for years already. What’s grey skin matter?” She looked all around. “Okay. I believe I have my bearings now.”

      “Just so we are clear, my part of this is over.” I was ready to get out of there and find Hailey.

      “As I said I have my bearings now. Thank you again for the transportation. You may leave.”

      “I cannot take you back anyway,” I rationalized. There was really no reason to stick around.

      “We have been over this.” She started to walk.

      “And it is okay if I leave?” I padded after her.

      She stopped in her tracks. “Would it matter if I told you it wasn’t? You are a demon. Since when have you cared about others?”

      “It’s all Daisy’s fault.” The words flew out of my mouth. Maybe it was a strange side effect of the realm. Honesty. “She’s ruined me.” I still remembered meeting that Allure. She’d been so sweet and innocent—so perfectly wrong for the life she’d been cast into. In some ways she was my exact opposite. Hailey wasn’t like Daisy, but they were more similar than either girl could imagine. And there was just something about the Pteron that drew me in. A power one could not deny.

      “You aren’t ruined. You are more complex. That is not a bad thing at all as long as you never let it get in the way.” She had a far-off look in her eyes. I imagined she was examining her own life and decisions. But maybe that was just me romanticizing the situation.

      “Anything that softens a demon is bad.”

      “If you want to leave, leave. Do not stay on my account.” She was telling the truth. That startled me. Here was a weak human unafraid to face the unknown. Sure, I was not exactly trustworthy, but I was a companion and presumably protection. Yet she was fine being left entirely alone.

      “You’ve said that already.” I made no plans to leave quite yet. Surely Hailey would be fine if I stayed just a little longer. “If you would like my company for a short while longer, I can provide it. But fair warning, I may leave at any time.”

      Georgina smiled. “I wouldn’t mind the company, but we need to move fast.”

      “Where are we going exactly?”

      “To find an old friend.”

      “An old friend living in the realm of the dead?” I’d asked very few questions before transporting her. Perhaps I should have questioned her more.

      “Yes.” She picked up the pace.

      I kept up right beside her. “Oh. You keep in touch?”

      She gave me an annoyed look. “Glendale, really.”

      “Sorry. I had to.” I cannot really remember when I started making jokes. It certainly wasn’t part of my initial makeup, but as the centuries passed, so did I.

      “I’m not sure your reasons for remaining with me, but you are going to have to put a lot of trust in my decisions. Otherwise, you are free to leave.”

      “I don’t trust easily.”

      “Well, neither do I. There. I guess we do have something in common.”

      “We have more than that in common. I rather like your decorating.” I rubbed up against her leg without really thinking.

      She glanced down at me. “You are entirely different than what you seem on the surface.”

      “Really? I’ve been told my personality matches that of a typical feline.” Depending on who you talked to that was either a very good, or very bad, thing.

      “I don’t mean your form. I mean the initial impression you give.”

      “Oh.” I let her words sink in. “Do I make a good impression?”

      “Do you really care what answer I give?” She stepped around a fallen tree.

      I jumped over the log. “No. But this place is not my favorite. I rather like the distraction of conversation.”

      “There is a beauty here though, isn’t there?” She pushed back a large branch.

      I crouched down lower to move under the branch and met back up with her on either side. “It is entirely grey.” I assumed we were seeing the place similarly. I may have been in a cat’s body, but my vision was stronger, sharper, and more detailed than a typical feline. Besides, I could choose to view a place as nearly any creature. Being a Helzin Demon came with some perks.

      “Maybe—but it’s all different types of grey, and they work together so well.” She spread her arms out in front of her.

      “I’ve never heard anyone describe this place that way.” I needed to give this woman more credit.

      “Don’t get me wrong. I don’t like what’s building up inside right now.”

      “Oh. I’ve heard about that. Desperation? Pain?” I didn’t feel any of it myself, but it was the typical response creatures got when they entered this realm before their time. It was supposed to serve as a warning—or so I’d heard. A kind of last chance to turn around before certain doom sort of message. But that was when it was still possible to leave the realm on your own. All but a select few had lost that privilege long before.

      “Yes. But I am strong enough to handle all of that and more.” She pressed on, stepping around boulders, maneuvering around branches. It was rather impressive considering she was wearing boots more appropriate for dress than a journey—but what did I know?

      “Yes, you are. Or I think you are. You are also not like what you appear—both first impressions and your outside appearance.”

      “I am not weak if that is what you’re implying.”

      “My point is you’re a whole lot stronger than you look.” I generally avoided dolling out compliments, but she deserved one. Besides, it might help her. Her success in the realm would be helpful to the cause.

      The hair on my back stood up. There was another demon around. “You need to hide.”

      “Hide?” Georgina stopped short. “Why?”

      “Trust me just this once.”

      “I do hope you are being truthful.” She hurried off toward a thick cluster of trees.

      I turned back to wait for our company.

      The company came in the form of a young man with dark hair that nearly touched his shoulders. Even though the outside form was entirely different from anyone I had met before, his eyes gave him away. “Hello, Mort.”

      “Glendale. I never expected to see you here so soon. Pray tell me how you finally met your demise.”

      “I am only here for a visit.”

      “A visit?” He crinkled his nose. “A business visit I presume? Still involved with only the finest Earth has to offer?”

      “Something like that.” I ignored his insult. It wasn’t really an insult anyway.

      He sniffed. “You smell like human.”

      “Do I?” I remained still. One benefit of my chosen form was that my expressions were very difficult to read.

      “Yes. Why do you waste your time with such weak creatures?” He crossed his arms. “You had such potential.”

      “They aren’t all weak.” I felt surprisingly defensive of Georgina. No one—let alone a has-been like Mort—was going to call her weak.

      “They live short, miserable, little lives. They accomplish so little when you really think about it.”

      “Actually some have accomplished a whole lot. Entire civilizations. Delightful cuisines. Cures for diseases.” I stopped before I could rattle off everything. “Are you sure you aren’t projecting your own experiences on them?”

      He smiled a cruel smile. “Entire civilizations that always fall. Delightful cuisines? Who needs to eat? And only the weak get ill in the first place.”

      “Yet you died somehow.”

      “I moved on when I was ready. It’s normal to grow tired after a few millennia.”

      “Grow tired?” I licked my paw. “Is that what you call it?”

      “I see you still have no understanding for your own kind.”

      “I am not of the same kind as you.”

      “My kind and yours are not that different. We are both demons.”

      “Yes. But I am, and have always been, superior.” I looked into his eyes. I was positive he’d blink first. He did.

      He laughed an annoying, haughty laugh. “If I weren’t in such a good mood I’d have to retaliate against you for that comment.”

      “What is the good mood about?”

      “I will be moving on soon. I’m ready.”

      “You have been here a rather long time, haven’t you? Tired of it?” I couldn’t resist one more jab.

      “I’ve been held back by a few things, but I believe I’m just about ready now. My therapist thinks I am.”

      “Your therapist.” I flipped my tail back and forth. “I must hear about this.”

      “Don’t mock. There is nothing wrong with discussing your feelings.”

      “I wish I could record you.”

      “One day you will understand, little Glendale.”

      “I am not little.” I arched my back.

      “Yet you are.” He bent down to my height. “Even smaller than the humans you play with.”

      “But not smaller than you.”

      “I wouldn’t push me too hard.” He returned to his normal height.

      “Oh yeah? And why is that?”

      “Because I still have power you don’t want to see. I would hate to hurt my friend.” His eyes darkened.

      “You and I have never been friends.”

      “We almost were.” There was something almost mournful in his tone. Very un-Mort like.

      “Almost doesn’t count.” He’d actually been the one to teach me that the hard way. But I wasn’t going to remind him of that.

      “Sure it does.”

      “Let’s not do this.” I yawned.

      “Who’s the tired one now?” His eyes gleamed. “Is the realm getting to you? It really isn’t bad once you’re dead.”

      “I don’t plan on dying anytime soon.” At least not if I had my way.

      “Then I would choose better company.”

      “What are you implying?” I sensed Georgina moving. Was she going to use the distraction as a chance to move? There was no way she could get passed Mort undetected, but I didn’t blame her for trying. I couldn’t risk it by turning around to check.

      “I’m implying I’d stay away from humans. They only lead to trouble.”

      “The same can be said for demons.”

      “Yes, it can… usually.” He grinned.

      “I haven’t gone soft.”

      “No. You couldn’t. You weren’t made that way. But some can.”

      “She’s doing well you know.” Here it was. Time to bring up the ultimate distraction.

      “Who?”

      “Come off it. Delilah. I know exactly what you want to know.”

      His entire body went rigid at the sound of her name, but he tried to hide it, to play it off.

      “Yeah? She’s okay?”

      “She is.” I sensed Georgina close. She couldn’t have moved far.

      “She alone?”

      “Yeah. But I think she likes it that way.”

      He cracked a smile. “She always did.”

      “But not with you.”

      “No, not with me.” His eyes misted over.

      “You’ll see her again one day.”

      “Nah. I want her to live forever.”

      “No creature can live forever. Not even our kind. Tired of waiting? Your being should have disappeared decades ago. Your yearning for her must be really strong.”

      “It’s not just her. I have some unfinished business I am working through. But as I said, I’m almost there.”

      “Well, please return to your business.” And don’t let the door hit you on the way out.

      “You can let the human come out. She isn’t very good at hiding.”

      “Yeah, I figured you knew.” But I’d been hoping he wouldn’t concern himself with it. I should have known.

      Georgina walked over from a different direction than she’d originally hidden. I’d been right. She’d moved.

      Mort looked at her. “I know you.”

      “You do?” Georgina flinched.

      “Yes. Or I know of you. We’ve never met.” He held out a hand. “Mort. Pleasure to meet you.”

      She looked at his hand for a split second before shaking it. His hand slipped straight through hers. So he was starting to fade out. “I hope you have heard good things.”

      “About you? Yes. Only good things. But I have heard you have more than your fair share of secrets.”

      “I’d say it’s a very fair share.” Georgina straightened her shoulders.

      “I’m sure you would.” Mort’s eyes zeroed in on her face.

      “I’m missing something.” What did Mort know about Georgina that I didn’t know? I didn’t like it one bit.

      “You are, but that’s nothing new.” Mort smiled, but it didn’t get anywhere near reaching his eyes.

      “Very funny.” I tried to hide my distaste and apprehension. I wasn’t supposed to care.

      “Does your knowledge of me also tell you why I’m here?” Georgina clasped her hands in front of her.

      “The realm is affecting you whether you want to admit it or not.” Mort walked all around her.

      Georgina shrugged in a barely noticeable way, as if the motion had been out of her control despite trying to stop it. “It affects all of the living who come here. You are denying the nature of things by coming.”

      “Yet you are here. And you aren’t afraid of what is to come.”

      She held her head up, but she was straining. “Life isn’t worth living if you allow fear to control you.”

      “Yet you are trembling.” Mort rested his chin on his fisted hand.

      “You just said I wasn’t afraid.”

      “You aren’t mentally, but your body is. No matter how strong you are of mind, your body senses the truth.”

      “So be it. If this is the end, at least I will die knowing I’ve done everything I can to help those I love.” Her lip quivered.

      “Too bad you are human.” Mort made a swatting motion with his hand.

      “Why too bad?”

      “Because I wish you could have had a longer life.”

      “I’d still be in trouble now.”

      “That is true. Although maybe you would have taken a different path.” Mort seemed to be studying her again. I wasn’t the only demon to find her interesting.

      “Which is why it is good I’m human. I own up to my flaws as best I can. I understand I have weaknesses. I’ve always known death is a possibility. You live your life differently when you understand that each day may be your last.”

      “You think you’ll find your husband here.” Mort didn’t make his comment sound like a question.

      Georgina gave another slight shrug. “It’s been far too long since I’ve heard from him.”

      “Doesn’t mean he’s here.” Mort took a step toward her. I moved closer to her as well. I didn’t trust him.

      “He would have passed through here considering how much he’s done,” she continued.

      “But it is not him who you seek right now. It is another.” Mort didn’t move further.

      “Exactly.” She nodded.

      “She’s here,” Mort said in barely a whisper.

      “Perfect.” Georgina smiled. “I knew she would be.”

      “I can take you there,” Mort held out his hand.

      “I can manage on my own, but thank you for the offer.”

      “She already has me for that.” I arched my back.

      “Why are you still here, Glendale?” Georgina looked at me.

      “Because I am.”

      She gave the slightest of smiles. “It’s nice that you aren’t making excuses.”

      “Life is too short for that.”

      “Not your life.”

      “I’m here for the time being.” I rubbed against her legs. Maybe that would help?

      “I really don’t mind continuing this search alone.” Georgina blinked a few times as if struggling to keep her eyes open. “Very nice to meet you, Mort.” She turned and continued in the direction we’d been headed to start with. I nodded a goodbye to Mort and hurried to catch up. Despite her declining energy, she was moving rather quickly.

      “Be careful, Glendale,” Mort called after.

      “Aren’t I always?”

      “More like never,” he murmured as Georgina and I lumbered on.
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      I waited in the dark tunnel for something to happen. Galloway had disappeared down another corridor and insisted I wait for her. I didn’t particularly like the feeling of being a sitting duck, but I was already putting all my eggs in her basket so to speak. I’d give her a few minutes to prove to me she knew what she was doing.

      I needed transport. But more specifically I needed untraceable transport. The ways of managing that were few and far between. I wasn’t entirely sure what method Galloway was going to come up with.

      “I hope he is paying you well,” a vaguely familiar voice spoke from a ways off.

      I strained to listen.

      “I don’t care about payment. The fate of life as we know it is in the balance. This is a chance to prove myself independently of my father.” Galloway’s voice was easy to identify.

      “Still you are going to have to pay me.”

      “And I will. But we haven’t negotiated terms quite yet.”

      “A little advice, honey. Negotiate the terms up front.”

      I saw two figures approaching in the darkness. One was Galloway no question. The other was a cheetah.

      “Wyatt. It is really you.” The cheetah approached me, strutting in a way that made it crystal clear—if one hadn’t already heard her talk— she definitely wasn’t a regular Cheetah.

      I tried to pull up a memory of the cheetah, or her voice. “Yes. I’m sorry but I can’t place your voice.”

      “Because that isn’t offensive.” She turned away.

      “I thought being honest was the best course of action.”

      The cheetah turned her head back toward me. “Why’d you think that?”

      “Delilah?” Recognition hit me. “Is that you?”

      “In the flesh. Or this flesh.” She stretched out to show off her thick, groomed, fur.

      “Last time I saw you, you were in a humanoid form.” She’d been using it to get what she wanted from human men. I’d stepped in when things got a bit out of control, and hopefully she didn’t still hold a grudge.

      “Yeah, I got tired of lumbering around. I went with something sleeker for the last fifty years or so.” If she was angry, she didn’t show it. Although that didn’t mean she wouldn’t show it later.

      “I understand. Always nice to see my favorite Helzin Demon.” Laying it on thick couldn’t hurt. Especially when dealing with a demon with this size ego. She was even worse than Glendale. But then again you usually knew what you were getting with Delilah. Glendale was far more of a mystery, which made him worse.

      “Oh?” She turned her head to the side. “I’m your favorite now? A few seconds ago you couldn’t even figure out who I was.”

      “But now that I know I am reminded of your abilities.” I made direct eye contact. She’d take that as a sign of respect.

      “I am good at everything.”

      I didn’t blink. “You are.”

      “I take it you two know each other.” Galloway smoothed out her hair before returning her hat to her head. “Funny how you are just now telling me you know him, Delilah.”

      Delilah lifted one shoulder in a cheetah equivalent of a shrug. “I thought you were maybe talking about someone else.”

      “Another Drago named Wyatt?” Galloway narrowed her eyes.

      “Okay, okay, I knew. I thought it would be more fun to surprise you.”

      “You have an interesting idea about what is fun.”

      “So do you if I remember correctly.” Delilah grinned. It looked rather frightening with her large teeth barred.

      “Delilah,” Galloway snapped. “Let’s not go there.”

      “Wait. What is she talking about?” Maybe it was none of my business, but they had my attention.

      “Nothing.” Galloway’s expression darkened.

      I wasn’t going to push it. I had a feeling it had nothing to do with her work.

      “Oh… keeping secrets.” Delilah laughed.

      “It’s not a secret. Don’t be so dramatic.” Galloway crossed her arms.

      “Drop it. Pretend I didn’t ask.” Great. My question had pulled us down a detour. That certainly hadn’t been my intention.

      “Fine. But you are no fun.” Delilah sighed before turning to me. “I heard you need to find someone.”

      “More than someone, but we’ll start with one.”

      “An Allure I hear… still hanging around with that sort?”

      “Not usually, but in this case I need her help.” Allures had a bad rep among supernatural creatures. They often deserved it.

      “Yeah, I heard.” Delilah took a step toward me. “I didn’t tell Galloway this because I thought it would be better if you heard it from me.”

      “Heard what?”

      “I can take you to Violet. I can do anything.” She was waiting for me to compliment her. I remembered her well enough to realize that.

      “Yes. I understand that. I have no doubt in your ability.”

      “But you might want to rethink using her for help.”

      “Why?” Asking questions might slow us down, but this one seemed particularly important.

      “Because she’s compromised.”

      “Compromised?” I couldn’t say I was shocked to hear that. But I still wouldn’t take it as fact without more of an explanation.

      “Yes. Rumor on the street is that she’s in the Elders' pockets. They own her.”

      “You’ve never been one to listen to rumors.” Nor was I. But one could never be too careful.

      “These are pretty serious ones.”

      “I need her help.” And I hated being backed into a corner. Yet there I was.

      “Even if finding her is a trap?” Delilah’s ran her paw over her whiskers.

      “We’ll just have to be really, really careful.”

      “Do you know how to be careful? Have you really changed that much?”

      She had a point, but so did I. “This is important. Yes.”

      “If you say so. But don’t blame me if you end up dead.”

      “I won’t blame you. But I also know you’ll be able to get me out of there. You’re unstoppable.”

      “And now you’re kissing up.” She licked the fur on her leg.

      “Is that a problem?”

      “No. Not at all. I love praise.”

      “There’s lots more to come if you help me pull this off.”

      “And I’ll be with you to help too,” Galloway jumped in.

      “I assumed as much. I guess I should be saying we.” Then something dawned on me. “Unless hearing that news changes anything, and you’d rather not come.” I wasn’t forcing anyone to get involved.

      “Oh, I’m coming.” She stamped her booted foot. “I knew this was dangerous.”

      “Good. You never know when you are going to need a Twister.”

      “Way more often than you think.”

      “So where is she? Glendale said he last saw her at Angel Oak.” But I knew she was only using that tree as a portal. My guess is she went back home, but one never knew.

      “Glendale?” Delilah growled. “Why are you spending time with another Helzin?”

      “I didn’t know I had to be exclusive.”

      “Where is he if that’s who you prefer to work with?”

      “I like to work with both of you—although he’s not exactly for hire.”

      “Oh. He’s been helping you out of the goodness of his heart?” Delilah spat.

      “Not at all.” I shook my head. “He seems to think our interests align.”

      “And what happens when they don’t align anymore? Ever think of that?”

      “Of course I’ve thought of that. Many, many times. But he’s helped us out of some pretty tight spots. Plus he cares about Hailey whether he admits it or not.”

      “Hailey?” Delilah watched me.

      “Yes. My soon to be mate.”

      “Oh. That Hailey. I was wondering when she’d end up on the scene.”

      That Hailey? What other one would I have been talking about? “She’d have rather never been on the scene, but life comes at you from all different angles.”

      Delilah stretched. “All right. Enough chit-chat. We need to go.”

      I resisted the urge to throw back at her that actually she was the one doing all the chit-chat. But she wouldn’t take well to that. It’s not as though I was excited about seeing Violet. Our relationship was a muddled one, but if she could help me protect Owen and Daisy it would be completely worth it.

      “Hold on tight. It’s going to be a bumpy ride,” Delilah warned.

      There was a moment of weightlessness, my stomach turned upside down, and then we were standing in a meadow. I was going to have to have a little talk with Glendale. This transport had been far easier than the ones he’d been delivering lately. I was suspicious that wasn’t accidental. But none of that mattered now.

      I took in the surroundings. The moon was high in the sky, insects chirped in song, and we were a few feet away from a large pond.

      I walked closer to the edge of the water. The only creature I sensed was hidden in those depths.

      Violet surfaced. Her wet black hair blending in with the dark water. “Wyatt. What a pleasant surprise.”

      “Unfortunately my reason for this visit isn’t very pleasant.” I didn’t mince words. Violet was an Allure—she felt nearly no emotions of her own. Her only joy, or pain, came from manipulating the emotions of others—especially humans.

      “Of course It’s not. Would you come to see me unless you had to?” Violet stepped out of the pond, squeezing water out of her hair. I kept my eyes fixed on her face.

      “You don’t have to be so prudish, Wyatt.” She smiled. “You’ve seen me naked plenty of times. I am glad you’ve found a partner, but don’t let her change you too much. Some of us like you just the way you are. Or were.” She pulled on a purple robe that was hanging on a tree branch.

      “And I happen to like myself now.” I wasn’t going to let her pull me into a worthless conversation about losing who I really was. Since the last time I’d seen her I’d been through a lot—she likely didn’t know I turned fully into a dragon now.

      “Well, then.” She tied the robe. “What can I do for you?”

      “We need your help.”

      She seemed to finally notice Galloway and Delilah. “Oh. I see you didn’t come alone.”

      “You knew I didn’t.” I had no patience for her games. Delilah’s warning rang through my head. Was Violet stalling? Was this part of a trap? I looked over at Delilah. She was still there. If trouble was near she’d for sure have left. Self-preservation was a tough instinct to overcome for demons, even more than the rest of us.

      “I did. It was fun to pretend you were my only visitor though.” Violet looked at the others. “No offense.” Her tone didn’t say no offense. It said get lost. She turned back to me. “Where’s Hailey? I can’t imagine she’d be happy about the company you are keeping.”

      “Hailey knows exactly where I am.” I didn’t give any other information. Not until I knew for sure what was going on.

      “She knows you are with her?” Violet nodded toward Galloway.

      “What aren’t you saying?” There was no question these two knew each other, and Violet wasn’t exactly a fan. I didn’t have time for any extra drama. “We don’t have time for a catfight or whatever the hell this is.”

      “Catfight?” Violet made a tsking noise. “That’s not very forward thinking of you. What would Hailey say?”

      “Hailey would say shut up and help me.”

      “If there is a catfight, you all know I’ll win.” Delilah swished her tail back and forth.

      Violet turned her back to Delilah and focused her attention back on me. “Fine. You want my help?”

      “You knew that.”

      “I still had hopes this might be a social visit. ”

      “A social visit with Galloway and Delilah. Yes, I’m sure that’s exactly what you thought. Not to mention you already told me you knew I would only come because I had to.”

      She gave up the charade. “I assume this relates to the incident.”

      “The incident?” I waited for her to continue.

      “Yes. At the headquarters. I was sorry to hear about it.” She didn’t sound sorry at all.

      “Do you know more about it?”

      “I know it was your fire that caused it. True dragon fire… interesting how a Drago managed that.” Her words were weighted. She knew far more than she was telling.

      “I did what I had to do.” I was getting tired of explaining myself over and over again.

      “Including turn into a dragon?” So she did know more.

      “That wasn’t by choice.” My anger at Veronica and Randolph knew no end. I would get my revenge when this was all said and done.

      She grinned. “So you do admit it. How unlike you.”

      “I admit to my weaknesses.” Otherwise, you cannot rise to your strengths.

      “But do you? Because I seem to recall you continually failing to do so.”

      This had gone on long enough. “What have I done to you lately, Violet?”

      “It’s not you.” She sighed.

      “Then what is it?”

      “It’s everything. It’s a feeling of being out of sorts. Of losing myself.”

      “Sounds like a mid-life crisis,” Galloway mumbled.

      “I’m not at the mid-life point yet. I have centuries before that.” Violet frowned at her. “Not that you’d understand any of that. You are still an infant.”

      Here we go again. “Will you help me or not?”

      “Depends on what I’m helping with.”

      “I thought you fully understood all of this, that you knew why I was here?” She couldn’t have it both ways. All knowing and blissfully unaware.

      “I knew it had to tie in with the fire, but that doesn’t mean I understand why specifically my skills are needed.”

      I decided to go with what I knew she’d care about. “Daisy is in danger.”

      “Real danger?” Violet’s eyes widened.

      “Yes. I figured that would get your attention.”

      “And is it true?” Her expression remained unchanged. She couldn’t feel emotion the way others could, so the very idea she’d feel anything about my news spoke volumes.

      “Unfortunately yes. And you know very well why.”

      “That baby she’s about to have.”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “I can’t really believe he got her pregnant so quickly.”

      On some level I could understand. Now that I was with Hailey I felt the urge to start a family. “I’m not here to discuss that. I’m here because I need your help. We have to protect them.”

      “Aren’t they hidden?” Violet gave me a pointed look.

      “You know as well as I do that no one can stay hidden forever.”

      “No. They can’t.” Violet looked down at the ground.

      “Then you’ll help protect them?” I tried to meet her eyes, but she avoided mine. Something was wrong. She was hiding something.

      “What do I need to do exactly?”

      Galloway touched my arm. I met her gaze and nodded. She was worried too. “Your abilities will come in handy.”

      “You want to hide them amongst humans. Don’t you?” Violet asked.

      She’d figured out the plan already, which meant it wasn’t a very good one. “We can’t keep them on an isolated plane.”

      “No. You can’t. And Daisy is an Allure, whether she wants to admit it or not. Being able to feed off emotions will be good for her.”

      “I’m not pushing Daisy to do anything.” But she needed to stay safe.

      “And what is your plan for the Elders? You do know their role in this.”

      “I don’t.” It was time to tread very carefully. I wouldn’t give up any information I didn’t have to. “But I assume you do.”

      “You assume right.”

      I let her words set in. Maybe she wasn’t going to deny it. “Are you going to tell me?”

      “That depends on whether Galloway is willing to help.”

      “What do you need help with exactly?” Galloway asked warily.

      “You can project memories, can’t you? As long as someone from the memory is with you?”

      “Of course.” Galloway pulled off her hat again.

      “Then I need you to take us somewhere in particular.”

      “Where?”

      “The Elders’ palace. One week ago.”

      “Wait. What?” I hadn’t seen that coming. I was expecting something further in the past “A week ago?”

      “Trust me on this, Wyatt. You need to see this.”

      “Will I want to see it?”

      “Well, that’s an entirely different question, isn’t it?”
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      The burning had stopped. My head still ached a little, but it was nothing major. The rest of the group looked worse for the wear and guilt seared me. I never should have asked them to read the book with me. It had been a decision made out of fear and weakness. I wouldn’t let that happen again.

      “Stop beating yourself up.” Cade put a hand on my shoulder. “It’s getting annoying.”

      “I’m not beating myself up.” I hated that he could see through me so easily.

      “Yes, you are.” He pulled out the chair next to me and sat down.

      “I’m not.” I looked down at the table.

      “Hailey. Really. Stop pretending I don’t know you. I’m sure Eloise knows it too.”

      “I do.” Eloise walked into the kitchen. “You are blaming yourself.”

      “Gee thanks. You two finally get along and it’s over my doing something I’m definitely not doing.”

      “You are doing it.” Eloise sat on the edge of the table. “There’s no sense denying it.”

      “You guys are still hurting.” I looked between them.

      “It’s not bad.” Cade shrugged it off. “Stop worrying.”

      “Now who’s lying?”

      “It’s really not that bad.” Eloise crossed her legs at the ankles and swung them.

      “Not that bad? I’m almost completely back to normal. It should have only been me reading it. I’m an idiot. A selfish idiot for letting you guys do it with me.”

      “Okay. You messed up. Is that what you need to hear?” Noah spoke from the doorway.

      “No,” I admitted.

      “Then what is it? Because I want to find my brother, and according to you that means you have to figure things out. Otherwise, I’m back to the drawing board.”

      “You’re right.” His words snapped me out of my pity fest. “I’m acting like those people I can’t stand. The ‘woe is me, let’s sit around and complain’ type. I’m done.”

      “Great.” Cade slapped the table. “Glad you have your positive attitude back, but what now?”

      “I didn’t say I knew what to do, just that I was done with the pity party.”

      “Then make something up. We can’t just sit here anymore.”

      “I’ll read more.” I tapped the blank page of the book. I’d been afraid to close it. Or turn the page. Doing nothing with it had seemed like the best possible option.

      “Are you sure you are up for that?” Eloise looked at me through her long eyelashes.

      “Yes. I’m fine.”

      “Are you just saying that?” she pressed.

      “Ugh!” I wrung my hands. “First I’m told to stop just sitting here and now I’m not ready to do something. Which is it?”

      “Only you know the answer to that.” Eloise’s legs stilled.

      “Only you can save the world.” Cade used a low, dramatic voice.

      I laughed for a few seconds before turning serious. “Okay. Get out. All of you. I’m doing this.”

      “Out out? Or out of the room?” Noah asked.

      “Out of the room. I don’t want to worry about anyone accidentally reading and hurting themselves.”

      “Because we’re going to accidentally do that.” Cade rolled his eyes. “Right.”

      “Out. Now.” I pointed to the doorway.

      “If you need me, just call.” Eloise stood up.

      “Shouldn’t you know if she needs you?” Cade pushed back his chair. “You are her Guardian Pixie. Correct me if I’m wrong?”

      “Cade. Out.” Maybe I liked his joking, but even I had my limit.

      “I’m going. I’m going.” He stood and headed to the door.

      I waited for them all to disappear through the door before I turned my attention back to the book.

      I really didn’t want to turn another page, but I had no choice.

      “You think it’s going to turn itself?” A voice spoke from behind me.

      I startled and glanced over my shoulder. “Sol?” I jumped out of my chair. “What are you doing here? What’s going on?” My thoughts immediately went to Wyatt. Was he okay?

      “Hey, sorry to show up unannounced but I need to borrow the pixie.”

      “Borrow me?” Eloise walked in. “Sorry to interrupt you, Hailey. But I heard the commotion.”

      “It’s fine. I’m obviously not reading.” I hadn’t even attempted to turn the page.

      “Yes. I need to borrow you. You understand souls?” Sol moved his sunglasses slightly down his nose. “At least Wyatt seems to think you do.”

      Eloise shrugged. “Not any more than others of my kind.”

      “Well, more than the rest of us. We need you.” Sol pushed his sunglasses back up. “Immediately.”

      Eloise shook her head. “I can’t leave Hailey.”

      “Then Hailey should come too. I don’t know how long we can keep him contained.”

      “Keep who contained?” Cade walked in with Noah on his tail.

      “The fedora guy.”

      “What?” Shock ran through me. I’d all but given up on finding the mystery Pteron. “You found him?”

      “We did.” Sol nodded.

      “Who’s we?” He’d mentioned Wyatt already once. Was Wyatt with the fedora guy? “Do you mean Wyatt?”

      “Yes...” Sol trailed off. “But before you get too excited, he left.”

      “Oh. To find Violet?”

      “Yes. Okay. I’m glad you knew that already.”

      “I understand she’s helpful.” And I understood it was what he needed to do. That didn’t mean I was happy about it, or that I wasn’t disappointed going back with Sol wouldn’t involve seeing Wyatt.

      “And you hate her,” Sol spoke in a nonchalant way.

      “I don’t hate her. She did the right thing for Daisy.”

      “But you don’t like her.”

      “What do my feelings about her matter? If we need her to protect Owen and Daisy, then we need her.” I left off the mention of the unborn child. I wasn’t sure how much we were telling Noah.

      “Who are you?” Sol frowned at Noah.

      “Noah Grizzly. I’m looking for my brother.”

      “Oh.” Sol seemed to consider Noah’s words. If he thought that explanation was lacking he didn’t show it.

      “He was at the Crescent City Hotel at the time, well, you know. At least I think he was,” Noah continued.

      “Is your last name really Grizzly?” Sol ask.

      “Sol, really? That matters right now?” There were so many bigger issues going on.

      “I was just asking.”

      “We can continue reading this wherever.” I closed the book and tucked it back into my bag. “It’s not like it’s helping anyway.”

      “I see you found the key.” Sol pointed to the bag. “The book was open.”

      “Yes, but the parts I’ve managed to read don’t mean anything.”

      “Maybe you need an interpreter. Can I see?” He held out his hand.

      “It’s too late. The words disappeared.” I hoped my description of the events didn’t sound too entirely crazy.

      “And it’s all mumbo-jumbo anyway. Contradictions,” Cade added.

      Sol seemed unmoved by our words. “Still tell me.”

      “Didn’t you say we were in a rush?” Eloise asked.

      “We are in one, but if you don’t understand the book we have real problems.”

      “Newsflash. We already have big problems. Huge problems.” There was no reason to pretend otherwise.

      “Yes, but we thought we had a solution.”

      “You weren’t even with us when we found the book,” I pointed out. “Don’t act like this has been the plan all along.”

      “It has been the plan all along. We just didn’t know it.” Sol leaned back against the counter top.

      “Anyone else tired of all this?” Cade yawned. “The idea that everything is supposedly pre-determined? It’s a bunch of crap if you ask me.”

      “Yet you spent all that time looking for the key and trying to figure out the book?” Eloise gave him a knowing look. “I’m not saying I agree with you or don’t agree with you.”

      “Now you sound like the book.” I couldn’t help it. It was too easy.

      She smiled. “Okay. That’s the old Hailey. But like I was saying, I’m not saying Cade is wrong or anything, but right now we’re going to at least try this route. That is unless someone has a better idea.”

      “I have a better idea.” Noah uncrossed his arms.

      “Oh?” I looked directly at him. I was the one who encouraged him to speak up. “And it’s the plan we were about to do. We go with this guy—we figure out why he needs to understand souls. While we do that Hailey takes time to try to make sense of the book. Work for everyone?”

      “Yes.” He was saying exactly what the rest of us had already, but somehow having someone outside of our usual group say it made all the difference. “Let’s do that.”

      “Anything else you need here?” Sol asked.

      “I’m sure there is. Jim has everything here it seems, but as I don’t know what we’re looking for, I guess we’ll go.” Then I stopped. “By the way, where are we going?”

      “You are going to take us to New Orleans.”

      “Me?” I put a hand to my chest.

      “Yes. We can’t be spotted. There are too many eyes around here.”

      “So they already know where we are. It’s not like we can keep things secret.”

      “They won’t see us if you use a light portal.”

      “A light portal? As in what I got stuck in for hours last time?”

      “But this time you are going to make one that’s perfect.” He said it like it was the simplest thing ever.

      “Why?” I adjusted the bag on my shoulder. “Why would it be any different now?”

      “Because you have to push yourself or you’ll never get used to your abilities.”

      “He’s right you know.” Eloise gave a reassuring smile. “You do need to stretch those Lightness muscles so to speak.”

      “This is ridiculous. Sol, you can transport. Don’t pretend you can’t.” They weren’t pinning all the responsibility on me. My shoulders already felt heavy.

      Sol groaned. “Not all of you. I’m not Glendale. Stop wasting time. Make a light portal.”

      “Are we really arguing about getting to a place a few hours away? And can’t half of you fly?” Noah gave each of us a puzzled look. “Does this not strike the rest of you as ridiculous?”

      “We have to get there without being seen.”

      “Yeah, well, if we can’t do that through a light portal, we still need to go. My car is parked around back. Well, not exactly my car. A borrowed one. It’s untraceable and no one’s going to know unless they are watching us this second. And if they are, they are. I’ll drive. Hailey can work on whatever it is she needs to work on as we drive.”

      “I like that idea.” I especially liked not being asked to make a light portal when I was already woefully overwhelmed.

      Sol narrowed his eyes. “Of course you do. It involves you avoiding what you are.”

      “Sol…” Eloise warned.

      “Is he another ‘not a brother but like a brother figure’?” Noah pointed at Sol.

      “No. He’s like this with everyone.”

      “Who else is like her brother but not?” Sol’s forehead furrowed.

      “Cade,” I answered automatically.

      “And Jared and Levi. Don’t forget them.” Cade listed my brother’s best friends.

      “But neither are here right now,” Noah pointed out. “I can’t weigh in on them.”

      “Car?” There was no reason to allow this conversation to continue.

      “Oh yes.” Noah headed back through the doorway. “Follow me.”
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      The past projection felt completely real, the way they always do when the Twisters project for you. There is no haziness, no sense of something being off like in a dream. There is no hint at all, except no one there notices you. No matter what you do you can’t influence what you are seeing because the events have already occurred. You are completely helpless, which wasn’t a feeling I enjoyed or could get used to. It was why, no matter how many projections I’d been inside, they never grew comfortable.

      We were in a large hall—the white marble floors were the same color as the walls. The ceilings were tall, and even when you craned your neck the roof seemed far away.

      “Pay attention, Violet.” A blond I immediately recognized as the Elder Arabella snapped her fingers. She stood on a raised platform. “I’m not going to say it again.”

      “I’d pay attention if I thought this meeting was worthwhile.” Violet looked at her nails. “Are we done yet?”

      “Oh, it is worthwhile.” Arabella scowled.

      Violet dropped her hand to the side. “Fine. Speak. You have my complete and utter attention.”

      “Very well. Thank you.” Arabella smiled, her bright red lips a sharp contrast to her white teeth. “I’ve done many things since becoming an Elder that one might call wrong.”

      “You think?” Violet watched with a bored expression.

      “No. I don’t think. I know.”

      “Continue.” Violet gestured with her hand.

      “I can’t help it. It’s fun to play with those less powerful than myself. It’s only natural. You should understand after all these years of being an Allure.”

      “What’s your point, Arabella?”

      “We’ve given you many chances. Haven’t we?” Arabella’s voice turned sugary sweet. It was deceptive: there was nothing sweet about her.

      “Is this about Daisy again?” Violet yawned. “Because if it is, I don’t need to be here.”

      “No. Not exactly.”

      “Then what is it?” Violet snapped to attention. “Contrary to what you think, I do have better things to do with my time.”

      “It’s about making sure certain things don’t come to fruition.”

      “Meaning?” Violet crossed her arms over her chest. “Just spit it out.”

      “You’ve always been close with the Dragos.”

      “Some of them. Yes. But we have a love-hate relationship most of the time.” She made a flippant motion with her hand.

      “We,” Arabella stepped off the stage. “And I’m speaking for all the Elders, think their time has come.”

      “Their time has come for what?” Violet let her arms fall to the side.

      “Their time is up. Is that part more clear?”

      Violet narrowed her eyes. “You cannot be serious.”

      “Of course we are. Completely. They are amassing too much power. We took what we needed from Troy. Now they are expendable.”

      “And you want me to help expend them? Is that what this summoning is?”

      “Would you prefer to continue living in the nether? Were the months you spent there not enough?”

      “They were plenty.” Violet frowned. “But that’s not what this is about.”

      “So what will it be? Can we expect your complete and full cooperation?” Arabella walked toward Violet, her high heels clicking on the marble floor.

      “You don’t need my help.”

      “We don’t need anything from anyone. But we want your help.” Arabella stopped right in front of Violet.

      Violet shrugged. “I can offer you nothing you can’t do yourself.”

      “They will turn to you when everything falls apart. They will seek your help because you sacrificed so much for her the first time.”

      “If you are going to wipe out the Dragos, then why does it matter?”

      “It matters because that child will hold power we can’t take. It needs to be destroyed before birth.”

      “Once again I ask, why get me involved when you can easily handle this yourself?” Violet seemed completely unmoved by a discussion about destroying Daisy. But I knew that might not be true. Deep inside, Violet could sometimes feel.

      “They will go to any length to protect her and that child.”

      “Who is the they we are talking about? I’m lost.”

      Arabella scowled. “Don’t play stupid with us.”

      “You keep saying us. Yet I only see you.”

      “I represent the others.” Arabella stalked away back toward the stage. She took the steps quickly.

      “Since when?” Violet asked.

      “Watch yourself, Violet.” Arabella sat down in the center chair. The chair that most certainly wasn’t hers the last I was in the palace.

      “Or what? What else do you hope to take from me?”

      “I can take your very life.”

      “Then take it.” Violet stood unmoving. “Take it right now. I don’t care.”

      “Oh. As if you mean that.”

      “It would be better than being pulled into your plans. I’m as good as dead anyway because I won’t help. And it doesn’t only have to do with Daisy. Or Troy. Or Wyatt. Or any of them in particular. It has to do with respecting a creature. Respecting life.”

      “What a pretty little story you’re trying to convince yourself of. You’re heartless. Don’t forget that.”

      “So? How does that change anything?” Violet sat down, her long purple dress covering her legs.

      Arabella gasped. Sitting in an Elder’s presence like that in the formal hall went against the rules. “You don’t really want to die.”

      “You don’t know what I want or don’t want.”

      “Sure I do. I was you once.”

      “No.” Violet shook her head. “You were never me. Not all Allures are the same.”

      “I was just like you.” Arabella leaned back in the chair. “I understand what you think and feel. The time of the Dragos is over. You are either with us, or you’re against us.”

      “I already gave you my answer.” Violet lay back on the floor. “Kill me anytime.”

      “You will change your mind.”

      “Don’t count on it.” Violet closed her eyes.

      The projection disappeared, and we were back standing beside the pond.

      “Understand why you needed to see that?” Violet. The present day Violet had a hand on her hip.

      “Is that your way of telling me to be careful, or telling me why you turned?”

      “You think I’d turn?” Violet laughed. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Not willingly.”

      “Not at all.” She made a shooing motion with her hand. “I like you a whole lot more than I like her.”

      “So, what then? You are here and breathing.”

      “Because Abe showed up and let me leave. Doesn’t mean I won’t get my reckoning anyway.”

      “Still not understanding what you want me to know.” I felt for her, but we were on a tight time restraint.

      “You are going to have to do this on your own. I’m only going to lead them straight to you.”

      “They are already heading straight for me.”

      “But others are better hidden.”

      “I know what you’re saying.”

      “Don’t tell me anything.” Violet pursed her lips. “Anything.”

      “I might be able to fix things. Reset them. Just give me time,” Galloway’s brows furrowed.

      “I envy your optimism.” Violet’s voice was soft.

      “You aren’t optimistic?” Delilah asked. “You are always optimistic.”

      “The end has to come one day. Why not now?”

      “Man, that’s depressing.” Very depressing.

      Violet shrugged. “What isn’t depressing?”

      “So what now?” Galloway turned to me.

      “I guess we do this without Violet.” The visit wasn’t a complete waste of time. We knew for sure the Elders were after Owen and Daisy because of their baby, and that their vendetta extended to all Dragos.

      “Just because I can’t come with you doesn’t mean I can’t be of some help.” Violet smiled. “Wait here.”

      “If this is a trap, I hate you.” Galloway watched as Violet slipped away.

      “If this is a trap, you’ll be dead,” Violet called over her shoulder.

      Violet rounded the corner holding a small wooden box. “Give this to Hailey when the time comes. She should know what to do.” Violet handed over the box. “Until we meet again.”

      “Thank you.” I held up the box.

      “Don’t thank me. Save her.” Violet turned and headed back in the same direction she’d come.

      “I take it you need to get to Owen and Daisy?” Delilah asked as soon as Violet disappeared.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I can’t.” Delilah lay down. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

      “What do you mean you can’t?”

      “The Elders did something to this place. Trust me, I’ve tried to leave already.”

      “I have an idea.” Galloway smiled. “We can travel from one projection to another.”

      “That doesn’t sound appealing.”

      “Does saving Owen and Daisy sound appealing?” Galloway narrowed her eyes.

      “Yes. Let’s do this.” I nodded. “What projection are you going to use?”

      “That is entirely up to you.” Galloway pointed directly at me.
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      “This?” I stared at the vehicle parked outside. It had to be at least twenty years old—probably more like thirty.

      “What? It’s a van.” Noah unlocked the driver’s side door. “It will fit everyone.”

      “Is it even road legal?” Cade walked around the car. “I mean look at that muffler.”

      “Like I said, I borrowed it. It’s not like I could be driving around in my police cruiser—not that I had the time to drive that all the way out here.”

      “Did you borrow it from your contact?” That was the part of this I didn’t like.

      “Maybe.”

      “Just tell us who it is already. You’ve learned plenty of our secrets.” And he had told us so little. It was time to even the playing field.

      “Fine.” Noah reached in to unlock the back door from the inside. “He’s actually waiting for us nearby.”

      “I hope all this suspense is worth it.” Cade gestured for me to get in first. “Ladies first.”

      “I’ll sit in the front.” Eloise walked around to the passenger door.

      I got in, and Cade slipped in next to me. Sol moved to the far back after closing the door.

      Noah got in and started the engine. “Everyone buckled?”

      Cade snorted. “Seriously? You really asked that?”

      “What?” Noah glanced over his shoulder. “Is it wrong to want my passengers safe?”

      “Is this the police officer side of you talking?” Eloise tugged on her seatbelt, presumably checking to make sure it was tight.

      “No, it’s just me.” He pulled away from the curb. “I don’t see why making sure you guys are buckled has you all bent out of shape.”

      “It’s not that. This whole thing is crazy.” Sol leaned forward and rested his hands on the back of my seat. Evidently, his lap belt left lots of room for him to move around. “Here we are, some of the most powerful supernatural creatures out there, and we’re riding in a van back to New Orleans.”

      “If you wanted to transport us you could have.” Not that I really minded the drive aside from my worry that we were going to get ambushed—but I doubted that was going to happen. If someone had wanted to abduct us they could have very easily done it from Jim’s house when we were zoned in on the book.

      “No,” Sol huffed. “I already explained it was impossible for me to do. But the same can’t be said for you.”

      Eloise turned around from the front. “Let’s not go down that road again.”

      “Agreed.” I had enough on my plate. The thought of getting us stuck in a light tunnel—or worse sending everyone else somewhere awful while I was stuck in a light tunnel—seized me with panic. “This van is perfect.”

      “Glad I could help.” Noah turned after waiting for someone to cross at a crosswalk. He slowed to a stop next to a wooded area.

      “What are we doing here?” Sol leaned forward again.

      “Meeting my contact.” Noah looked toward the woods.

      “Oh.” Cade crossed one leg over the other. “You weren’t making up that part. He was really waiting a few blocks away.”

      “What kind of contact is willing to wait in the woods for you?” I asked warily. I hoped we weren’t heading into trouble.

      “That one.” Noah nodded to where a man dressed in a pair of jeans with an unbuttoned flannel shirt walked toward us. His long unruly hair reached his shoulders.

      “Wait. I think I know him.” I pressed up against the window to get a better look.

      The man disappeared and then reappeared as the rear door slid open. “Hey, everyone. Looks like I’m a little late for the party.”

      “I know you.” Full recognition clicked. “You’re a Dire.”

      “I’ve been accused of worse things.” He stepped up inside the van and closed the door behind him. He slid to the back to sit beside Sol.

      I glanced over my shoulder at him. “Meaning I’m right. You’re in Hunter’s pack. Right?”

      “Yes. I’m Denny. You’re Hailey, right?”

      I nodded. “In the flesh.”

      “By the way, do you know where Hunter is?” Denny asked. “He’s been gone, and for way longer than the others who were at the headquarters.”

      Cade and I exchanged looks as Noah started the car up again. Neither of us said anything until Noah had pulled away from the curb.

      After accepting that no one else was going to offer an answer, I turned in my seat so I was looking directly at Denny. “Unfortunately I do know.”

      Denny’s forehead wrinkled. “Why unfortunately?”

      “Because he’s stuck in a maze belonging to an evil Scarber.”

      “Is he alone?” Denny’s demeanor didn’t change in the slightest.

      “No. He has a Mer with him.” And hopefully no one else. At least no other monsters. Truthfully I was relying on Glendale’s account of his current situation, and even that was now outdated. But I wasn’t going to mention any of that to Denny.

      “Oh. Well. That’s good. I’m glad he’s not alone.” Denny began to button up his shirt.

      “Glad you are so concerned about your friend,” Cade mumbled.

      “It’s Hunter we’re talking about. He’s more than capable. He is an Alpha for a reason.” Denny hesitated on the top button, as if deciding whether he wanted it buttoned. He left it undone.

      “Yeah, but we’re also talking about a Scarber. They don’t go down easily.” Cade remained facing forward.

      “He’s Hunter. Trust me, he’s capable.” Denny shrugged. Considering I hadn’t known that a Scarber existed until relatively recently, I had a feeling Denny had no clue what Hunter was really up against.

      I wondered if anyone was ever that confident about me. Knowing what a Scarber was or not, Denny knew Hunter was in a bad situation. “He’s strong. There is no question about that.”

      Denny nodded. “But I hope you have a backup rescue plan.”

      “Of course we do,” I quickly assured him. “Absolutely.”

      “We do?” Cade narrowed his eyes. I elbowed him. “Ow.”

      “We have one. We just haven’t worked out all the little details yet.” I glared at Cade. “Could he make things any harder?

      “In other words, you plan to go but have no idea how you’re going to pull it off.” Denny put his arm behind him on the seat, startling Sol who must have been in some sort of trance.

      “Exactly.” At least he seemed to get it.

      Denny nodded. “I feel you.”

      We fell back into silence, and I was grateful for it. As much as I didn’t want to sit around and worry, making conversation was taking entirely too much energy. The drive wouldn’t take long. Before I knew it I’d have my chance. My chance to face the man who’d tried to kill me and had admitted to killing my great aunt. He was also more likely than not responsible for the fact that everyone was missing. So why was I nervous? Normally my anger would have overridden my nerves, but instead, the pit in my stomach grew to nearly epic proportions.

      “You okay?” Cade turned toward me.

      I responded automatically. “Yeah. I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine.” He leaned back and stretched out his legs.

      I looked out the window. “Gee, thanks.”

      “You know exactly what I mean.”

      I watched the blur of trees go by. Steady rain started to fall out of nowhere. It was the kind of weather you get used to when you grow up in Louisiana. “I do, whether I should or not. When this is all over you can kick me to the curb in your life.”

      “You know that’s never going to happen whether you like it or not.” He put a hand on my arm.

      I pulled my attention from the window. “You have strange ways of showing you care.”

      “And you are just strange. Not sure what’s worse.”

      I swatted at him. “Watch it.”

      “Do you remember when we first met?”

      “Yes.” I definitely did. “It was back when Allie and Levi were just getting together.”

      “Doesn’t that feel like a lifetime ago?”

      “Yes. I was such a kid back then.” Realistically not that many years had gone by, but it sure felt like they had.

      “You’re practically a kid still,” Noah called over the increasingly heavy rain. “At least you look like you are.”

      “And how old are you? Can’t be much older than I am.”

      “Never said I was. I am just saying, go easy on yourself. No matter who you are, and clearly you are powerful and important, you are still young. You have a lifetime to prove yourself.”

      “I like you.” Eloise pointed at Noah.

      Noah laughed. “Uh, like you too.”

      “So I have to ask you something else.” Denny tapped my shoulder.

      “Sure. Ask away.” Hopefully this time I wouldn’t have to give him such a depressing answer.

      “Where did they go?”

      “Who?” I wanted to make sure I really knew what he was talking about. I knew he wasn’t asking about Hunter again.

      “Your little society group.”

      “Little society group?” I didn’t think I’d ever heard someone refer to The Society that way. The Society was revered or hated depending on who you talked to, but no one ever belittled it.

      “There’s some bad blood there. Quite the history.” Noah yelled now. The rain had turned torrential.

      “Who hasn’t had blood with The Society?” Cade tapped his fingers on the window pane.

      Even I couldn’t deny that. “I know who you are. I was around with the whole Dire fiasco. But I’m friends with Hunter, and you know that’s all under the bridge.”

      “Yes. I know.” Denny leaned back against the seat. “Hunter has some flaws, but holding grudges isn’t one of them.”

      I smiled before looking back out the window. I was starting to wish the drive would take a whole lot longer.

      ***

      I hadn’t expected to have to walk through a party to get to the fedora man. Sol had failed to mention where we were going until we stepped inside and some random guy started dancing next to me. I slipped away from him and followed Sol down a hallway. He knocked on the door, and it was pulled open.

      “And you must be, Hailey.” A large, round-faced man greeted us. “Wyatt is a lucky man.”

      “Uh, thanks.” I held out my hand. “And I’m sorry, Sol didn’t tell me your name.”

      “Franklin.” He accepted the hand. “Nice to meet you. Who are these others?”

      “I’m Cade.” Cade held out his hand. “You may know me as the King of California.”

      Franklin chuckled. “Ah, yes. I do know of you.”

      Cade bumped his shoulder into mine. “See, some people respect my position.”

      “If that’s what you want to call it.” Franklin grinned. “And the rest of you? Are you kings as well?”

      “Nah. I’m a Dire. Name's Denny.” Denny didn’t hold out his hand. “This is Noah. He’s a Grizzly from out in Montana. I’m trying to help him track down his brother. It seems he got pulled into the disappearing mess.”

      “Got it. Well, the man of the hour is right back there.” He pointed to the far corner. “He hasn’t as much as opened his eyes since Sol left, but maybe you’ll have more luck than I did.”

      I took a deep breath and marched right toward the corner. I stopped beside the seemingly sleeping figure.

      He opened his eyes and grinned. “I knew you would show up.”

      To my credit, I didn’t flinch. “Who are you?” I got right to the point. I saw little reason to put off the inevitable questioning even though I wasn’t expecting him to willingly share much.

      “You and your Dragon both seem pretty fixated on that detail.”

      “Because it’s a very, very important detail.”

      He shrugged. “If you really think so. My name is Xander.”

      “He claims to have the soul of the Xander inside.” Franklin came to stand beside me. “As in the most powerful Alter-Warlock.”

      “I take it you don’t buy that’s who he is.”

      “I already explained to your colleagues that I am more than Xander. I have multiple souls.”

      “That’s why we needed Eloise,” Sol explained.

      Eloise took slow steps toward us. “I hope I can help.”

      “Hello, Pixie.” Xander grinned. “What a fun addition to this little club.”

      “If you hurt her I’ll kill you.” Eloise glared at Xander. “I mean it.”

      “Why all the hostility?”

      “I feel the evil in you.” Eloise visibly shook.

      “You feel it, huh?” He seemed to contemplate her words. “Do you also feel the good?”

      “Yes. Yes, I do,” Eloise said after a few moments pause. “But the evil part is what worries me.”

      “I have no interest in hurting Hailey. My very existence is to help her.”

      “Huh?” I spat out. “What are you talking about?”

      “I was confused at first too when we met. I hadn’t been clued in yet. But now I know.”

      “Could you say something that makes sense?” Between the words in the book and the words coming out of Xander’s mouth I’d had enough of confusing, cryptic explanations.

      “Do you know what an Alter-Warlock is, Hailey?” Xander seemed strangely relaxed. I could almost picture him in a recliner instead of being tied to a pole.

      “A dark warlock.”

      Xander coughed. “Really? What kind of education are kids these days getting?”

      “You’re preaching to the choir.” Cade draped an arm over my shoulder. “We’re told this time and time again. Our parents decided to keep us in the dark.”

      “Oh, Cade. Cade Daly. At last we meet.”

      “Uh, hi?” Cade appeared to be as puzzled as I was.

      By the smile on Xander’s face, he was enjoying our confusion. “Your great-great Grandfather and I were good friends.”

      “Sorry, never met the man.”

      “I would think not. He died well before your time.”

      “Okay…” Cade rolled his eyes.

      “But that doesn’t mean I haven’t followed your family. You’ve had a few rough patches, but you managed to redeem the family name a little.”

      “What does any of this have to do with what you were doing at The Society headquarters?” I questioned. “We don’t have time for you to wax philosophical.”

      “Wax philosophical? Those aren’t the words I’d expected from an art history major.”

      I shouldn’t have been remotely surprised he knew my college major, yet I was.

      He smiled from ear to ear. “I know so much more about you too. But scaring you isn’t going to happen.”

      “Where are they?”

      “Hailey, be aware of this one.” Eloise linked her arm with mine.

      “The Pixie is right. I’m dangerous, but not to you.” He watched me intently.

      “Just so everyone in this room is clear, the souls we are talking about are not normal ones. This is not the case of someone willingly choosing to be moved into a new body.” Eloise stepped even closer to me. “We are talking about souls altered by the darkest kinds of magic. Mixed together with some alchemy.”

      “The darkest kind of magic?” Xander raised an eyebrow. “Who knew pixies could be so overdramatic?”

      We didn’t have time to worry about saving face. “I’m just going to come right out and admit I’m confused.”

      “I am too. Don’t feel bad.” Noah rubbed the back of his neck.

      Eloise raked her teeth over her bottom lip. “Okay. I think the best way to explain it is that someone used magic to make this guy. He is pretty much like a Frankenstein, made up of lots of different pieces.”

      “His soul. Not his physical appearance?” I asked for clarification.

      “Yes. His outside is who knows what. Probably some poor human who took a wrong turn one night.”

      “That is false. I was born in this body.” Xander’s voice lilted. “Well, one of the souls was.”

      “And all of the souls got put in him after being mixed together?” I wasn’t used to being so confused. Wasn’t being a Lightness supposed to provide, well, illumination?

      “Yes, using dark magic.” Eloise still had her arm linked through mine.

      “How do you know this?” Cade gave Eloise a skeptical look. “Not that I’m doubting you, but I’m trying to make sure I understand.”

      “You’re doubting me, but that is fine. I would doubt you if our roles were reversed.” Sometimes Eloise’s straight shooting was such a breath of fresh air.

      “Is she right?” I looked at Xander.

      He smirked. “Maybe, maybe not.”

      “Is it impossible for you to give a straight answer?” I felt my frustration threatening to boil over into anger.

      “Impossible?” He shook his head. “No. But I don’t want to. That’s a very big difference.”
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      “Wow.” Galloway stared at me with her mouth hanging open when we stepped out of the projection.

      It was my fault. I’d chosen a memory I never should have. “I didn’t want to share that with you.” I didn’t want to share it with anyone. I also hadn’t wanted to relive it.

      “You were really upset.” Her eyes were wide. “Like really upset. Bordering on depressed. Or not even bordering. I didn’t know Dragos could be that way.”

      “Of course I was upset.” I’d chosen one of my strongest memories of where Owen and Daisy were hiding out. It was from the months when all I could think about was Hailey and convincing her that we were unequivocally meant to be together.

      “You love her.” Galloway’s voice was barely a whisper. “Really, really love her.”

      “You had to have realized that already.” I needed to mate with Hailey. I needed us to be officially and eternally bonded together. Until then it was going to slowly drive me crazy.

      “I’ve never actually seen you together.” Galloway kicked a few stray rocks with her sneaker. “Or did you forget?”

      “Oh. That’s right.” Just because I wanted to be glued to Hailey’s side didn’t mean I was able to.

      “But at least that’s all the past. You are together now.” Galloway looked up at the darkening sky. “Well, maybe not physically this second. But you are together-together. You know what I mean.”

      “Yes. And your projection travel worked. I don’t really get it, but that doesn’t matter.” It had been fast. But not painless. That didn’t matter. I’d be facing way worse pain if I couldn’t protect Owen and Daisy.

      “Nope. And I couldn’t explain it even if you wanted me to.”

      “That’s starting to become all too common.” After all of my years, I stopped putting in the effort to understand things I couldn’t control. Maybe it was laziness, or maybe the realization that it didn’t matter. One only had so much energy to divvy up. “Okay. I don’t know how we are going to be received, so be ready for anything.” Owen was generally a levelheaded guy, but not when he was worried about his family.

      Galloway raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t Owen practically your brother-in-law?”

      “Yes, but I was the one who turned him into a Drago, albeit to save his life. But more importantly I’m here without Hailey, and she may be in danger. He’s going to blame me for that.”

      “How will he know she’s in danger?”

      I started walking down the steep rocky mountainside toward the entrance to the cave. “He’ll know. I assure you of that.”

      “You never know. Maybe he’s focused on his wife. She’s pregnant, right?”

      “I’m sure he’s focused on that, but when I show up he’s going to be asking about Hailey. Just be prepared. That’s all I’m going to say.”

      “I’m always prepared.”

      “Good.” We reached one of the Dragos I’d left on guard duty. I hadn’t been back in weeks, so it was a relief to see they were still doing their job.

      “Wyatt.” Marshall, one of the youngest Dragos nodded at me. “You’ve returned?”

      “I need to see Owen.”

      “Have you found Troy?” I’d expected that question. We’d all been worried about our leader.

      “Yes.”

      “Where is he?” Marshall rolled his shoulders as if off-setting a heavy weight.

      “I’m not sure. But he’s fine.” It sounded lame, but it was the truth. Like all of us, he had his own job to do.

      “Why do you need to see Owen? What’s happened?” Marshall grimaced.

      Yes, he was definitely in pain. “What’s going on? Why are you grimacing?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “It has to be something.”

      “We were attacked last night.”

      “Attacked?” Worry shook me as I reassessed the area. What threat had I missed? “Owen, Daisy? Are they hurt?” My heart nearly beat out of my chest.

      Marshall shook his head. “They’re fine. Whoever sent the swarm was trying to scare us. We took them out. But we all need rest. That’s why I’m the only one out here.”

      “What kind of swarm?” His answer wasn’t what I’d been expecting.

      “Insects. None we could identify.”

      A swarm of insects? I processed what he shared. I had so many questions, but finding Owen and his family took top priority. “Thank you for defending the land.”

      “Of course.” Marshall nodded. His eyes lingered for a moment on Galloway.

      “We need to find Owen.” I walked off before Galloway could strike up a conversation.

      “Who’s that? He’s cute,” Galloway asked as soon as we had rounded the corner of the steep slope.

      “Marshall. He’s a good guy, but he doesn’t need any distractions right now.”

      Galloway laughed dryly. “Seriously? You’re going to go there? I’m a distraction? Because I’m a woman? If Hailey could hear you now.”

      “Stop that.” I stopped and spun to look at her. “I’m tired of everyone saying stuff like that. I support women. I’m not a sexist prick, and Hailey isn’t worried about every little thing that comes out of my mouth.”

      “Okay. Calm down.” She held up her hands protectively.

      “I’m stressed out. Don’t push me too hard.”

      “I’d listen to that warning.” Delilah appeared a little ways down the mountainside.

      “Where have you been?” I didn’t want to tell her, but I was glad she was there. I hadn’t meant to snap at Galloway. I could have used a distraction myself. I was nervous about facing Owen.

      “Ah, off exploring.” Delilah preened.

      “Likely story.” Galloway rolled her eyes. Evidently she had forgiven my outburst.

      “I’m sorry, okay? I shouldn’t have snapped. I’m just stressed.” Stressed didn’t begin to cover what I felt

      “It’s fine. I shouldn’t have brought up Hailey like that.” She gave a slight smile. “We’re good.”

      “Thanks for the lift.” Delilah led the way as we continued down. “I didn’t want to stay there forever. Not my favorite climate.”

      “What’s your favorite climate?” We reached a level area, and I turned so we could head up a steeper bank toward Owen’s cave.

      “One I can leave from easily.”

      I laughed under my breath. “I won’t respond to that one, but I’ll give you the same warning I gave Galloway. Be prepared for any reaction from Owen.”

      “He’s a Drago with a Pteron side. Do you think I’m not prepared?” Delilah hurried ahead.

      “Good point.” Galloway climbed beside me. “Both of those sides are known for being volatile. Put those together and bam. Could be a mess.”

      It was a mess I didn’t want to think about. “All right. That’s enough about that. We’re almost there.” By almost there I meant we had almost reached the beginning of the steepest climb. Delilah easily ran ahead, and I watched to make sure Galloway was set. Normally I would have flown up, but I didn’t want to take the chance of being spotted if anyone else was around, especially not after Marshall told us about the swarm.

      Finally, we reached the top, and we covered the short distance to the mouth of the cave. Several large boulders blocked the inside of the cave from view.

      “I don’t suppose there’s a doorbell on this thing?” Galloway nodded toward the cave.

      “No doorbell. But I can let him know we’re here.” Technically I could have moved the boulders, but I didn’t want to sneak up on Owen. I also assumed he had other security set up.

      I picked up a large rock and gave the signal that it was safe—a set of knocks we’d established before I left.

      One of the boulders moved slightly, and Owen slipped out. His face was pale, and his blond hair was a mess. “Where’s Hailey?”

      “Uh, great to see you too.” I gave a stupid answer to buy myself a moment of time.

      “Answer me first. Where’s Hailey? Why are you here without her? What happened?” His eyes were glazed over as if in exhaustion. It took a lot to get a Drago—or Pteron—that tired. “What’s going on?” he looked around and spotted Galloway. “Where’s Hailey?”

      “Hailey is fine.” At least she had better have been. I pushed away my own worry. That wasn’t going to help the situation.

      “Where is she?” He looked around, his expression growing more crazed by the second. “I don’t see her.”

      “She’s tending to some other things. But she is okay.”

      “Tending to some other things?” He grunted. “And who is this you’re with?” He pointed to Galloway.

      “Hi. I’m Galloway. I’m a Twister, and I’m here to help.”

      “I wish I knew what you were here to help me with, but first, who are you?” Owen turned his attention to Delilah.

      “I’m Delilah. The greatest Halzin Demon that has ever lived.”

      “Oh.” He nodded. "Like Glendale.”

      Delilah gasped. “No. Not like Glendale.”

      “But he’s one of those…” Owen trailed off.

      “He is. But I’m much better.”

      “If you’re much better, could you do me a favor and bring my sister here? I really need her.” Owen shifted his weight from foot to foot.

      “Need her?” That got my attention. “Why? What’s going on?”

      Owen glanced all around. “You weren’t followed?”

      “No. We traveled through a projection.”

      “A what?” His eyes narrowed.

      “A memory projection. You don’t know what a Twister is, do you?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “But right now I don’t care.”

      “Why? Is Daisy okay?” I should have asked that question first, but I’d been on the defensive. I really needed to keep my cool.

      And that’s when I heard it. A faint cry from the other side of the boulders. It was low, but it was audible. “Wait? Is that…?”

      “Yes. But where is Hailey? No one sees the baby until she gets here.”

      “The baby?” Galloway’s mouth fell open. “It’s here?”

      “We need Hailey before we get to see it?” Delilah examined her paw. “Please, explain your logic.”

      “I’m not letting anyone in until Hailey is here safe and sound.”

      “Fair enough.” Delilah put her paw down. “Give me a moment. I’ll get her for you.”

      “Only if she’s found the key already. She needs to read the book.” I wanted to see Hailey more than everything, but she needed to finish her quest.

      “Book?” Owen asked.

      “It’s a book of prophecies,” I explained. “We found it in the rubble, but it needs a key, and—”

      “Rubble?”

      “Oh wow. You don’t know, do you?” Galloway asked.

      “Know what?” He looked between us.

      Delilah took two steps toward Owen. “The Crescent City Hotel has been burned down to the ground, and it’s Wyatt’s fire that did it.”

      “What?” Owen no longer looked tired.
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      I was done. I was done waiting for this Alter-Warlock, whatever the heck that really meant, to get to the point. I needed answers, and I needed them immediately. I knelt down and grabbed him by the lapel of his shirt. “What the hell is going on? Tell me what you did with them. Why are you doing this?”

      “Everything has to have an end.” He smiled placidly. “Everything.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “Sure it does. You asked why I was doing this. I told you. Everything has to end.”

      His words brought me back to the vision from Jesalyn. All the images. Everything. The Society was supposed to end. Everything had an end. “Are you telling me that’s what all this is about? About ending The Society?”

      “It’s about starting fresh. Letting things run a natural course. That’s not evil if you really think about it.”

      “It sounds like you are talking about the apocalypse.” Cade’s stomach growled. He never did eat anything at Jim’s house. The place had been completely bare.

      Xander kept his eyes zeroed in on me even as he answered Cade. “It’s not all that different.”

      “I don’t believe you.” If I had his attention I might as well use it. “This isn’t just about The Society. It can’t be. If it was you could have destroyed The Society long ago.” Clearly, this guy was strong. I wouldn’t make the mistake of underestimating him. Yet maybe we were already. Was he really our captive, or was he just playing games with us?

      “Yes, but then there wouldn’t have been the right leadership to build anew.”

      I laughed dryly. “The right leadership? And am I right that the new leader would be you?”

      “No.” He turned serious. “Not at all.”

      “Why is the Emerald involved? Why would you need to hurt an innocent baby?” I had so many questions, but that was one of the biggest. How did the emerald tie into the quest of destroying The Society?

      “Who said anything about that?” Something resembling honest to goodness surprise crossed his face. “How do you know my goal isn’t to protect the emerald?”

      “Because you killed Rose.” I’d never met the woman, yet sharing her memories made me feel as if we had a deep connection.

      “Which was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.” He closed his eyes.

      “That who has ever done? There are a lot of you in there.” I wasn’t buying his regret story. Not one bit.

      “I might have multiple souls, but I have only one heart.”

      “Oh, save the crap for someone else.” I watched him, waiting for him to open his eyes. Cade laughed.

      Xander finally opened his eyes. He stared right into mine “It’s the truth.”

      “No, it isn’t. I don’t know if there is any truth in anything you’ve told me so far.”

      “You’re a Lightness. Find the truth.”

      “You make that sound easy.” Everyone was making it sound easy. Maybe if I had been born a Lightness it would have been—like how easy it was to learn to fly since I was born a Pteron.

      “It is easy. The work is already done.”

      “I need to see Wyatt.” The urge came suddenly, like when you remember something so important out of the blue. “It can’t wait.”

      “And I’d love a lot of things, but that doesn’t mean they can happen.” He smirked.

      “I don’t believe anything you are saying.”

      “Yet you do. You feel it.” His words shouldn’t have felt true to me. They were lies. They had to be. Didn’t they?

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Stop lying to yourself.”

      I felt the burn. The growing orb inside me.

      “There you go.” He grinned. “Accept your power. It will show you everything you need to know.”

      “What’s going on?” Cade asked.

      “Hailey? You okay?” Eloise grabbed hold of my arm.

      “I need Wyatt. Someone get me to Wyatt.” I closed my eyes, the burning was nearly too much.

      “I don’t know how.” Sol sighed. “We’ve been over this.”

      I opened my eyes and pulled my bag off my shoulder. I pulled out the book and opened it. I already knew what I was going to read, but somehow seeing the words with my own eyes helped.

      An emerald is what it is. An emerald isn’t what it isn’t. It can come in any form. It can’t come in every form. But an emerald must be harnessed with fire. But an emerald must be balanced with fire.

      I closed the book and rubbed my forehead. The words were seared on my mind. Everything fell into place. These words weren’t prophecies. They were possibilities. Possibilities based on the decisions we made along the way. That’s why they always gave different options that contradicted one another.

      “Read another good riddle?” Cade took the book from me and slid it back into my bag.

      “I was right. I need Wyatt.”

      “Then make a light tunnel.” Sol sighed louder this time. “We’ve been over this.”

      “No. I need to save my energy.”

      Glendale appeared. “You called?”

      I looked down at the furry demon. “I didn’t call.”

      “Oh. I thought you did.”

      “I wanted you, but I never actually called your name,” I admitted.

      “See. I knew you called.” He rubbed up against my leg.

      I got the bag settled on my shoulder again. “Where’s Georgina?”

      “Oh. She’s fine. Couldn’t make it through.” He licked his paw.

      “Glendale.” I moved down to my knees so I’d be at his eye level. “Where’s Georgina?”

      “I left her in the realm of the dead.”

      “What?” I shouted. “I don’t know what that is, but it doesn’t sound good and how could you leave her there?”

      “You are getting off track, Hailey.” Xander butted in. “Far off-track. You need to stay focused.”

      I angled myself so I couldn’t see him at all.

      Glendale rolled over onto his side. “Because there was no way to bring her back.”

      “Then why did you bring her there in the first place?” Cade asked.

      Glendale flipped his tail. “She made me.”

      “Like anyone could make you do anything.” I moved back to my feet.

      “It’s what had to happen. She was right. I wish there was another way.” Glendale stood up.

      I shook my head. “There is no reason it had to happen.”

      “She had to get a favor returned. It’s not my story to share.”

      “I can bring her back,” Xander called. “But you’d have to release me.”

      “Yeah, right.” I didn’t bother to turn around.

      “I’m serious.” Even though there was a group of us in that room, I knew he was talking to me.

      “Why would you do it?” Despite myself, I answered him.

      “I’d do it only if I got something in return from you.”

      Cade laughed dryly. “What do you want? You think we’re going to give you anything?”

      “It’s nothing from you; it’s from Hailey.”

      Cade scowled. “My words still stand.”

      “She needs to let the ash lie where it is.” Xander used a much lower tone of voice this time.

      “And now you’re talking in code.” Cade made a crazy sign with his finger next to his ear.

      I agreed. His words sounded strange, but I was pretty sure I could follow. “You mean at the hotel. The fire. You want me to leave it like that?”

      “Not literally. The human owner will rebuild the hotel.”

      “But not The Society headquarters underneath…” Why did everything go back to The Society? Was that really the issue at hand? “Why does it matter to you? I don’t get it.”

      “That is the way of things. Sometimes you have to accept the truth if you want to move on.”

      “Where are the others? I need them back here before I agree to anything.”

      “Georgina is going to be your best bet at getting them back. It is why she had to go. She figured it out before you did.”

      “So what you are saying is she wouldn’t be stuck in the realm of the dead if it weren’t for you.” I stalked over to Xander, my anger threatening to boil over.

      “Because of me?” He laughed. “Not so. I may have moved the humans, but not those working at the headquarters. Why would I have saved them?”

      “You might have moved the humans?” Eloise put her hands on her hips. “What did you do with them?”

      “It is possible I used magic to send them running. I may have also left the impression in their mind that they should never ever come back. That sort of magic couldn’t work on your kind.”

      “Then where are they?”

      “The real question is when.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Cade growled.

      “Glendale, care to explain?”

      “No. I don’t care to explain. I don’t care to do anything right now.”

      “Glendale. What don’t I know?” I was so frustrated. My annoyance was going to come out on someone very, very soon.

      “Time is far more complicated than what you think.”

      “Are we talking about veils?” I knew very little about alternative timelines, but I knew they existed as something called veils. They ran parallel to the current time but were kind of like replicas. The problem was you could get stuck in them, never returning and thus changing the true timeline.

      “Yes. I don’t know exactly what happened, but someone in that basement wove a protective spell that created a veil. They seem to be in a veil. The problem is figuring out which one and when it is.”

      “And Georgina knew a dead person who could do this?” I asked.

      “Not just any dead person.” Glendale yawned.

      “We need to get Georgina back.”

      “I thought you wanted to get to Wyatt. Wasn’t there urgency about that matter mere moments ago?” Glendale stretched.

      “Yes. Yes, there was.” Xander snapped. “She needs to see this through.”

      “Why do you care?” I glared at him. “This is all your fault.”

      “Send me to get Georgina. I can bring her back once she’s ready. You have more than enough on your plate already.”

      “Stop acting like we are on the same side.” I clenched my fist. “We will never be on the same side.”

      “We are on the same side. We will always be. Right up until the moment you kill me.”

      “Kill you?” I gasped. “What are you talking about?” I was angry all right, but I wasn’t planning on murdering him. Maybe locking him up for the rest of his existence.

      “You will understand when the time comes.” He wore a faint smile. “Glendale, it’s time. Take her to Wyatt.”

      Glendale flicked his tail again. “All right, who is coming with her?”

      “Everyone. And I mean everyone.” I eyed Xander. “We can’t leave him unsupervised.”

      “Very wise decision. Although I will remind you again to send me after Georgina.”

      “I may trust Glendale to do that later. But not yet.”

      “All right. My only goal right now is to push you to do what you must.”

      “And that’s what exactly? To kill you?”

      “There is a lot you have to do before then.” Xander rolled his back.

      “Yes. I’m starting to realize that.”
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      “Is that where Hailey is then?” Owen’s eyes went wild. “She was injured in the fire?”

      “Of course not!” I yelled far louder than intended. “I used my fire to protect her.”

      “Protect her from what? You still need to fill me in.”

      “I would if I really understood. Just know I’m here and not with her because I’m protecting you and Daisy. It’s what she wanted me to do. And now your baby is the most important thing.”

      “Hailey is important too.” His heart was beating out of his control. His face was red. He was going to lose it if I couldn’t calm him down.

      “Of course she is. She means everything to me. Don’t question that.” I wanted to freak out as much as he did, but I couldn’t afford to.

      “I wouldn’t question it if she were here now, instead of searching for some key to a book.” His distaste for her task was crystal clear.

      “It’s a book of prophecies that all ties into your son. It’s not just some book.”

      Something unreadable crossed Owen’s face. “Get Hailey here. Please.”

      “I’m getting very good at answering people’s calls.” Glendale appeared. Seconds later a whole group followed, arriving in one large heap on the ground. Hailey stood up first, and I ignored everyone else. I pulled her into my arms, my lips finding hers as her arms moved around my neck. I got lost in her. In her taste and her heat until Owen cleared his throat.

      “Owen.” Hailey jumped from my arms and embraced her brother. “Sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

      “I do.” Owen laughed. “I know very well.”

      “Where’s Daisy?” Hailey looked around wildly—much like her brother had just done. “Is she okay?”

      “Yes. She’s great. And I need you to meet someone.”

      “Who?” Hailey narrowed her eyes. “Wait. You don’t mean…”

      “Yes. I do mean.” Owen smiled. “Hailey, I want you to meet your niece.”

      “Niece?” Hailey gasped. “How? I thought Dragos were only male?” She looked at me.

      I nodded. “They are.” I was just as surprised as she was.

      “Well, tell Raven that.” Owen tugged Hailey over closer to the cave. He pushed away the boulder and slipped in with Hailey by his side. I followed behind. Owen pushed the boulder back into place behind us.

      “Oh my gosh, she’s gorgeous!” Hailey ran over to where Daisy held a little bundle. “Oh, and of course great to see you, Daisy.”

      Daisy laughed. “Great to see you too. Want to hold her?” Daisy held out the baby toward Hailey.

      Hailey nodded and pulled the little bundle into her arms. Her smile grew to the biggest I had ever seen. “Hi, Raven.”

      “Are you sure she’s a Drago?” I looked at the tiny child in Hailey’s arm. “She’s not a Pteron? I know traditionally the Drago gene would take over, but you are a different sort of case.” I’d turned Owen into a Drago in order to save him. It had been a gutsy move, and we still didn’t know all of the consequences of it.

      “Oh, she’s a Drago all right.” Daisy walked further into the cave and returned with a towel that was partially charred.

      “She has fire already?” Hailey’s eyes got wide. “But she’s so tiny.”

      “Yes. This is a little bit early, but that just means she’s going to be very powerful.” I gave Hailey a knowing look. Powerful was usually good, but we knew what it might mean for this baby.

      “No matter what happens she’s going to be okay even if her wings are green.” Hailey rocked her gently. “I promise everything is going to be okay, little one.”

      “If her wings are green?” Daisy brushed some of her hair behind her ear. “Why would that matter?”

      Hailey looked down into the baby’s face. “It’s a stupid prophecy that ties into an old organization. Not even worth worrying about.” There was something in Hailey’s eyes. More than a twinkle. She knew something. Something important.

      I wanted answers, but I could see she needed a few minutes with her niece. She rocked her a few minutes more, and Raven closed her eyes.

      “Wow. You have a way with her.” Daisy reached out for Raven.

      Hailey gently passed the child to her mother and gave her a small hug. “She’s beautiful. Just like you.”

      “Did you see her hair?” Daisy pulled back the blanket to reveal a shock of red hair.

      “Oh no. Hope you don’t have another me on your hands, Owen.” She grinned at her big brother.

      “That would be a good thing. I hope she has your strength and unwavering determination.” Owen patted his sister’s arm.

      “Unwavering determination?” Hailey raised an eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling it now?”

      “You know I’m proud of you, Hails.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know. I know.”

      It was fun watching them all together. Hailey loved her brother with all her might, and seeing him again was good for her. I only hoped it would give her the burst of energy we needed for whatever was headed our way.

      “Okay. I really want to sit and catch up, but I know you aren’t here for that.” Owen rubbed the back of his neck. “Talk. Fill us in. What is this book you had to read? Why does the color outlining my daughter’s wings matter?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I told you that.” Hailey smiled over at where Raven slept. “We can protect her.”

      “But it did mean something?” Owen pressed.

      “Hailey, you are running out of time!” Xander yelled from outside the cave. The sound was muffled by the boulder, but I already knew his voice. It made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. Xander. He was here? In all my excitement to see Hailey I hadn’t noticed that. I hadn’t noticed anything.

      “I am well aware of that.” Hailey gritted her teeth.

      “Who is that, Hailey?” Owen frowned.

      “Oh, no one. Just an Alter-Warlock who tried to kill me and who I’m now supposed to kill.”

      Owen’s mouth fell open. I didn’t blame him one bit.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
            19

          

          
            Hailey

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen, Daisy, and Raven were okay. I tried to soak up that news and use it to recharge. I needed to hold onto those realities in order to face the situation I definitely didn’t want to face. Raven was Raven—a gorgeous baby girl. She defied the odds in so many ways, and I couldn’t wait to watch her grow up. Holding her had given me a new sense of purpose. I was no longer only worried about protecting my generation, I worried about protecting hers. My actions would reverberate way beyond my own little circle.

      “You do have a nice aura to you.” A cheetah walked up to me. “I get it now. I get all the excitement over you.” I knew she wasn’t a normal wild cheetah, but she sure looked like one.

      “Excuse me?” I looked at the animal. “I take it you’ve heard of me?” I was growing tired of people knowing about me even though we’d never met.

      “Yes, and I presume you’ve heard of me. I’m Delilah.” The Cheetah preened.

      “Of course she’s heard of you.” Wyatt put an arm around my waist. “Everyone knows about the most powerful Helzin Demon.”

      “What?” Glendale strutted over with his tail high in the air. “What blasphemy are you speaking?”

      “Wyatt speaks the truth.” Delilah raised her neck. “And you know that.”

      “Tell yourself whatever you need to.” Glendale circled our assembled group. “I saw your boyfriend. He’s missing you.”

      “Boyfriend?” Delilah and I said at once. I had no idea demons even got romantically involved. Well, I guess they’d have to in order to reproduce—although there were other ways to be born.

      “Don’t pretend. It’s not a good look on you, Delilah.” Glendale stopped right in front of the cheetah. “You know I mean Mort.”

      “And he’s been dead for ages. How did you see him?”

      “I’ve been in the realm of the dead. Top secret business.” Glendale continued his circling.

      “He took Georgina there,” I explained to those who didn’t know yet. “Dropped her off so to speak.”

      “Wait. What?” Owen’s mouth fell open. “You dropped Georgina off in the realm of the dead? Why the hell would you do that?”

      Glendale stretched. “Because she needed me to.”

      “And I will bring her back,” Xander called from where he stood bound by Franklin.

      “After Hailey kills you?” Wyatt asked. “Because that’s what she said she’s going to do.”

      “Yes. That’s exactly right.”

      “Because then you’d be sent to the realm of the dead?” Owen asked. “I thought that was a rare privilege.”

      “Hailey understands. That’s the only one of you who needs to know.” Xander closed his eyes. That seemed to be his signal that he was tired of a conversation.

      He was right. I did understand. That didn’t mean it was going to be easy to pull off.

      “Hailey.” Wyatt pulled a small wooden box from his pocket. “Violet said to give it to you. She said you’d know what to do with it.”

      I opened the box. The inside was empty. I examined the space. There was a mirror affixed to the backside of the lid. I stared down at my reflection. I looked worn, but I looked strong. I checked the box again. It was definitely empty. Why was Violet wasting my time?

      Before I could worry about it long, I heard the faintest sound of buzzing. I looked over at Wyatt. He was tilting one ear up to hear better. I didn’t know what it was, but I didn’t like it. I stuffed the box in my pocket. “Daisy, get Raven inside.”

      “What’s going on?” Daisy watched me warily. “I hear that too. What do you think it is?”

      “Please, just do it.” Wyatt’s eyes darkened. “And Owen go with her.”

      “What’s going on, Hailey?” Owen’s eyes pled with me to share what I knew.

      We didn’t have time for that. I doubted we had any time at all. “Please. Just listen to me. I know you’re my big brother, but this time you really need to listen.”

      Owen nodded. “I’m going to trust you on this, but Wyatt, if anything happens to Hailey I’m blaming you.”

      “Nothing will happen to her.” Wyatt put his arm around my shoulder. “You know I’d do anything to protect her.”

      “As I would do for you. Any of you.” Owen pulled me into a hug. “Be safe. Or as safe as you can possibly be.” He took Daisy’s hand, and they ran into the cave. They slid the boulder back into place.

      Watching them disappear behind the rock made me feel a little bit better. At least Raven wasn’t in the direct line of attack.

      The buzzing grew louder.

      “They’re back.” A Drago marched toward us. “I should have known.”

      “Gather the others who are fit to fight,” Wyatt ordered. The Drago ran off.

      “What is it, Wyatt?” The sooner I knew what we faced, the sooner I could come up with a plan. At least hypothetically.

      “A swarm.”

      “A swarm,” I repeated the word. “That doesn’t sound good at all.”

      “It’s not.” Wyatt tensed. “But we can take it on.”

      “Yeah, because we have no other choice.” Cade pulled off his shirt and released his long grey, feathered wings. “Is everyone ready?”

      Wyatt’s long, black, green lined wings were already out.

      “What about yours?” Sol asked. “Not going to help in this fight?”

      “I think I’m better off fighting as a Lightness. We already have Pteron help.” I nodded toward where Cade waited.

      “Can never have too much,” Sol mumbled.

      “You have a point.” I released my own black, feathery wings. Hopefully pulling out my Lightness side would be that easy.

      Xander started to laugh. Franklin still held him in thick, iridescent metal chains. “Isn’t it going to be beautiful?”

      “Beautiful?” I glared at him. “Maybe you are sensing something different than I am.” My words were laced with sarcasm.

      “Oh, no. I’m sensing exactly the same thing. I just know what is to come.”

      The moon disappeared as complete darkness set in. A chill fell over all of us, and I shivered even though the true temperature hadn’t really changed. It was the chill of evil, and I knew I would do everything in my power to protect Raven.

      “I’m right here for you.” Eloise patted my shoulder.

      “You should go hide. We have this.” I didn’t want to be insulting, but her abilities weren’t really the battle kind.

      “I’m your Guardian Pixie. I’m staying exactly where you are when you need me.”

      “We will make it through this.” Wyatt sounded like he was trying to convince himself more than anyone else.

      “I know.” I looked up at the sky. It was completely black, but when you looked very closely you could see that it was made up of tiny pieces. “So those are bugs? Thousands of bugs?”

      “More like millions.” Sol sounded so calm beside me. “Swarms are dangerous, especially when they are pumped full of poison.”

      I shivered. Poison? Fantastic.

      “Is that bigger than the one that came before, Marshall?” Wyatt spoke while his attention was still on the sky.

      “Much larger.” Marshall shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Probably fifty times over.”

      Fifty times? He had to be kidding. But I couldn’t let that shake my confidence. “We can take it on.”

      “I’m glad you’re confident.” Cade grimaced. “I’m not feeling it, but then again I’m usually not feeling it when going into battle against unknown enemies because, you know, I doubt it’s the little buggers coming alone.”

      As if on cue, a figure walked out of the darkness. I couldn’t make it out at first, but I heard the click of heels. I exchanged looks with Wyatt. Yes, there were plenty of people who wore high heels, but their shoes didn’t click on dirt. This clicking sound was artificial.

      “Well hello, friends.” Arabella, one of my least favorite of the Elders, walked toward us holding what seemed to be a sparkler. “It is wonderful to see you all again.” She wore a tight red dress, and her lips were painted a matching shade.

      “You can stop with the act. What are you doing here? What’s with the swarm?” Just seeing her standing there all dressed up with a smile made me angry.

      “Come on, Hailey. Let’s be friendly.” Her cruel smile grated at me immediately.

      “There’s nothing to be friendly about. Turn around and leave. Take your swarm with you.”

      “Do you even know what the swarm is made of?”

      “No,” I answered honestly. “And I don’t care. I want it gone.”

      “It’s made of insects. Even a single bite from one of them is deadly. And not just to humans. The toxins are specially designed to kill even the strongest of supernaturals.”

      “Which is why you and those bugs need to leave.”

      “I don’t want you to die.” She held out her hand toward me. “You belong with us. On the mountain.”

      “I will never belong with you.” I would never abandon the ones I loved. Not to mention, I’d never participate in the twisted games the Elders played. “I belong here. With my friends.”

      “And family.” She licked her bottom lip. “It is impolite to forget those bound to you by blood.”

      I said nothing.

      “No need to lie. I know your brother and his little family are here. I know you’d do anything for them.” She took two steps toward me. “But that’s stupid. Protect yourself. Owen would want that for you.”

      “No. No, he wouldn’t.” And even if he did, that wouldn’t change a thing. I’d protect them even if I died trying.

      “What do you want, Arabella?” Wyatt stayed close to my side.

      “I came here to say goodbye.” Arabella waved at him. “Although saying goodbye to you, in particular, will be very difficult.” She let her hand fall to the side. “Do you know why that is, Hailey?”

      “I don’t care.”

      “You see Violet is far from the only Allure Wyatt had a history with.”

      “I don’t care.” I gritted my teeth.

      “Why not? You should.”

      “Relationships Wyatt had before I was even born have nothing to do with me.”

      “But people never change. He’s broken many hearts.” She put a hand to her chest.

      “He won’t break mine.” I looked up at the growing swarm. “Now you and your bugs need to get out of here.”

      “Cade, is it?” She approached him. “How about you? Want to help me and spare yourself?”

      He shook his head.

      “Are you sure? I’ve always thought you had a good sense of self-preservation.” She ran a finger down his chest.

      He brushed her off. “You thought wrong. I’m staying right here.”

      “Your grandfather would be very disappointed in you.”

      “I don’t give a damn what anyone thinks of me. I don’t turn on my friends.”

      Arabella laughed. “This is too much. You little powerless creatures are willing to die for each other.”

      “We are not powerless. Don’t test me.” I felt anger growing inside. It was going to boil over soon.

      Arabella cackled. Her cruel smile growing larger by the second. “Oh? Are you are going to stop us? Little Pteron?”

      “I’m not just a Pteron.” A light was building inside of me, echoing the anger of my Pteron side.

      “A Lightness can’t stop us either. Don’t think being a hybrid is going to help you now.”

      “And maybe that would be true if I were only that.”

      “Oh. You are more than that?” She laughed. “Please. Get over yourself.”

      “No. You get over yourself.” It was time. Time to fully tap into my true nature. To realize my potential. That was it. The mirror. Violet wanted to make sure I understood. I thought over the words from the book, the images from Jesalyn, Xander’s warnings. It was all coming together. It was time.

      Wyatt bowed his head slightly. Letting me know I was far from alone. I already knew I wasn’t. Together he and I could take on anything.

      The swarm started to buzz, and I knew we were running out of time.

      “Be true to yourself,” I hissed at Wyatt, hoping he caught on to what I was saying before Arabella did.

      “Give me space.”

      “I can’t.” I held on tighter to his hand. “This only works if we are connected.”

      “We don’t need to physically touch to be connected.” He let go of my hand and stepped away.

      I started to reach for him, but his expression warned me not to. I needed to trust him. Seconds later I watched in awe as his body began to change, and his dragon took over. I knew it was him, but it was still so strange seeing the man I loved turned into what many would call a monster.

      I grabbed ahold of his wing as I embraced the light building brighter and brighter inside me.

      I heard a gasp and looked down. My entire body was glowing green—emerald green.

      The swarm dove down, moving directly toward me. I was a beacon—a light. I met Wyatt’s eyes and gave him a nod. It was all about timing.

      We moved away from the others, desperately hoping they figured things out enough to give us space. We only had one chance to get rid of this swarm, and I couldn’t hold back while I did it.

      “Now!” I yelled.

      Wyatt released his fire, but it wasn’t red—it was green. Emerald green that matched me exactly. His fire reached the bugs, and as soon as the flames touched them they all fell to the ground.

      “No. This is impossible.” Arabella stepped over the thousands of bug carcasses. Her entire body shook. “You aren’t the emerald dragon.”

      “The emerald dragon is what you think. And the emerald dragon isn’t what you think.” I spoke in the language of the book.

      Cade laughed.

      “Oh, you think that’s funny?” Arabella’s face grew red. She stalked toward Cade. “You want to try laughing again?”

      She lifted her arms, and I knew I couldn’t hold back. I readied myself to attack. But movement caught my eye. Her body wasn’t solid, it was moving—bugs. She was made up entirely of bugs. Arabella had become a swarm of bugs?

      In a flash Xander broke free of the chains and wrapped his arms around Arabella, but the bugs making up her body crawled straight through his arms.

      “Hailey, now!” Xander yelled. “Do it now. This is your only chance.”

      I couldn’t hit Arabella without hurting Xander. No matter what I thought of him, I couldn’t kill him.

      “Hailey, please. Do it for the little girl inside that cave.”

      “No. Let go of her. I’ll do it once you move.” Arabella might gain more strength if I waited. We were wasting time.

      “Fine. Want to do it that way?” He ran toward the cave entrance. I knew what he was capable of, and the boulder started to move even while his hands remained at his side. I had no choice. I sent my light straight at him. He grunted, and his body fell to a heap on the floor. There was a hiss of steam, and he stood up—or rather a wisp in the shape of his body stood up- and floated over to where the bug version of Arabella stood. The wisp opened his mouth, and the bugs marched inside mixing with the smoke that made up his being. He saluted us before stepping directly into the flames that still burned around us.

      There was a squeal, and the smoke turned grey, then black, then bright emerald green. “What the hell was that?” Cade asked as we stared at the dancing flames. The green was starting to fade. The flames in the center were now orange-yellow.

      “I have no idea.” I was in shock. Complete and utter shock. It was going to take me a while to process it all.

      “I get it.” Eloise wrapped her arms tightly around herself. “What you meant about us making the possibilities ourselves. You and Wyatt became the emerald dragon together even though you weren’t born to be one.”

      “I took a shot. Thankfully it worked out.” It had been a risk, but it had been worth it.

      “You’re amazing.” Wyatt nuzzled my neck.

      “So are you.” I leaned back into him.

      We all fell quiet and looked up at the sky. With the swarm gone, the moon was once again lighting the land.

      “So what’s next? Are the other Elders coming?” Cade asked.

      “Are all the Elders really made of bugs?” I asked. “And what in the world happened with Xander? He can’t really be dead. There is no way he sacrificed himself.”

      “He’s not dead,” Sol agreed. “But he’s gone. For now.”

      “But for how long? And what about Arabella? Is she really gone?” My head swirled with questions.

      “If anyone knew those answers, you would.” Sol patted my shoulder.

      “And I don’t.” I took a deep breath. “Well, no matter what we need to get Georgina. Then also Hunter and Anastasia. Obviously we also need to find Allie and Levi, but hopefully bringing Georgina home is going to help with that.”

      “You need to rest.” Wyatt laced his fingers through mine. “You are no good to anyone unless you do.”

      “Rest? Is that what you kids are calling it these days?” Cade grinned.

      I hugged a very surprised Cade.

      He stepped away. “What was that for?”

      “I would normally have hit you, but I had the urge to do that instead.”

      “An urge? You okay, Hailey? Maybe you do need to rest.”

      “We all need to rest.” Eloise looked up at the seemingly tranquil sky. “We will regroup early tomorrow morning.”

      I needed time with Wyatt, but first I needed to see Owen, Daisy, and Raven. I glanced over to watch Owen rolling the boulder out of the way.

      “Hailey!” He ran toward me. “I am so sorry I wasn’t there for you.”

      “Do I look that bad?” I smiled.

      “No of course not.” He stared at me.

      “Did you lose your sense of humor somewhere?”

      “No. He just lost his mind,” Daisy teased. “I don’t know exactly what happened, but thank you.”

      “It’s not over. I mean it’s over for now, but not forever.”

      “Nothing is ever over forever.” Daisy sighed.

      “No. But things are going to be okay.” I reached out toward Raven. “Can I hold her again?”

      “Of course.” Daisy put Raven into my arms.

      I rocked her back and forth. “Your future will be bright, Raven. And I will be with you along the way.”

      After a few minutes, I handed Raven back to her parents. As much as I wanted to hold her longer, there were also other things on my mind.
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      Within seconds our clothes were gone. We had no patience for the fabric and tore away the dirty, worn material as soon as we’d woven our way down the mountainside toward my cave hideaway.

      My lips found hers, devouring her mouth as my hands explored the body I had already memorized, the body I knew fit perfectly with mine.

      As she arched her body against mine, I ached to have her right there, right at that moment, but I wouldn’t rush it.

      She broke the kiss. “Is that running water I hear?” There was excitement in her voice, an excitement I hadn’t heard in a long time.

      “Yes.” I brushed my lips against hers. “Up for a swim?”

      She didn’t answer, instead she slipped her hand into mine and pulled me in the direction of the sound. It didn’t take us long to make our way among the rocks. “It’s gorgeous.” She gazed at the waterfall that streamed down the mountainside, spilling into the deep blue pool below.

      “You’re gorgeous.” I let my eyes soak in her beautiful body, still glowing slightly, her iridescence magnified by the moon. She had always been beautiful, but her new strength and light added even more beauty.

      “Jump together?” Her eyes twinkled.

      “No wings?” I loved her wings, but they might take the fun away from jumping.

      “No wings yet.” She squeezed my hand. “Jump on three.”

      “Three, Two. One,” I counted down, and right at one we jumped off the edge of the rocky cliff.

      When you have wings you rarely fall, so the feel of the wind on our bare skin, the momentary sensation of weightlessness, was an adrenaline rush like none other. Coupled with my need for her, my body raced out of control as we splashed down into the cool water below the falls.

      She grinned, swimming underneath the pouring water. “I love it here.”

      “We can stay here you know.” I joined her under the falls. I knew the sound of the water couldn’t drown out the sound of my rapidly beating heart. Not to her sensitive ears.

      “One day.” She floated on her back. “One day when we’ve accomplished all that we have to we can come here again.”

      “Looking forward to retirement already?” I teased as I captured her legs with mine, floating alongside her.

      “An early retirement with you.” She let her hand trail down my body, dripping small droplets of water as her fingers moved.

      “You know I would do anything with you.”

      “Oh, I know.” She untangled her legs and swam under the falls, over to the most shallow portion of the lagoon.

      The top half of her body was exposed to the air, and water streamed from her hair and dripped down her body.

      I couldn’t wait. I swam underwater, grabbing onto her waist, eliciting a small surprised gasp from her as I stood up and held her close. My lips found hers again, as her hands tangled in my hair. I released my wings, wanting the full experience of sensations. I felt feathers graze my hand as she released her own wings.

      We’d have been quite the sight right then. Two winged creatures—one set of wings feathered, the other scales, standing in the water under the light of the moon.

      “I’m ready, Wyatt.” Her eyes locked on mine. “I want to be yours forever. I want you to be mine.”

      “Now? Are you sure?”

      “I’ve never been surer of anything.”

      I repositioned us before thrusting inside her, needing her more than I’d ever needed anything before. We rocked against each other, aware of nothing but the beating of each other’s hearts, and the way our bodies moved together perfectly. “Wyatt,” she moaned my name, and I moved faster and deeper, wanting to give her the greatest pleasure imaginable.

      Just as I pushed her over the edge, I bit down on her neck. She yelled out, but the shout quickly turned into a moan. I licked the wound as I continued to move inside her, nowhere near done yet.

      Hours later we lay on the shore still naked and tangled in each other’s arms.

      She laid the palm of her hand on my chest. “I didn’t know Dragos bit to mate.”

      “Did it hurt too bad?” I ran my fingers over the spot on her throat.

      “No. It burned like fire at first, but then really quickly it felt good. Like hot good.”

      I smiled. “I was hoping that’s what was happening.” I’d dreamed about that moment for years. The reality that it had actually happened was still a hard one to grasp. Part of me was afraid this was all one big, amazing dream.

      “You had to have known. You were inside me after all.”

      “Yes, I was. It’s a shame I’m not there now.”

      “Then change it.” Her eyes gleamed.

      I didn’t need to be asked twice.

      

      ***

      “We stay together from now on.” I held Hailey in my arms as we lay by the fire in my cave. “I know we’re far from finished. There is so much that we need to do, but I don’t care what anyone says. We are doing it together.”

      “Yes. No more goodbyes. I’m done with those when it comes to you. We’ve had far too many already.”

      “I agree wholeheartedly.” I pulled her closer to me. “But the good thing is we are so connected now I’d always know where you are.”

      “Good. I’ll keep that in mind if I ever get trapped in a crazy maze again.” She froze. “Speaking of which…”

      “We leave first thing in the morning. We’ll get Hunter and Anastasia. I promise.”

      She rested her head against my chest. “We can handle anything together.”

      “Good thing we’ll be together forever.” I knew those words were completely true. Hailey had taken my heart the first moment we met, and she would never, ever have to give it back.
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      It was cold again. It seemed to always be cold when it was time to face your fears. It was like fate was laughing at you, tempting you to change your mind and turn around. But turning around was out of the question. I had to do this. I couldn’t give up.

      I’d been stuck in the maze for far too long already. Thankfully I had Hunter with me, but even together we had no chance of getting out unless I took a chance.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Hunter meant what he said. He was chivalrous to a fault.

      “I am done waiting around. We aren’t helpless. I’d rather die trying to escape than die waiting.”

      “I know, but why not let me try taking the risk? Why does it have to be you?”

      “Because there’s water underneath us, and I’m the one who draws my strength from it. I can get us out, and I can defeat our captor. I promise I’m not going to leave you behind.”

      “I wasn’t worried.”

      I couldn’t see his face. It had been far too dark to see his face in the basement, but I knew he was thinking. It’s impossible to spend that many hours with someone in complete darkness without learning to read the changes in their heart rate and breath.

      “If for some reason this fails, don’t try to come after me. You can handle this on your own. This is just one escape plan. You will come up with more.”

      “You know I’m going to come after you. I don’t give up on people.”

      “But I’m not a person. I’m a Mer.” I didn’t give him another chance to convince me to change my mind. I dove into the icy waters and turned our future over to fate.

      

      The Chronicles continue in the Triton Chronicles, coming 2019!
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      Thank you for reading Taken (The Pteron Chronicles #3). 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 Chronicles continue in The Triton Chronicles, coming 2019! Want more Chronicles while you wait? 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 Heart of the Wolf (The Heart 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

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Heart of the Wolf

          

          The Heart Chronicles #1

        

      

    

    
      Betrayal hurts, love heals. 

      Wolf shifter Carter jumps at the chance to leave his dead-end security job to join the exclusive and secret force, The Rangers. The Rangers do the work no one else can do, and Carter's first mission is no exception.

      Hope is frustrated when she's stuck chasing after her best friend Mirabella with Mirabella’s annoying brother at her side— what she doesn't realize is that things are about to get much worse, and everything she thought she knew about Mirabella’s family is dead wrong.

      When Carter and Hope are thrown together, sparks fly, and they must work together to avert a crisis on a deadly scale.
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      “Yes, I’d love another.” I smiled at the flight attendant while she refilled my empty glass. I smoothed down my skirt, making myself as comfortable as possible.

      Everything was easier to take after a few glasses of sparkling wine, especially when it was the good stuff—not that the plane I was on had anything but the good stuff.

      I sipped the bubbling liquid, trying to pretend it was a normal part of my life to fly on a private jet. It wasn’t. It wasn’t at all. But it was a normal part of my best friend’s life, and somehow from the moment I met her my freshman year at Ole Miss, Mirabella’s life had become entangled with mine.

      I downed the glass in a few more sips and closed my eyes, remembering exactly how I’d gotten to where I was.

      

      Twelve Hours Earlier….

      

      I hated copy machines. You’d think in the age of technology we lived in we would have moved beyond them, yet there I was struggling to reload paper into a tray.

      “Darn it,” I muttered, slamming the tray in after the red light turned on again. How long would I have to work at Wellington & Sons before someone else could do the grunt work? Probably more than two weeks. The paper jam was my second run in with the copy machine in the space of five minutes. I’d already changed out an ink cartridge, and the black ink on my hand was proof of that.

      “Need some help?” The masculine and very sexy voice came from behind me. That meant two things. 1) Clayton Wellington was standing right behind me, quite possibly he could see up my skirt, 2) I was going to have to stand up, turn around, and talk to him.

      I straightened up carefully, smoothing down my skirt in the process using only my ink free hand. I turned around and forced myself to make eye contact with the man who starred in most of my fantasies. “Thanks, but I can get it.”

      “Really, I don’t mind.” He gently pushed me out of the way and pulled out the paper that was stuck, replaced it, and pushed the tray back in. The red light disappeared. “There you go.”

      “Thanks. I know that’s not your job.”

      He grinned. “You mean the VP isn’t supposed to fix copier jams?”

      “No…” Maybe one day I’d stop acting like a love-sick adolescent around Mirabella’s eldest brother, but that time wasn’t now.

      “Hey, I was actually looking for you.” He put a hand in his pocket, making me look at his tan dress slacks.

      I forced my eyes back up. “For me?” I put a hand to my chest, belatedly remembering I had ink on my hand that was now smeared all over my white blouse.

      I looked around for a towel. Seconds later, Clayton handed me a cloth. I had never met anyone so prepared in my life, and it only made him sexier. I tried to wipe some of the black ink off. All I did was make it worse.

      “You have to pull the fabric away from your skin.” He slipped his hand under the top button of my blouse and held the silky material away. “Now wipe.” His hand stayed at my neck, but by the way it affected me he might as well have been fondling me.

      I could barely breath, let alone speak.

      He took the cloth from me and wiped most of the ink off. “There you go.”

      He removed his hand, and I could finally get oxygen again. “You were looking for me?”

      “My dad was, but I told him I’d get you myself.”

      Why had he volunteered? I drummed down any potential excitement. He wasn’t into me, and he never would be. “Am I in trouble?” I sputtered out the words before I could stop myself.

      “No. Not at all.” He smiled. “Why would you be in trouble?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. This is my first real job…” And it showed.

      “You’re Mirabella’s best friend. My dad would adopt you if he could. You can relax.”

      Relaxing was the last thing I could do at my new job. Working for Wellington & Sons was a dream job for me—a chance to get my feet wet in business while working for people who liked me, but that didn’t mean it was easy. My internships hadn’t prepared me for the stress of a real full-time job.

      “What does your dad want to see me for then?” I couldn’t come up with a single good reason.

      “It’s about Mirabella. I’ll let Dad fill you in.” He gestured for me to start down the long hallway ahead of him.

      I started, staring out the windows I passed at the rainy day while racking my brain to figure out what kind of trouble Mirabella could have gotten herself into now.

      I’d spent all four years of college cleaning up her messes, dragging her out of bed and to class, breaking up with the older guys she always went for when she was too chicken to do it herself. Not that our friendship was all bad. She was also an amazing friend who knew how to have fun. Still, I was a little jealous when she decided to go on a solo graduation trip to Fiji. To be fair, she’d invited me, but I’d already given my start date to her dad. I wasn’t going back on my word. He’d hired me because I was responsible, and I refused to prove him wrong.

      I reached the largest corner office and prepared to knock. Before my knuckle made contact it was pulled open. I nearly stumbled inside, but caught myself in time.

      “Hope, thank goodness.” Mr. Wellington, I refused to call him Herald even though he always told me to, ushered me into his office. “Clayton, close the door.” What was left of Mr. Wellington’s grey hair was sticking up in the back, and he had huge bags under his eyes. I’d never seen him look so tired before.

      I walked further into his huge office, startled when I noticed another person in there.

      “Hello, Hope.” Justin Wellington, the younger of Mirabella’s brothers, walked toward me. He was wearing khakis and flip-flops, his usual work wardrobe. “You look lovely today.”

      I looked down at my blouse, Clayton had gotten most of the ink out, but it was still there. Lovely was not the right word to describe my current look, but then again most things out of Justin’s mouth had little to do with reality. “Hello, Justin.”

      “Come, take a seat.” Mr. Wellington pulled out a seat at the long conference table for me.

      “Thank you.” I sat down even more worried now. All three Wellington men? This had to be important.

      Justin sat down beside me, while the other two sat across the table.

      I folded my hands in front of me. “Is there something I can do for you?”

      Justin’s foot found mine under the table, and he pulled it toward him. I jerked my foot away, losing my black pump in the process.

      “Have you heard from Mirabella recently?” Mr. Wellington made direct eye contact.

      I gave up on trying to get my shoe back. “Not since Friday.”

      “You heard from her Friday?” Clayton sat up. “What time?”

      “Around eight o’clock in the evening, I think.”

      “What did she say?” Justin foot moved up my leg.

      I moved my legs as far away from him as possible. “That she’d met some new friends, and I should fly out and meet her.”

      “Meet her in Fiji?” Mr. Wellington’s eyes widened.

      “She’s not in Fiji anymore.” And I wasn’t really surprised. Mirabella bored easily. I was surprised when she planned to spend two weeks in the same place. “Didn’t she tell you?”

      Mr. Wellington shook his head. “No. No, she didn’t.”

      Great. If she hadn’t told him it was for a reason, and I’d just spilled the beans.

      “Hope, please. We need to know where she is.” Clayton rested his hands on the table. “This is important.”

      “She’s on Kekry Island. Or something like that. I guess it’s somewhere near Fiji?” Admittedly South Pacific geography wasn’t my strong point.

      “There’s no such place.” Justin moved his foot away.

      “Well, that’s what she said.” I saw no reason for Mirabella to lie, considering she’d been begging me to come meet her. I was surprised when she asked since she’d seemed completely unconcerned when I had shot down the Fiji plans.

      Clayton exchanged glances with his father. After Mr. Wellington nodded, he turned back to look at me. “The thing is she slipped away from our man.”

      “Your man?” Understanding dawned on me. I’d never comprehended why an otherwise protective man gave his daughter so much freedom to travel. “You had someone follow her?”

      “We always have someone follow her. Well, you both usually.” Justin grinned. “Did you really think all your girl trips were unchaperoned?”

      An awful vision of Justin watching videos of us popped into my head, and I forced it away. “Does she know this?”

      “She never seemed to notice, until this time evidently…” Mr Wellington leaned back in his chair. “It’s a disaster. The timing couldn’t be any worse with the merger.”

      The company was buying out their primary competitor. All the senior staff had been working around the clock. Well, not Justin. I wasn’t sure if he ever worked more than a few hours a day.

      “Why do you have people follow her?” I had a few ideas, but I wanted to hear it from them.

      “It’s Mirabella.” Clayton gave me an apologetic look. “Can you blame us?”

      “Yes, I can blame you.” It was strange being upset with Clayton. I had always thought he was perfect, but having someone spy on his sister? That was awful.

      “We need your help.” Mr. Wellington broke me away from watching Clayton fall from his pedestal.

      “My help?” I wanted nothing to do with this. I regretted taking the job. Maybe I could quit and apply somewhere else.

      “She won’t tell us anything, but you said yourself she wanted you to fly out…” Mr. Wellington tugged on his tie to loosen it. Loosen his tie? The man never looked anything less than professional in the office.

      “Wait, you want me to go check on her?” Was that what this was about? They’d called me in to ask me to spy on my best friend?

      “I want you to bring her home. You won’t be going alone of course.” Mr. Wellington looked down at his hands. “I would never ask you to travel to an unknown island alone.”

      “Then with whom?” I asked warily, already knowing I probably wouldn’t like the answer.

      “With me.” Justin turned his body, so that his knees were touching my legs. “I cleared my schedule to ensure I could accompany you.”

      No. No. No. “Oh, but isn’t the whole point that she won’t tell you guys stuff, but she’ll listen to me? Don’t you want me to have some alone time to talk her into coming back?” Going after Mirabella was bad enough. Doing it with Justin? My stomach hurt. That would be horrible.

      “I cannot send you alone, and after seeing how easily Mirbella slipped away, I won’t trust anyone else except family.” Mr. Wellington’s expression was serious. “I know I don’t need to remind you how important this is to me. Mirabella is my baby girl.”

      “Are you worried about her?” I hated to say it, but this whole thing just seemed typical Mirabella.

      “Very.” Mr. Wellington sighed. “Slipping away from her guard was the last straw. It’s time for her to come home. I will have the jet ready in a few hours. Please go home and pack a bag of the essentials. Justin will purchase anything else you need on the trip. You will be paid a handsome bonus for this as well, of course. And I’ll make sure HR adds on an extra week of vacation for you this year.”

      Things were moving way too fast. I couldn’t even keep up.

      “And don’t worry, Hope, I will take good care of you.”  Justin leaned in close. “I assure you, the entire time you will be in good hands.”

      I shuddered. Justin Wellington might have been handsome, but he came on way too strong. He’d never overtly asked me out before, and his flirtations when I was in college had never amounted to much, but something changed when I started working at the company. I wasn’t sure if it was Mirabella’s absence or that I was now out of college, but spending time alone with him was way on the bottom of my to-do list. Still, I knew he wouldn’t really try anything, and Mirabella would take care of him. I was sure of it.

      “I’d go with you, but with the merger.” Clayton put his hands on the table palm up. “Otherwise you know I would.”

      “Of course. Please excuse me for a second.” I stood up and realized I was still missing a shoe.

      “Looking for this?” Justin held up my shoe and kneeled in front of me. He grabbed my ankle and tried to put my foot in the shoe.

      “I can do that myself.” I jerked away from him and lost my balance.

      He caught me and grinned, holding me in his arms longer than necessary. “Are you sure about that?”

      I pulled  myself away from him and grabbed my shoe from his hand. I hurried out of the office.

      Once outside I slipped my shoe back on and ran down the hall to my cubicle. I grabbed my cell phone and headed for the women’s room. I walked into a stall and texted Mirabella. Where are you?

      In paradise! Please come! She replied right away.

      Ok, she was fine. Now I had to worry about me. Your dad is making me come find you. And bring Justin. I added the worst part.

      Tell him you’d rather take Clayton. I’d done my best to keep my feelings about her brothers to myself, but she knew exactly how I felt. Well, how I felt until ten minutes ago. Now I wasn’t sure what to think of Clayton.

      So you are okay with Justin coming to get you?

      If it gets you here, yes. We’ll lose him.

      What is this island? Kekry? How did your new friends even know about it?

      It’s paradise. I swear. And my dad is sending you, so you won’t lose your precious job.

      I swallowed down my annoyance at her words. Sounds like I am going to be leaving in a few hours.

      I’ll find you. Can’t wait!

      Be safe.

      Same to you. If Justin acts out kick him in the balls.

      This is your brother we’re talking about.

      I know, but he’s so weird around you. Always has been.

      Yes, he has. See you soon. I pocketed my phone and walked back to Mr. Wellington’s office.

      What had I just agreed to?
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