
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


		Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Chapter 33

	Chapter 34

	Chapter 35

	Chapter 36

	Chapter 37

	Chapter 38

	Chapter 39

	Chapter 40

	Chapter 41

	Chapter 42

	Chapter 43





    
      Severed Minds

    

    




      
        Kelly Carrero

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2017 by Kelly Carrero

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Created with Vellum]Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Chapter 33

        

        
          Chapter 34

        

        
          Chapter 35

        

        
          Chapter 36

        

        
          Chapter 37

        

        
          Chapter 38

        

        
          Chapter 39

        

        
          Chapter 40

        

        
          Chapter 41

        

        
          Chapter 42

        

        
          Chapter 43

        

      

      
        
          Connect with Kelly Carrero

        

        
          Also by Kelly Carrero

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      I never thought flying would come so naturally.

      All those times I’d imagined what it would be like to have wings and soar across the tips of the trees was nothing compared to how it actually felt. The breeze tickled my feathers, sending a tingling sensation through the membranes and awakening a part of me I never knew existed.

      Lifting up, I came to a halt midair and twisted around to find Abby. She was much higher than I was, happily floating amongst the clouds in the predawn sky.

      Marcus was watching me from below, and even though he was so far away, I could still see the torment in his eyes. He wanted me to learn to use my wings in the very likely chance that I’d need them to save my ass from the Soul Scrapers, but I could tell it was hard on him.

      Marcus remembered his wings. He remembered the euphoric sensation that lit up our souls as we did one of the biggest things that separated us from humans—fly.

      Only Marcus couldn’t fly, and no matter how much he didn’t blame me, I think we both knew if it weren’t for me, he’d still have his wings.

      No longer feeling the urge to soar through the sky, I flew up to Abby to let her know I was done for the morning.

      The sun peaked over the horizon, its golden rays illuminating the edges of Abby’s black wings. “What’s up?” she asked, slowly turning her attention away from the scorched symbols down below to me.

      “I think I might call it quits for the day.”

      She raised her brows. “Wow.”

      I scowled. “I don’t think I need to stay up here any longer than necessary. I mean, I clearly know how to fly, and I really don’t want to rub Marcus’s nose in it any more than I have to.”

      The corners of her lips tipped up. “I was referring to your wings.”

      “What about my…?” I trailed off as I looked to the left and saw what had mesmerized her. I’d thought Abby’s wings glistened under the sun’s rays, but they were nothing compared to the light that glowed from within each and every feather of mine.

      Returning my gaze to Abby, I asked, “These are special, aren’t they?”

      She nodded slowly. “Which has me going out of my mind trying to figure out why you would have those babies.”

      “You and I both.”

      Her gaze darted below. “Something tells me Morgana and whoever she is working with will do everything within their power to stop us from finding out.”

      Following her line of sight, an icy shiver ran down my spine when I saw the demented creatures below. Dark shadows slunk alongside the Hellhounds as they swarmed the perimeter of Marcus’s estate, trying to find a weak spot to break through. They’d been stalking us since Justin brought me home, occasionally disappearing to God knows where only to return with more determination and numbers.

      “Why don’t Morgana and her witches come here themselves?”

      She scratched her forehead. “I think they know they’re not going to get through, so they’re trying to scare us.”

      Hugging myself, I ran my hands up and down my arms. “Well, it’s working.”

      She smiled sadly at me then cocked her head toward the house. “I think we should call it a day.”

      Taking one last look at the hellish creatures below, I glided down, preparing to ease into my landing like Abby and Justin had done. Only, it wasn’t that simple.

      The ground came up faster than I’d anticipated. I pulled up but was too late, missing my mark and ending up in the pool.

      Cringing with embarrassment, I pushed up from the bottom of the pool and surfaced momentarily before my wings got in the way of my hands as I tried to keep myself afloat and pulled me under the water.

      I barely had time to register just how bad my situation was and how much more landing practice I would need before strong arms wrapped around me, lifting me out of the water.

      I gasped for air as I swatted my glowing feathers away from my mouth. They may not have looked like real feathers, but they sure stuck to my face like them.

      Marcus twisted me around in his arms then lifted me into a sitting position on the edge of the pool, my legs dangling on either side of him in the water.

      “Are you okay?” He smoothed my slick, dark brown hair away from my face.

      Gripping the capping around the edge of the pool, I nodded. “I think I need to work on my landings.”

      Marcus chuckled. “Might be a good idea if you don’t want to drown.”

      I raised a brow. “Except I can’t die by anything but your hand, remember?” I regretted my words as soon as they left my mouth. The haunted look in his eyes had returned with a vengeance. He was having a hard time coming to terms with the fact that he’d never needed to kill me.

      Leaning forward, I rested my hands on his shoulders. “You’ll never have to do it again.”

      He tipped his head back and kissed me. I wasn’t sure if it was a deflection as to his true fears or because he agreed with me. Either way, I was using the opportunity to make him forget what I’d said.

      Slipping back into the pool, I hooked my arms around his neck, deepening our kiss.

      A soft growl that was anything but angelic came from deep within Marcus’s chest. He may have been the light, but I was pretty sure his thoughts were far from good.

      Marcus stepped forward, pinning my back against the side of the pool, and ran his hands down the sides of my hips before hooking them under my ass.

      “You know how I feel about sex, but you might want to put a lid on it around visitors,” Abby said, breaking our moment.

      Pulling away, I gaped at her. “We were not about to have sex.”

      Abby smirked.

      Horrified by the implication of giving in to our urges while in the presence of someone else, I said, “I’m not sure if you’re aware, but kissing doesn’t always lead to sex.”

      She raised a brow, the smirk still playing on her lips. “Doesn’t it?”

      I rolled my eyes as I pushed Marcus back, letting my feet float down to the bottom of the pool. “No, Abby, for us mere mortals, it doesn’t.”

      “Only you’re not a mortal now, are you?”

      I looked at Marcus, wondering why he wasn’t jumping in, but he wore an amused expression on his face that told me he had no intention of contributing to this conversation. “Great help you are.”

      I twisted around, trudged through the water in my soaking wet runners, and climbed out.

      Marcus followed me out of the pool and caught my hand. “Sorry, I just love seeing you get all flustered.”

      He turned to Abby. “Just so you know, for us non-sex demons or angels or whatever we are, kissing doesn’t automatically mean we’re about to strip down and make love, not caring if there’s anyone else around.” He smirked. “Some of us have a little more dignity than that.”

      Abby shrugged. “Your loss.” She strode over to the outdoor lounge and slid into the seat. “So, who wants to talk about the elephant in the room?”

      “I’d hardly call them an elephant,” I said, twisting the water out of my hair. “Those things out there can either suck the life out of an elephant or rip its throat out with a single bite.” I cocked my thumb in the direction of the Soul Scrapers and Hellhounds.

      Marcus grabbed a towel. “She was talking about me not answering Justin’s calls.”

      “Or messages,” Abby added.

      I made an “O” shape with my mouth. “I thought you were talking about those monsters trying to get in.”

      “I don’t think we need to worry about them for now,” Marcus said. “They’d be stupid to try something during daylight.”

      Abby crossed her long legs. “But that doesn’t mean we should be complacent. You never know what Morgana is prepared to do. She can hide in plain sight without drawing any attention from the humans.”

      “But any human who comes anywhere near here can see the Soul Scrapers, and they're going to wonder what is up with those freakishly huge dogs that look as if they’ve crawled their way up from Hell. Yeah, real discreet.”

      Abby furrowed her brow. “You do realize most humans can’t see them, don’t you?”

      I tilted my head to the side as I remembered the Soul Scrapers I’d seen in the hospital after I’d slit my wrist. The only person that had seen it was the guy high on meth. I was pretty sure none of the nurses, doctors, or patients had seen them. If they had, I was positive they would’ve been screaming and running for their lives. No amount of dedication to their jobs would’ve had them staying put and attending to patients with those otherworldly creatures around.

      “Hey, Marcus?” I said.

      “Yeah?”

      “Remember that day when you came back into my life?”

      He smiled as his gaze drifted down the length of my body. “Kind of hard to forget.”

      I bit down on my smile. That day hadn’t been anything special by any normal person’s standards. We hadn’t even spoken, but that was the day I finally saw the man who could end my suffering. Little had I known the road that laid ahead would have me wanting to live instead of praying for Marcus to drive that dagger through my heart like he had every night in my dreams.

      Marcus sauntered over to me, his shirt clinging to his body in all the right places. “You were saying?” He ran the tips of his fingers across my left wing.

      I shook my thoughts away, bringing a smile to Marcus’s face. “Ah, yeah,” I said, trying to refocus. “I was going to ask you about the Soul Scrapers I saw at the hospital. They were Soul Scrapers, weren’t they?”

      Marcus gave a curt nod. “You thought you were seeing something someone else was hallucinating, didn’t you?”

      “Yep. Because demonic creatures could only be a figment of someone’s imagination—or so I naively thought.”

      “So, they were real,” Abby said, sounding impatient. “Back to the elephant.”

      Marcus breathed out in frustration and leaned against the garden wall. “I’m not ready.”

      Abby uncrossed her legs and twisted around to face him. “Do I really need to be the one to point out that we don’t have time for you to be ready?”

      I peeled my shorts away from my thighs, but it was useless. As soon as I let go, the shorts once again clung to me. “Ready for what?”

      Abby looked to Marcus, waiting for him to answer. When it became obviously apparent he wasn’t talking, she said, “Justin has been calling Marcus for the past five minutes—and here he goes again.”

      I scrunched up my face in confusion. “I can’t hear any calls.”

      “That’s because Marcus has his phone on silent.”

      Right, she could hear things I couldn’t. Another supernatural perk I didn’t have. I stepped closer to him and grabbed his hand. “You know it wasn’t Justin’s fault, don’t you?”

      “Doesn’t mean I’m not still pissed at him.”

      I bit my lip as I tried to think of what to say next. “Well, I think you’re going to have to get over it. We need Justin.”

      “That’s something I never thought I’d hear you say.”

      “You and me both.” It wasn’t until a couple of days ago that I realized the truth of what Justin had done. He’d betrayed Marcus, but it had been necessary. If Marcus had known the truth and hadn’t played his part just right, then those who were watching might have figured it out. I wondered if Justin had intended for their friendship to dissolve for that very purpose. It was easier for Justin to keep the secret if everyone thought they were no longer friends.

      “Speak of the devil,” Abby said, her gaze drifting up to the sky.

      Ten seconds later, Justin came into view—and he didn’t look happy. He landed a few yards in front of us, jaw set, pupils dilated, and looking as if he were ready to fight. “Why didn’t you answer?”

      Marcus stepped forward, balling his hands at his sides. “Because I didn’t want to.”

      Ignoring his not so subtle frustration, Justin said, “Jesus, you can be a stubborn ass at times.”

      Abby barked out a laugh. “Only at times?”

      Marcus glared at her.

      I stepped around Marcus. “Is everything okay?”

      Justin’s gaze flicked to the direction the faint growling of the Hellhounds was coming from. “No, it’s not.” He looked back at Marcus. “And you need to get over whatever issues you have with me, or everything I did will have been for nothing.”

      “Get over it?” Marcus gently pushed me to the side as he stalked over to Justin. “You lied to me. I thought she was dead,” he said, pointing to me. “You let me think she was dead!”

      I grabbed his arm, lowering it by his side as I entwined my fingers with his. “It was a necessary evil.”

      Marcus’s gaze remained on Justin. “A necessary evil? Do you have any idea what it’s like to lose someone you care about? And that’s not the half of it. All those times I killed Lucy were for nothing!”

      “It wasn’t for nothing,” Justin said. “It was necessary at the time. Luciana wasn’t ready, and you and I both know she couldn’t live the remainder of her life feeling other people’s pain while you couldn’t do anything to stop it.” Justin ran his hand through his hair. “I’m sorry. I’m fucking sorry. But I’d do it all over again if it means I can help break this spell Morgana has cast on the two of you.”

      He gripped the back of his neck with both hands as his wings retreated into his back. “They have Mava and Astrid.”
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      Marcus’s entire body tensed, Justin’s words transforming him in a blink of an eye. He was no longer angry with Justin. He was afraid, and that wasn’t something I normally saw on Marcus. “They’re going to get in?”

      Justin nodded. “That’s why I was calling. I was trying to warn you.”

      “Only Marcus was too friggin’ stubborn to answer your calls,” Abby said, her wings unfolding as she stood.

      Marcus unclenched his fists, all frustration with Justin forgotten the minute he heard they had the witches. “Shit.”

      “And ‘oh fuck’ and every other profanity you can think of,” Abby said. “Those things are going to get in here as soon as they break the spell Astrid cast around this place.”

      Fear ran it’s icy tendrils down every inch of my body, latching onto my soul as I not only feared for Mava and Astrid’s safety, but also for Marcus, Justin, Abby, and me.

      If we didn’t have the sanctuary of Marcus’s home, then we had nothing. We were going to be sitting ducks, waiting for them to attack, and I barely knew how to defend myself. I’d only just learned how to fly, and I sure as hell didn’t know how I was supposed to be the key to unlocking Marcus’s destiny.

      “I’m going to check on them.” Abby didn’t wait for anyone to respond before she took off into the air faster than I’d ever seen her go before.

      Marcus pulled me in front of him, his arms protectively wrapped around me as if he were getting ready to fly me off to a safer destination—only, he couldn’t. “We have to get Lucy out of here.”

      “I agree,” Justin said. “We need to keep Lucy safe.”

      “Um, Lucy is right here, and she thinks we need to be figuring out how to rescue Mava and Astrid,” I said, trying to wiggle free from Marcus’s grasp. Of course, I couldn’t. He was too strong for me.

      “That’s not happening,” Marcus said.

      I turned around in his arms and scowled at him. “The hell it isn’t. You can’t just leave them to rot away in some witches prison where Morgana will probably torture them or worse, kill them when all they were trying to do was help us.” I pushed hard against Marcus, breaking his hold on me. “The hell we’re not rescuing them.” I looked at Justin. “Right?”

      “Actually, I agree with Marcus.”

      “What?” I practically spat.

      “You’re not ready to go up against Morgana. Besides, Mava and Astrid would kill me if I let you come after them.”

      I raised my brows. “Let me? You don’t let me do anything. I decide. You got that?”

      “It’s not only about you now, is it? You’re just the key,” Justin said, and then he gestured to Marcus. “Marcus is what this is all about.”

      “She is not just a key,” Marcus said in a stern voice.

      Justin breathed out harshly. “Okay. That came out wrong. You’re more than just a key, Lucy. I get that. But that doesn’t change the fact that both Mava and Astrid wouldn’t want you coming after them.”

      “I can’t let them die.”

      “I’m not asking you to let them die,” Justin said.

      “Then what are you asking?”

      “I’m asking you to go back and find out who you are.”

      Marcus’s arms curled around me. “No way. She’s not going back in there.”

      “Back in where?” I asked.

      “It’s the only way,” Justin said. “Lucy needs to find out what she is. She needs to figure out how she is supposed to fulfill her destiny.”

      “Her destiny is with me.”

      “And what is your destiny?” Justin asked, brimming with frustration. “Who are you?”

      When Marcus didn’t answer, Justin said, “That’s right. You don’t know. And unlike Lucy, you don’t have any Guardians to help you figure it out. And that’s what makes this situation so screwed-up. We need to figure out who you are, who Morgana’s working with, and how to stop them.”

      “And save Mava and Astrid,” I reminded him.

      “And save Mava and Astrid,” Justin agreed.

      Abby landed a few yards away from us. “They’re still behind the boundary, but the numbers are increasing.” She retracted her wings. “I don’t think we’ve got much time.”

      “Which means we need to get Lucy back to the tunnel as soon as possible,” Justin said.

      “Are you serious?” Marcus asked as if it were the stupidest thing he’d ever heard. “There is no way Lucy’s going back into the tunnel, especially when they’re moments away from getting through.”

      “This is still the safest place.”

      “For now,” Marcus said. “But as soon as they’ve broken Astrid’s spell. Those things are going to rip this place apart, and in case you haven’t noticed, I don’t have wings. Lucy will be stuck in the tunnel, completely unaware of what’s going on here, and don’t you even suggest you’ll be able to take her because that is never going to happen.”

      “I can take her if things go to shit before she’s out,” Abby offered. “You know I wouldn’t betray you.”

      Justin rolled his eyes. “I didn’t betray Marcus.”

      “The hell you didn’t.” Marcus’s grip on me tightened as if he were trying to refrain from punching Justin in the face—again.

      “I’m not going to get into this again.”

      “Don’t I get a say in any of this?” I asked.

      “No,” Marcus said at the same time as Justin said, “Yes.”

      “Justin, can you give us a moment?” I asked.

      He sighed. “I’ll be inside.”

      It wasn’t until Justin had entered the house that Marcus released his grip on me. “You’re not going in.”

      I spun around to face him. “You can’t just say no because you’re pissed at Justin.”

      “This has nothing to do with Justin.”

      Abby barked out a laugh. “The hell it doesn’t.”

      Marcus glared at her.

      She scrunched up her nose. “I’ll go wait inside with Justin.”

      When it was just the two of us outside, Marcus took my hand. “This has nothing to do with me being angry with Justin.”

      “Then what is it? Why don’t you want me to find out what I am?”

      He tugged me toward him. “I know what you are. You are the light of my soul. I can’t risk losing you to the tunnel.”

      “You won’t lose me.”

      He stared at me for a few moments then said, “Do you even know the risks of entering the tunnel?”

      “Yeah, I get the shit scared out of me, and I get trapped in my own nightmares if I allow myself to get consumed by fear.”

      He slowly shook his head. “I could lose you to the tunnel. If you can’t get through, you can’t come back. You’ll be trapped in your own living hell that won’t end until you reach the guardians, whom you may never reach.”
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      My heart stopped as I realized how risky it was. “They didn’t explain it to me like that.”

      “I bet they didn’t.”

      I had no idea if I would’ve still entered the tunnel if I’d known the risks. Who was I kidding? “I still would’ve done it.”

      “And that’s what scares me the most.” Marcus sighed. “You’re always so gung ho, wanting to rush into a world you know nothing about.”

      “I was created for this world.” I gripped his shirt in my hand. “Do you get that? I was created for this world of yours. I’m not human. I’m not like any of you.”

      “That’s right. You’re not. And that scares me so much more.”

      “Which is exactly why I need to find out who I am.” I gently hit his stomach with my fist. “I need to know what I am. I need to regain my memories.”

      “And you think the guardians will just come out and tell you?” he asked. “Because you and I both know it doesn’t work like that.”

      “I know. But I also know they can help me figure it out. Up until I reached them, I had no idea that feeling other people’s bad emotions wasn’t a curse. I healed people. Maybe that’s what I’m supposed to be able to do for you.”

      Marcus swept my hair behind my ear. “But I’m not broken.”

      “I’ve never said you’re broken. But you can’t remember who you are. Doesn’t that worry you? I mean, there’s something about who you are that has driven someone to such lengths to keep you from finding out.”

      I nudged his stomach with my hand. “Who are you, Marcus?”

      “I’m just a guy who doesn’t want to lose the woman he’s in love with.”

      I sighed. “And I’m just a girl who wants to save the man she’s in love with.”

      “Then, we want the same thing, don’t we?”

      “Except I’m willing to do whatever it takes.”

      “You’re not the one who’ll lose if things don’t go as planned.”

      Leaning forward, I rested my head against his chest. “We can’t keep doing this.”

      “I know.”

      “Nothing changes if nothing changes.” I tilted my head back. “I can do this. I’m not afraid.”

      Marcus curled his arms around my neck and pulled me against his chest. “Then, it looks like we better find somewhere safe for you while you’re in the astral plane.”

      “Seriously?” I asked, tipping my head back again.

      He nodded. “If you believe you can make it through, then I have complete faith in you.”

      Standing on the balls of my feet, I kissed him. “You won’t regret this.”

      Marcus tucked me under his arm as we headed toward the house.

      No matter how much I tried to retract my wings into my back, they didn’t oblige. Flying was one thing, but it seemed that getting them to do anything else was another story completely.

      “Want help with those?” Marcus asked as we neared the doorway.

      “No,” I said a little too quickly.

      He chuckled. “I wasn’t going to bite you if that’s what you were thinking.”

      My heart rate went down a notch or three. “Thanks, but I think I’ve got this.” I didn’t have this, but I certainly didn’t want to be bitten again.

      The corner of his lips tipped up, and he ran his hands along the spine of my wings, maneuvering them neatly behind my back.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “You’re welcome,” he replied as we headed inside where we found Justin and Abby leaning against the kitchen counter, stuffing their mouths with pasta.

      “What have we decided?”

      “Umm…” I narrowed my eyes at the arsenal laid out on the bench.

      “I thought you’d be excited to see these babies after the trouble you had handing over the knife the other day,” Abby said with a mouthful of pasta.

      I frowned. “That was when I wanted to kill Justin.” I looked at him. “No offense.”

      He chuckled. “None taken.”

      I ran my fingers across the largest cylinder. “Hope this one’s mine.”

      “Sure is.” Marcus picked up the silver cylinder and twisted off the top. “These are the scrolls of the so-called prophecy that speaks of you.” He tilted the cylinder, letting the worn paper fall to the palm of his hand. “How we got our hands on this when it was supposed to be just a myth, I do not know, but I’m not complaining.”

      “You can thank Mava for them.”

      Marcus’s gaze darted to Justin. “She had them all this time?”

      I nudged his side. “Told you Mava wasn’t crazy.”

      Abby licked the sauce off her lips, put down her fork, and wiped her hands on her shorts as she rounded the bench, her gaze trained on the scrolls. “I beg to differ. Anyone who has been hiding these scrolls has a death wish. That prophecy has always been thought of as a myth, but these could very well prove them true.”

      Justin cocked his head toward me. “I think Luciana is enough proof they’re true. Mava was so sure of it she gave up everything to make everyone discredit the scrolls, all the while believing them herself.”

      He tilted his head to the side. “Mava hasn’t always looked that way. It’s only because the power she’s used keeping the truth hidden has drained her. Everyone, including me at one point, thought she let herself go as part of her sickness.”

      “Is she sick?” I asked.

      He chuckled. “I meant the whole ‘everyone thinking she was delusional’ sickness.”

      “Oh,” I mouthed, realising why she didn’t look youthful the way Astrid and especially Morgana did. I was riddled with guilt over what she’d given up for me. I wasn’t sure how old Mava was, but now I knew it was my fault she looked so old.

      No. It was Morgana’s fault—and whomever she was working with.

      Marcus cleared the bench and unravelled the scrolls, stretching them out for us all to see.
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      “What’s it say?” I asked, peering over Marcus’s shoulder at the unintelligible words written on the scroll.

      He shook his head. “Unbelievable.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” Abby said, her gaze darting to meet Marcus’s.

      I slapped his bicep. “What’s it say?” I repeated.

      He shook his head slowly. “It’s the riddle.”

      “What riddle?”

      “Mava’s,” Abby said. “You know, the one about you being the key that will unlock Marcus’s destiny.”

      “This can’t be right,” Justin said. “There’s supposed to be more.” He grabbed the cylinder and smacked it against the bench, trying to get something out, then looked through the hole. “Shit.”

      Justin slapped the cylinder onto the bench, frustration swirling in his eyes. “I’ve seen the other papers.” He shook his head. “They’re supposed to be in there.”

      “What did they say?” I asked.

      “Shit.” He pushed off the bench and ran his hands through his hair. “If we don’t have them, then someone else does, and I’m betting everything it’s neither Mava nor Astrid.”

      “Morgana,” Marcus said, her name rolling off his tongue with distaste.

      “What did they say?” I asked again.

      “They spoke of the one who would act as a peacekeeper of some sort. Someone who would balance the scales and bring order back into the world.”

      “And if that is true, then Marcus must be the peacekeeper,” I said matter-of-factly.

      “That’s not possible.” Marcus tapped his finger on the paper. “I’m not of that league.”

      “How do you know?” I asked. “Because I’m sure as hell not the peacekeeper if I’m the key.”

      “Because of my wings.” He strained a laugh. “They’d be like yours if I was the peacekeeper. Maybe I’m the one who finds this peacekeeper.”

      Or maybe this peacekeeper is born from the two of you,” Abby added, making me almost choke. “I’m serious,” she said when she saw the expressions both Marcus and I wore. “If Lucy is the key to unlocking your destiny, maybe your destiny is to spawn a new entity that has the power to bring order back into the worlds. Maybe key is another term for vessel, where Lucy’s womb acts like a vessel to nurture and provide life to the one who’ll bring order to the worlds.”

      “Holy. Fucking. Shit. Balls,” I whispered. I was so not a vessel. I was a… I didn’t even know what I was, but there was no way the sole purpose of my existence was to carry Marcus’s offspring to change the world.

      “Does everything have to revolve around sex with you?” Marcus asked, his eyebrows raised.

      She waived him off. “Think about it. I mean, really think about it.”

      “Abby has a point,” Justin said.

      “You, too?” Marcus asked.

      “Well, it’s not an entirely impossible notion when you think about it. I mean, you said you were drawn to Luciana the moment you saw her. And Lucy’s guardians told her she was created for Marcus. So, if you think about it, it’s not that hard to draw the conclusion Abby has.”

      The color drained from my face. I was so not ready for kids. The thought of children had never crossed my mind. I was too screwed up to ever want to go down the path of being responsible for a child who would throw tantrum after tantrum, and I would have the unfortunate ability to feel every single one of their hissy fits or whatever else kids threw.

      Marcus was watching me, but I couldn’t keep myself from hyperventilating. Kids were not on my bucket list or any other list for that matter.

      “Lucy wouldn’t react like this if that was her purpose,” Marcus said.

      “How do you know?” Abby asked. “I mean, I’m not saying you need to go make a baby now, but maybe that’s something that’s supposed to happen in a couple of years down the road.”

      “Except you’re forgetting one very important piece of information.”

      “Which is?”

      “We can’t have babies.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief, which didn’t go unnoticed. “Sorry,” I said to Marcus.

      Abby wasn’t giving up. “Exactly. Which is why there’s this prophecy and why Luciana was created as a key to unlock your destiny. Maybe you’re the exception.”

      “I am not the exception.” Marcus turned his back to her and sauntered over to me.

      Abby shrugged. “Not now you’re not, but maybe one day.”

      Marcus wrapped his arms around me from behind and whispered in my ear, “As much as I love you, we are not having a baby, so stop stressing.”

      I pulled his arms tighter around me and rested the back of my head against his chest. “I wasn’t stressing,” I lied.

      Abby barked out a laugh. “You’re still stressing because you know there’s a huge possibility I’m right, and you’re worried you won’t be able to handle it, but maybe that’s the point. Maybe you’re the one who can heal the imperfection in Marcus and give new possibilities to our kind. Maybe this whole process will heal you, while you heal Marcus and your baby.”

      I think I stopped breathing. I did stop breathing. Abby was making way too much sense, and it was scaring the hell out of me.

      “And what if you’re wrong?” Marcus said. “Say we’re not having a baby and you’re so caught up with the idea that you miss the obvious. Because I’m pretty sure if that was the truth, then Lucy would be this baby-loving momma, ready to conceive this magical child, not standing here unable to breathe at the idea.”

      I forced myself to take a breath, released it, and took another. I went over those steps numerous times before breathing once again felt natural—barely.

      “Fine,” Abby said, raising a brow. “But I’m pretty sure that when you get back from seeing your guardians, I’ll be saying I told you so.”

      “If that happens, then I’ll deal with it,” I said. “But I highly doubt that is my purpose.”

      She grinned. “We’ll see.”

      Justin walked back around the bench and picked up his bowl of pasta. “So you’ve accepted that Luciana will be going back into the tunnel?”

      Marcus hung his head against the crook of my neck. “I’ve accepted that Lu believes she’ll make it through.”

      “She’ll make it.” Justin dug his fork into the pesto-covered pasta, making sure to stab a piece of chicken, then popped it into his mouth.

      “Thank you.” I twisted around to face Marcus. “See, you should have…” I trailed off as Marcus’s eyes dilated, turning that molten lava color that sent fear through my soul. He didn’t have to say anything. I knew what was wrong. “They’re in.”
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      For once I wanted to thank my lucky stars that I already had my wings out because under the circumstances, I wasn’t sure they’d oblige to my request. It was as if they had a mind of their own.

      And I needed them to save my ass.

      I barely finished my thought before darkness covered the sky and the Hellhounds’ snarls resounded through the air.

      Marcus, Abby, and Justin already had their weapons in hand and had me surrounded, ready to protect me from the beasts that were coming for me from the depths of Hell.

      I was pretty sure we could confirm that whoever was working with Morgana had control over the demons. That scared me so much more. We were definitely dealing with a demon who wanted me dead, not an angelic being that was turning to the other side.

      The glass smashed, splinters flying toward us as a beast pounced through the window, its giant, razor sharp teeth bared, ready to strike given a chance as it prowled across the bench top.

      The Soul Scrapers spilled through the windows, their mouths open, spewing the tar-like substance at me.

      I barely had time to register the details of what was going on before I was almost blinded by the light that was coming from the swords my three keepers were holding.

      Marcus brought down his sword, slicing through the tar before it had a chance to latch onto me. Then, he lunged forward and severed the head of the Soul Scraper that had tried to take me as Justin and Abby swung into action.

      Blood splattered across the white stone bench as Justin plunged the sword into the Hellhound, narrowly missing being ripped apart by the creature’s razor sharp teeth.

      Justin didn’t have a second to spare before the next hound was descending upon us, followed by another and another. The back patio was a sea of supernatural creatures hell-bent on getting their hands on me.

      “Get her out of here, Marcus,” Justin said, striking his blade through another Soul Scraper’s torso and ripping it up through the creature.

      A shriek erupted from its mouth, and then it disappeared into thin air. I wasn’t sure if it was dead or if they even could be killed, but it had disappeared, and that’s what was important.

      “Take her.” Marcus shoved me against Abby.

      She grabbed my arm and yanked me toward the lounge room. As soon as we rounded the corner, she came to a halt. “Shit.”

      Abby pushed me behind her and drew her weapon out as her wings extended from her back, blocking my view of the creatures prowling through the house. “Marcus!”

      A hellhound pounced on Abby as she drove her sword into the beast’s chest. She slammed into me, pinning us both under the monstrous creature that was still very alive and determined to sink its teeth into my flesh.

      Only Abby wasn’t having a bar of it. She plunged another blade into the side of its neck then tore through the creature’s throat as blackness surrounded us.

      Black goo slithered its way over my face toward my mouth. I tried to fight it off, but it slipped through my fingers as if it were air. I was unable to grab hold of its matter.

      Fear ripped through me as my body began to burn. A second later an unattached, decomposing head landed on my face, black tar splattering all over me as the heat became all-consuming.

      Screaming, I batted the head off me and tried to sweep away the sludge covering my eyes. I needed to get out of there. I needed to get away.

      I was powerless to do so.

      I may not have been human, but my ability to remove other people’s sicknesses was of no use in a fight. I was a sitting duck, completely reliant on other people to save me. And I didn’t like it. I wanted to feel power. I wanted to be in control.

      Suddenly, I was weightless, or more so, I didn’t have a one-hundred-pound woman with a five-hundred-pound beast on top of her pinning me to the ground.

      For a second, I thought it was a new ability of mine coming to surface, but I quickly realized it wasn’t me. It was the woman standing before me, fire swirling under her skin as she ripped through the creatures descending on us like a torrential flood wreaking havoc on everything in its path.

      What. The. Fuck?

      It was Abby. The fire-laden woman was Abby in all her demon glory.

      Marcus wrapped his hands under my arms and lifted me off the floor. “You’re coming with me.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice.

      Gripping Marcus’s hand as if my life depended on it—which it did—I followed him down the hallway.

      Something grabbed hold of my ankle, tripping me as a wet, slimy substance snaked its way up my leg and disappeared under my shorts.

      It barely reached my stomach before Marcus sliced the tendrils from my ankle, severing the sludge from the Soul Scraper coming after us.

      The ceiling bowed, and a second later, Marcus shoved me out of the way as a five-hundred-pound monster fell through the roof.

      “Go.” Marcus sliced the blade through the chest region of the beast then grabbed me with his other hand and threw me through the hole the Hellhound had come from.

      Landing on the roof, I screamed out in pain as something sliced through my waist. I twisted around to find Marcus leaping into the air, ripping his blade through the stomach of another Hellhound that was a second away from making me its dinner.

      Marcus stood tall then stretched his arms up to the heavens, dark clouds swirling above where he stood.

      Gripping my waist, I clambered to my feet and watched with a mixture of wonder and fear as his skin changed. His eyes lit up, turning from the molten lava into a brilliant light, as he threw his hands to the side, expelling a force of air that knocked the creatures from where they stood, sending them tumbling into each other as if they’d been hit by a cyclone. Yet, I was somehow still standing within the light that exuded from his skin, which appeared to be seconds away from exploding into a fiery, electrical mess.

      Marcus lowered his head as his arms dropped to his sides. Then, he turned to me, his eyes glowing like the sun. “Let’s go.”

      I nodded, unable to bring together a coherent sentence.

      He wrapped his arms around me, pulling my chest against his. “Fly.”

      My eyes widened as I realized what he was saying. The man who hadn’t flown since his wings had been severed was now asking me to take him up into the sky.

      When it became apparent I had no idea how to get off the ground—or roof if we were being specific, he said, “I’ll push. You flap.”

      Marcus leaped into the air, carrying me with him, careful not to touch my wound. My wings extended, and it was as if I’d been flying all my life. I flew up into the dark clouds with Marcus hanging onto me for dear life because I sure as hell couldn’t hold his weight, yet my plasma wings were strong enough to carry us both through the sky.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, trying to ignore the pain radiating down the left side of my body and the stinging of my eyes as the wind thrashed my face.

      He stared at me, a mixture of sadness, wonder, and love consuming his eyes. “Can you keep going?”

      Gritting my teeth, I nodded.

      “Go straight.”

      A few minutes later, he shifted his hands up to my shoulders, pulling me closer to him. “Take us down there.” He turned his head to the right and gestured to the base of a mountain covered in trees.

      Crap! So much could go wrong with this landing.
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      “Pull up, and glide down,” Marcus instructed.

      Yeah, that was easier said than done. I was probably going too fast and was going to add a few more cuts and bruises to my already battered body.

      “Pull up,” Marcus said again. “Come on. You can do this.”

      I’m glad he had faith in me because I sure as hell had none in myself. Taking a deep breath, I did as Marcus instructed and pulled up, hovering above the treetops. Now, I had to figure out how to get us through the branches and safely on the ground—without getting impaled.

      “Slow it down.” His soothing voice did little to calm my nerves.

      It was now or never. Easing up, we descended through the canopy of the trees and landed not so gracefully amongst the shrubbery below.

      Marcus was quick to give me the once-over. He stepped back, his gaze drifting over my body, stopping when he saw the blood oozing through my tank top. Carefully, he lifted my shirt, revealing four angry slices above my hip. They started a few inches behind my back and stretched over my hip, ending before the top of my shorts.

      I winced as he tucked his fingers under the hem of my shorts and he undid the button—something I thought I could do by myself but Marcus wasn’t having any part of it.

      “We better get this cleaned up.” He rolled the hem of my shorts over so they no longer rubbed against the wound. “Come on. We better get inside before they catch wind of us.”

      Tying a knot in the front of my tank so it sat just below my bra, away from the wound, I looked around. We were in the middle of nowhere. There was no “inside” for us to go.

      As if sensing my confusion, Marcus said, “We have to get below the crystals. They’ll help cover your signal from the witches.”

      “What about the demons and whoever else the witches are working with?” I asked as he led me through the trees, being careful to make way for my wings that wouldn’t disappear no matter how much I tried. “It’ll distort your signal for a while, and then we’ll have to keep moving.”

      We stopped outside a dark cave dripping with water. Only, there wasn’t any water source I could see.

      “Through here.” Marcus placed his hand on the small of my back and guided me into the cave.

      “Now I know you can’t see, but trust that I’ve got you and I won’t let you fall or bump into anything, okay?”

      “Of course I trust you.”

      Marcus threaded his fingers through my hair and pulled me in for a quick kiss. “I shouldn’t have let it get that far.” He entwined his fingers with mine and led me further into the cave, guiding me through the pitch-black tunnels within.

      “You mean the whole glowing thing you’ve got going on?”

      I knew he’d heard me, but he didn’t answer right away. Eventually, he said, “Does that scare you?”

      “Of course it doesn’t scare me. We already know you’re the light, but now it just makes a little more sense.”

      “How so?”

      “Really?” I hugged his arm tightly, my wings magically disappearing into my back as my senses went into hyperawareness of the fact that I couldn’t see a damn thing, and if Marcus disappeared I wouldn’t be able to find my way out of the tunnels and caves this mountain contained. “You emit light from your eyes. Light dances beneath your skin. You are light.”

      “I also hold a darkness that… If I let go of my control, you’ll think differently.”

      I pulled him back, stopping him from going any further. I wished I could’ve seen his face because I was sure he was hurting. He had something inside of him he was afraid to let out, and somehow I was responsible for releasing that side of him. “You’re forgetting I know the truth. I know you are the light and I’m just the key.”

      He wrapped his hand around the nape of my neck. “You are so much more than a key.”

      I choked on a laugh. “Yeah, I could also be a vessel to spawn your baby.”

      “I highly doubt that’s what it is.” Marcus continued to lead me through the darkness.

      Eventually, we came to a stop. “This is far enough,” he said.

      “I don’t suppose you have a light or something?”

      “Unfortunately not.” Marcus placed his hands on my hips and guided me down until my ass hit what I figured was a flat rock. “The only light I have comes from either the sword or from within me, and both will act as a beacon for my kind.”

      “Great.”

      “Now, I’m going to take another look at your wound, okay?”

      I nodded.

      Marcus’s fingers grazed the surrounding area.

      “How bad is it?”

      He ran his hand down my thigh, stopping on my knee. “It’s not good, but you’ll survive.”

      “Geez, way to make me feel better.”

      “Do you want all warm and fuzzies or the truth?”

      I sighed. “The truth.”

      “Now, I’m going to leave you here for a second while I gather some mud to cover the wound to stop any infections until we can get it cleaned properly.”

      “Mud?”

      “Not mud as in dirt mixed with water. This one’s made from the crystals surrounding us. It has protective properties,” he said, his voice sounding farther away.

      My heart rate picked up as silence enveloped me in its darkness. “Marcus?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Please don’t leave me.” I didn’t know where the fear was coming from, but I was scared. I didn’t want to be alone, powerless against whatever creature decided to creep up on me. I wouldn’t even know I was in danger until it was too late, and even then I wouldn’t have a hope in hell of fighting something I couldn’t see.

      “I’m right here,” he said, his voice still distant. “And I’m not going to leave you.”

      I bit my lip as I tried desperately to make out his outline—or anything surrounding me. But it was useless. I was as good as blind. And it terrified me.

      A few moments later, Marcus was back. “This might sting a little.”

      “I’ll be fine.” I was used to pain. I’d inflicted it enough on myself over the years.

      I sucked in a sharp breath as Marcus smeared a wet, gooey substance over the wound.

      “You okay?” he asked, pausing for a moment.

      “I’m good. Keep going.”

      Marcus finished covering the wound then said, “That should keep it clean until we can find somewhere safer.”

      “What do we do now?”

      He eased himself down beside me and tucked me under his arm, my good side nestled against him. “Now we wait.”

      “For what?”

      “Justin and Abby to find us.” He kissed the top of my head. “You should get some rest.”

      I barked out a laugh. “Like you expect me to fall asleep after what I saw back there. I don’t think I’m ever going to close my eyes again.” I quickly added, “And before you go thinking I’m referring to you, you know damn well I’m talking about the Hellhounds and Soul Scrapers.”

      “I know.” He kissed the top of my head again.

      “And Abby’s pretty scary, too.”

      He laughed. “She is a demon.”

      “Yeah, but I can’t believe she has fire burning under her skin.”

      He ran the tips of his fingers over my forearm in a soothing motion. “Abby doesn’t like to acknowledge what she is—the demon part, not the succubus. She’s completely okay with being a succubus if you haven’t already figured that one out.”

      “Oh, I figured it out.”

      “But she’s unlike most of the others. Abby doesn’t want to be that scary monster everyone fears. She’s got a heart of gold, but when push comes to shove, and one of us is in danger, you better watch out because her claws will come out and she takes no prisoners.”

      He nudged his knee against mine. “Why do you think I trust her with you?”

      “Because she’ll go all demon girl on anyone who jeopardizes my safety.”

      He laughed. “She’ll protect you as if her life depended on it.”

      I snaked my arm around his back and curled up against his side. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For loving me.”

      “How could I not?”

      Closing my eyes, I listened to the silence of the cave. If it weren’t for Marcus’s steady breaths, I would’ve gone insane, feeling trapped with my own senses. It reminded me too much of when Mava had drugged me, and I was powerless.

      Nothing in the world could’ve prepared me for the sensation of losing the ability to control my own body. Sure, I could still hear everything that went on and feel every brush against my skin, but that wasn’t an experience I ever wanted to go through again.

      “So, do you think we’re safe enough for me to enter the tunnel again?”
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      I was met with deafening silence. “I’m going to take that as a yes, we are safe and yes, Lulu you can enter the tunnel so we can learn to save each other’s asses.”

      “Ahh, no, Lulu, it is not safe. We are not safe.”

      I lifted my head off his shoulder and twisted around to look at him, which was pretty pointless because I couldn’t see shit. “I thought you said this mountain would protect us.”

      “Yeah, but not for too long. We’re going to have to leave shortly after Abby and Justin get here.”

      As much as I wanted to fight him on it, my side was hurting badly and I needed to rest, so I gave him this one, prepared to bring it up again the next time we had some safety. I leaned my head against his shoulder again. “Then where will we go?”

      He breathed out harshly. “I have no idea. I’ve never had to hide you somewhere other than my house.”

      “Don’t suppose you have another witch you can summon to put another protective barrier around your place, do you?”

      He chuckled. “Nope. I’m all out of them.”

      I bit my lip as I thought about how I was going to get back to the tunnel safely. Marcus didn’t even know where we were going after we left this place. For all I knew, nowhere would be safe. He would get his wish, and I’d never get back to the tunnel.

      Marcus tapped my lip. “Don’t do that.”

      “God, you’re a freak being able to see in the dark.”

      “I thought you wanted that gift for yourself.”

      “I never said being a freak is bad, especially when you get all these cool abilities. God, if my mother could only see me now with my wings and all.” I barked out a laugh. “She thought I was a freak before. Imagine what she’d say if she saw plasma wings protruding from my back.”

      “Abby mentioned your mom tried calling you while I was gone.”

      “Yep, probably to bitch at me and make sure I don’t make any problems for them.” I laughed again. “She’d definitely have me locked away in a mental hospital if I told her my truth.”

      “It is the truth.”

      “Not to her it wouldn’t be—unless she had the pleasure of meeting a Soul Scraper or one of those Hellhounds.”

      “Except she wouldn’t be able to see them.”

      “When she dies she would.”

      “That won’t be for a while.”

      “Do you know when everyone’s life is up? Like, do you see a clock ticking above everyone’s head, counting down the hours or however long they have left?”

      He chuckled. “There’s no clock ticking down how much time someone has remaining. But I can see how much life force someone has left. Fate will take a person when it’s their time. If it’s not one way, it’ll be another.”

      “What does mine say?”

      “You’ve never had one.”

      I furrowed my brow. “I have no life force?”

      “Nope.”

      I knew I was different, but I expected to have an indicator of some sort saying I was alive. “Is that normal?”

      “When is anything about you normal?”

      “Point taken,” I said. “What about you guys?”

      “We have energy.” When I looked at him blankly, he added, “We can feel someone’s energy, and each species has its own unique markings. That’s how we know who or what is coming.”

      “Except you didn’t get much warning back at your house.”

      “It’s your house, too.”

      “Actually, I don’t think it’s anyone’s house now that those monsters have taken control of it.”

      “We’ll get control back again.”

      I snorted out a laugh. “Yeah, only if we manage to rescue Mava and Astrid before the bitch kills them or strips their powers or any other psychotic idea she may have to screw with their lives. Which is why I need to get back to the tunnel.”

      “I told you it’s not safe yet.”

      “Do you even know where Morgana has them?”

      “I have an idea.”

      “Which is code for ‘I have absolutely no friggin’ idea,’ isn’t it?”

      “You have such little faith in me.”

      I shut my mouth. He was right. I didn’t have faith that he’d be able to make everything all right because he still lived in fear of making sure I was okay. “What would you be doing right now if I wasn’t here?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “Just answer me.”

      “I’d probably be sitting at home, with a bottle in my hand, waiting for time to hurry up so you can come back to me.”

      I raised a brow. “I meant if it was me they had captured.”

      He didn’t answer me.

      “You’d be wherever you think Morgana was holding me, wouldn’t you?”

      “But she doesn’t have you. You and I both know Mava and Astrid would be pissed if they found out I was planning to allow you to go after them.”

      The corner of my lips tipped up. “Are you saying you’re still planning on a rescue mission?”

      “I’m saying that nothing has changed. We need them, and I know you need to get back to your guardians. It’s the timing that we need to work out.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “And here I was working out how I was going to get back to the tunnel while you thought I was sleeping.”

      He stilled beside me. “Don’t you dare go back without me knowing first, okay?”

      I scratched my head. “That’s the plan.”

      “What? That you’re going to sneak your way back into the tunnel? Or you’re going to wait until I say it’s safe to do so?”

      God, he knew me too well. “I’m going to be a good girl and wait until you give me the A-OK.” I saluted him.

      He chuckled.

      Guilt flooded me as I nestled back into his side. I wanted to keep my word to him, but I wasn’t sure it was the right decision. Every second we waited was giving Morgana and her accomplice another second to get stronger, to discover our secrets and destroy our chances of being free.

      Freedom was something I craved. And I knew Marcus was unable to make the hard decisions that needed to be made.

      Our fate was trapped somewhere deep inside of me, and it was up to me to set it free.

      He was going to kill me for what I had planned—if I survived long enough to make it back to him.
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      Tilting my head to the left, I stretched out the cramps in my neck. I’d planned on entering the tunnel, but I quickly realized I had no idea how to get back. I didn’t have a bucket full of crystals or sticks of sage to blow smoke around the cave, and the crystals that surrounded us were of no help.

      Every time I closed my eyes, my mind raced with the events that led us to being stuck in a hole in the middle of a mountain.

      “Shouldn’t Abby and Justin be here by now?” I asked Marcus.

      He adjusted himself beside me, his arm remaining over my shoulders, avoiding the gashes above my hip. “They’ll be fine.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “Okay. Yes, they should’ve been here by now if they were only dealing with the lot we saw when we left, but if more came, it would take them longer to get away.”

      “But they’ve both got wings. Can’t they fly away?”

      “Technically yes. However, they can’t leave without clearing out a few things first. So, they’re stuck there until they’re the only ones left standing.”

      “Right.” I needed to stretch my legs. Go for a walk. Do something—anything other than sitting there waiting, completely at the mercy of Morgana and her crew.

      Trying to get to my feet, I stumbled back.

      Marcus caught me in his arms and lowered me onto his lap. “You okay?”

      I breathed out harshly. “No.” And that was the truth. The pain from the gashes was screaming, and I felt at a total loss. “I can’t keep sitting here doing nothing.”

      “Sometimes doing nothing is the right thing to do. We need to bide our time and make sure we look at this from a tactical point of view rather than storming in and winding up dead or getting Mava or Astrid killed.

      “We have a better chance at rescuing them if we have Abby and Justin by our sides.”

      My shoulders slumped. “Wouldn’t it be ironic if we found out I have the ability to protect myself and we didn’t have to waste all this time?”

      “Ironic but necessary.”

      There was no getting through to him when it came to him thinking I was risking my life. Then again, I would’ve been the same if the situation were reversed.

      I slumped back against him. “Patience is a virtue I don’t have.”

      He folded his arms around me then kissed my cheek. “You need to get some rest. I’ll keep a lookout.”

      I nodded. Closing my eyes, I tried to ignore the thoughts running through my head. As positive as Marcus was that Abby and Justin were okay, I had doubts. Add Mava and Astrid to the equation, and I couldn’t help but fear Morgana was doing something horrendous to them. I mean, she must’ve done something to convince Astrid to break the spell around Marcus’s estate, or she gave Astrid no choice. It was the only way those hellish creatures would’ve gotten in. I hoped Morgana hadn’t killed Astrid in the process.

      My thoughts kept me awake for what felt like hours before I drifted off for a second before jerking awake again. Only I was alone, smothered by the darkness, unable to hear a sound.

      “Marcus?” My voice echoing around me went unanswered.

      Panic reared its ugly head as I rose to my feet. “Marcus?”

      Again, he didn’t answer.

      A deep growl I was all too familiar with echoed off the walls of the cave, sending chills down my spine.

      Hellhounds.
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      They’d found me, and Marcus was gone.

      I stumbled backward, hitting the rock I’d been sitting on, and fell, smacking my back against the jagged crystal wall behind me.

      My back felt as if it were on fire as I clambered to my feet. I wanted to scream out for Marcus to save me, but that would’ve only given away my location.

      I was trapped deep inside the walls of the mountain, unable to see anything, and I prayed the Hellhounds wouldn’t find me before Marcus came back.

      I shook my head. Something wasn’t right. Marcus wouldn’t leave me. After everything we’d been through and how protective he was of me, there would be nothing on Earth that would make him leave me alone.

      But maybe it wasn’t something on Earth. For all I knew, the one Morgana was working with had taken him when I nodded off, and Marcus was powerless to stop them.

      A million things went through my mind as I tried to figure out if what I was experiencing was reality or a dream. I was pretty sure you couldn’t feel pain in a dream, and my back and side were screaming with every move I made.

      The low, rumbling growls continued getting closer, as if they knew exactly where I was. I needed to move.

      I needed a weapon.

      Kneeling down, I swiped my hands across the ground, hoping against hope that Marcus had left a weapon for me before he’d disappeared. The chances were slim, and I was holding onto a sliver of hope that was quickly slipping through my fingers.

      I scrambled on all fours across the ground, trying to figure out where I had been sitting when I’d woken up. The darkness was terrifying. I had no idea what this cave was like. I didn’t even know what type of crystals it contained.

      All I knew was they had hurt like hell when I fell against them, cutting deep into my shoulder.

      Cut deep.

      Still on my knees, I scooted over to where I thought the wall was, but it seemed further away than I remembered. There was nothing there.

      Beads of sweat dripped down my forehead. My hands were clammy, and the dirt was sticking to my hands like mud. Only it was thicker, more like goo.

      My eyes widened as I realized where I’d felt the substance before.

      Jumping to my feet, I darted back the way I’d come, hands in front of me, praying I wasn’t going to run off a cliff, or into a wall, or worse, into the Soul Scrapers I was trying to avoid.

      Before I could get two yards, I was struck from behind, pinning me face-first to the ground by a force strong enough to be only one thing: a Hellhound.

      A deep growl erupted from beside my ear as something wet dripped onto my cheek.

      I tried desperately to get free, but the beast’s giant paws kept holding me down. The stench of its breath reminded me of the death that followed them everywhere they went.

      An ear-piercing scream erupted from my throat as the creature sunk it’s claws into my back, but my voice was quickly cut off when sludge slithered into my mouth, forcing its way down my throat and blocking any sound I tried to make.

      Absolute fear engulfed me as the slime continued down, filling my lungs and taking control of the inside of my body, taking what it wanted. It was taking my soul.

      The slick tar spread across my face and made its way into my ears, taking away my ability to hear. I was completely powerless.

      I couldn’t be powerless.

      I was created for a purpose, and I wasn’t going to go down without a fight. I needed to survive. I needed to see. I needed the sight like the monsters that had hunted me down.

      My eyes began to burn as if they’d been set on fire, bringing with it light. Light amongst the darkness in which I was entombed.

      Not believing what I was seeing, I blinked hard, expecting to be returned to darkness. I wasn’t. I could see.

      It was a sight unlike what I was normally used to. This was different. It was almost as if I were seeing infrared but with more clarity.

      My eyes stung, and I expected them to spontaneously combust under the pressure.

      But I could see.

      I could see where I was and what had been within my reach all this time.

      In one swift movement, I grabbed a long crystal shard off the ground, twisted around as best I could, and drove it into the beast’s neck with the last bit of strength I had.

      I screamed internally as my shoulder dislocated under the force, then screamed again as the Hellhound collapsed onto my back, searing every inch of my skin that came in contact with the beast.

      My lungs ached as I desperately tried to breathe under the creature’s weight. It must’ve weighed at least five hundred pounds.

      Tilting my head back, I looked up at the Soul Scraper lurking over me, its slick tendrils billowing from its mouth into mine, sucking the life out of me.

      I couldn’t let it win. No matter how much it hurt, I had to keep fighting.

      With my good arm, I yanked the thick crystal shard out of the Hellhound’s neck and plunged it into the Soul Scraper.

      It didn’t work.

      The crystal went through the creature as if it were made of fog. I struck again and again and again. But nothing happened.

      The Soul Scraper could morph, allowing the weapon to pass through it.

      I was screwed.

      The Soul Scraper tilted its head to the side, its empty eye sockets watching me, mocking my futile efforts to save myself.

      Tears slipped from my eyes as I realized I was going to die by a force I was unable to fight.

      Will. All I had was my will.

      I couldn’t give up.

      I needed to think.

      Thinking was impossible when fear gripped my soul, starving my brain of any ideas.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to free the part of my mind that held the answers we sought. There was something about me. Something they were willing to kill for. Something that could free Marcus and allow him to become who he was meant to be.

      I needed to free that part of me. And I needed to do it quickly. The sludge was choking me, the beast was crushing me, and I needed to get free. I needed more time. I needed to stop the Soul Scraper from sucking the life out of me. I needed to end its life. Suck the life out of it. Then maybe I could fight. Maybe I’d stand a chance.

      I coughed, my reflexes convulsing my body as the tar began to move, slithering its way out of me. I was done.

      Death was on my doorstep, and I had been too powerless to stop it.

      With a heavy heart, I waited for my pain to end, taking me into the afterlife.

      It didn’t happen.

      Tar spewed from my mouth, latching onto the Soul Scraper, engulfing and burning the creature until it was nothing but ashes slowly drifting to the ground, no longer a threat.

      I was free—almost. There was still a Hellhound pinning me to the ground.

      I’d barely processed that thought when the Earth began to rumble, and then water poured from the walls. I sucked in a lungful of air as the water lapped at my lips, quickly filling the cave and turning the ground to mud.

      I was out of air, pinned to the ground by the lifeless Hellhound on top of me.

      It was kind of ironic that I’d somehow managed to survive the Hellhound and the Soul Scraper only to drown in a pool of water that magically sprouted from the walls of a mountain that was definitely not below sea level.

      Magic. Someone was playing with me, tormenting my soul, hell-bent on stopping my destiny.

      Just as I was about to suck in a breath of water, the ground swallowed me into its depths, leaving behind the heavy weight of the dead monster, then dropped me into another cavern in the mountain.

      My blood went cold when I saw the smirk on the face of what looked like an angel, because I knew better. I knew who she was.

      Morgana.
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      Adrenalin pumped through my body as I stared at the woman responsible for everything that was wrong in my life.

      A wicked laugh resounded off the walls of the cave as she strode toward me, her feet never once touching the ground. “All this hope you have contained in your little heart seems to be in vain, does it not?”

      I rolled onto my back then scrambled backward, trying to get as much distance as I could between her and me.

      “Because it is going to end the same. It’s always the same. You might have thought for a few brief moments that this time is different. But let me tell you about time. I’ve got all the time in the world, and nothing brings me as great a pleasure as seeing you squirm beneath my power, thinking you’ve got a chance, when in reality, I could squash you like a fly.”

      “You can’t kill me,” I said, my voice coming out pathetic and wimpy—powerless.

      “I may not be able to end your never-ending existence, but believe me when I say I can end you. I’ve done it on more than one occasion.”

      My back hit the wall behind me. “Why are you doing this to me?”

      She cackled—actually cackled. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “No, that’s why I’m asking.”

      Rage lit up her eyes as she glared at me, rendering me frozen to the wall behind me.

      I feared her.

      More than I ever wanted to admit.

      “You will never be. You will never remember. And you most certainly will never believe.”

      I wanted to know what I was supposed to believe, but I couldn’t open my mouth. Every single time I’d imagined the moment I came face-to-face with her, I saw myself as the person who was able to destroy her. And now that I was in her presence, I was terrified. She was the power. I was only the key. And Marcus was the light. Marcus.

      “Wh-where’s… Marcus?”

      “Wh-wh-wh-where’s… where‘s M-m-m-m-marcus?” she stuttered mockingly.

      Morgana threw her head back and cackled again. Her beauty was destroyed by the darkness in her heart and soul. She was pure and unadulterated evil.

      Snapping her head forward, she whipped her hand out in front of her, and an invisible hand clenched its fingers around my neck, lifting me off the ground, suspending me in midair.

      I gasped for air as her grip tightened around my neck.

      Morgana strode forward, stopping inches in front of me. “Light will become dark, returning to the earth where it once stood. Time will—”

      Her eyes went wide, her mouth opening in a contorted gasp. She collapsed to the ground, releasing her invisible hold on me.

      My heart soared with relief when I saw Marcus standing behind her, the glowing blade in his hand, covered in her thick red blood.

      I collapsed into his arms and sobs rippled through me. The light from the sword was playing tricks on my eyes as I stared at the changing color of my fist gripping his shirt.

      Panic soared through me, and I struggled to draw in a breath, then another, and another until I was gasping for air.

      I tried to thump my fist against Marcus’s chest, but my hand began to slowly crumble into dust on impact.

      I stepped back and stared at my hand. It was literally falling apart.

      “What’s wrong?” Marcus’s panicked voice rang through my head.

      He gripped the top of my shoulders and shook me. “No,” he whispered in despair, his gaze fixated on his right hand.

      I followed his line of sight, and the little air I had left expelled from my lungs as I saw the dust in his hands and the charred part of my body that was once attached to my shoulder.

      Collapsing to the ground, I desperately tried to make sense of what was going on. I was disappearing. Morgana had won.

      Marcus fell to his knees beside me. He went to touch me but pulled away, his amber eyes glistening under the light from the sword that was long forgotten on the ground. “What did she do to you?”

      I reached out and touched his arm with the stump of my wrist. I needed Marcus. I needed him to save me. After everything that had happened, this could not be the way it ended. I could not go like this. I could not leave him.

      I yanked my arm back when Marcus’s own hand and arm started turning black. It was as if my curse was transferring to him.

      His eyes lit up with realisation, and then he wrapped his hand around the stump of my wrist. “Not you,” he said, shaking his head. “Not you.”

      I watched in horror as the darkness swirling under my skin crawled up my arm, somehow jumped over to his hand, and traveled up his arm, charring everything it touched. His hand began to crumble as the last of the darkness left my body.

      “No.” I tried to grab his forearm, but he swatted me away and stumbled back.

      “Not you,” he said, his voice coming out in short, breathless bursts.

      “No,” I cried as his face began to crumble. He couldn’t die. I would be reborn. He wouldn’t. And even if this was the end of him and me, I was not going to let him die. I was his key, and there was nothing on Earth that was going to stop me from saving him.

      I was created to save him, and that was exactly what I was going to do. But I had no idea how. I was clueless, and I was running out of time.

      With determination running through my heart, I crawled across the ground, trying desperately to get to him, but I only had one hand and shoulder that weren’t crumbling away.

      My eyes widened as I realized my body was repairing itself. And if it were repairing, then so would Marcus. All I needed to do was take back Morgana’s spell. But I wasn’t healing quickly enough. I needed time that I didn’t have.

      Every inch I moved closer to him, Marcus moved away. He was determined to die for me—save me.

      Collapsing, I screamed at him to stop and willed myself to heal him without touching him.

      “No,” he murmured. “No, no, no,” he said, his voice becoming clearer with each word he spoke.

      Relief flooded my soul when I realized I’d done it.

      I’d saved him.

      Marcus darted over to me, his body healing faster than I ever thought possible.

      He wrapped his hand around my arm. “No.” Pure fear ravaged his soul as he realized my curse wasn’t transferring to him. I was keeping it to myself.

      “Let me take it,” he begged, lying down beside me, his face inches from mine. “Please let me be the one.”

      “It’s always been me,” I whispered.

      Tears spilled from his eyes as he watched me disappear.

      I’d failed Marcus. Yet, somehow I felt as if I’d done what I was meant to do—save him.

      “I love you,” I tried to whisper, but all that came out was a puff of air.

      “I love you, too.”

      It was the last thing I heard before my world became no more.
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      I was dead. Only I wasn’t. As I opened my eyes, a sense of peace washed over me. Tears slipped down my cheeks as I ran my finger across the snapdragon petals surrounding me.

      I’d made it.

      Everything that had happened suddenly made sense. I hadn’t slain a Hellhound, spewed tar from my mouth, or almost drowned. Morgana wasn’t dead. I wasn’t dead. And most importantly, Marcus wasn’t mourning my death because everything that had happened in the tunnel was all in my head.

      Getting to my feet, I smiled as I saw my guardian waiting for me in the distance.

      Somehow I’d slipped into the tunnel when I’d fallen asleep. I prayed Marcus thought I was resting. Otherwise, he would’ve been going out of his mind in fear, afraid that I didn’t make it through to my guardians.

      I did. And I was moments from speaking with the angelic beings that could help me understand, and time wasn’t on my side. Breaking into a jog, I quickly made my way to Alissya.

      “You’ve returned.” Her warm smile lit up my soul.

      I nodded. “I don’t know how I got back into the tunnel, but I’m glad I did.”

      “The tunnel isn’t only accessible through witchcraft. You have the ability to enter when you’re at rest.” She turned her back to me. “Come, Luciana. We have much to discuss.”

      I followed her to the same set of logs placed in the shape of a square that we’d sat on during my last visit. “Where are the others?”

      “They do not need to be here this time. Unfortunately, your creator is of no further use to you. He does not know why you are here, or what your purpose is. So, he has chosen to stay away this time, so we don’t get distracted. We don’t want what happened last time to happen again.”

      I furrowed my brow.

      She smiled that same smile she’d had the last time I was there. “You were taken back before I was able to open your mind.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “Come. Sit.” She gestured to the log.

      Doing as asked, I returned to the same spot I’d sat on the last time I was here.

      Alissya sat beside me. “If you remember, I attempted to open your third eye as you were leaving us.”

      I remembered her touching my forehead and thinking it was strange. It was the same thing Astrid had done to me before she’d collapsed in her shop. “Is that what you were trying to do? Mava and Astrid already tried to open it and said I mustn’t have one.”

      “Oh, believe me, you have one. It’s just not that easy to open.”

      “Right.” I frowned. “And what exactly is a third eye?”

      “It is your awareness. The part of you Morgana had bound all those years ago. We do not know what your purpose is, but we do know the information you seek is buried deep inside of you. Who you are has always been there.” She pointed to my forehead. “What we need to do is unlock that part of you. Free you from the limitations Morgana has cast on you.”

      “Will I know who she’s working with?”

      “That I do not know. I am here to merely guide you, help you find your way.”

      “See, that doesn’t really make sense.”

      “Why is that, my dear?”

      “Because Marcus said his kind doesn’t have guardians. And you’ve said I’m not human, yet I have you and a third eye.”

      She smiled again as if I were missing the obvious. “You are not of his kind. And although you are not human, you have been created with human qualities. You were created to be human-like, and you are the first of your kind.”

      “Okay,” I said, not really understanding. I could’ve probably sat there for hours trying to figure out why I was the way I was, when in reality it made no difference. I needed to concentrate on my purpose—what I was created to do.

      I ran my hands down my thighs, realizing I no longer had any aches or pains. Not even my side hurt from where the Hellhound had ripped its claws into me. But none of that was important. All the wondering only delayed finding out what my true purpose in life was. “So, how do we do this?”

      “First, you need to figure out what you’ve learned in the tunnel.”

      I frowned as I recalled what had happened since waking in the tunnel. “I almost got ripped apart by a Hellhound, had my soul sucked out by a Soul Scraper, almost drowned, and was nearly killed by Morgana, but Marcus saved me just in time, only to watch me disintegrate right before his eyes.” I closed my eyes as images of him disintegrating flooded my mind. He’d come so close to dying, only for me to take it back. “I took it back…”

      “You took what back, Luciana?”

      I stared at my hands, which were one hundred percent in tact. “Marcus was dying. I almost killed him when he somehow took it from me, but then I took it back.” I jerked my head up to face Alissya. I knew there was a lesson to learn, and it was a big one. Maybe even the one.

      “Go on,” she encouraged. “How did you make it through the other test?”

      Staring off into nothingness, my thoughts went over what happened with the Hellhound and the Soul Scraper. “One minute I couldn’t see, and the next I could. That was how I survived. Somehow I was able to see, which allowed me to find that long shard of crystal and kill the Hellhound.”

      “Keep going.”

      “The next thing that happened was with the Soul Scraper. It had me. I was pinned under the Hellhound, unable to get away. Then for some reason, the tar that the Soul Scraper put inside of me flew out of my mouth and back at it, smothering it until it was no more.”

      I looked up at Alissya, hoping she’d worked out what I hadn’t.

      She raised a brow. “I think you already know the answer you seek.”

      Butterflies were swarming inside my stomach as so many ideas came to mind. The one sticking out the most was the one that scared me. It wasn’t because I was afraid of the ability. I was afraid of what it would mean. And most of all, I was afraid for what was to come, because if I was correct, I held a power like no other—an ability Morgana should fear. And, what exactly was Marcus if I was merely the key?

      “You know what you are,” Alissya said.

      My chest restricted with a mixture of fear and happiness. “I’ve got the ability to take and give, don’t I?”

      She smiled. “That you do, my dear.”

      Tears pooled in my eyes, blurring my vision as I finally let myself appreciate what this meant. I no longer had to fear. I was in control. I was the one to be feared.

      “You are ready, Luciana. You are ready to know the truth.”

      Alissya placed her finger on my forehead and closed her eyes. “Sever the ties that bound her soul. Open her eyes to the truth. Let light overcome the darkness, and bring forth her ability to see.”
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      Pain soared through my head as a white light stole my vision, pulling me into the depths of the unknown—my unknown.

      When my vision cleared I was in a different time. A time I’d forgotten. A memory that had been stolen.

      I was walking along the side of a dirt road, my bare feet hurting from the stones. I didn’t know where I was going, but I knew I had to find Marcus and return to him what was stolen.

      Until moments before, I didn’t exist. That was a lie. I did exist, but I wasn’t aware. I had grown up thinking I was the same as everyone else. Except, I was different. I wasn’t a ward of the state as I’d thought. I was born from the magic of an angelic being taking from himself and giving life to me.

      I had a picture in my mind of the one I sought. Tall, dark, handsome. He was the makings of a fairytale. Only, my story wouldn’t end happily ever after. I wasn’t created for that.

      A part of me was from another. I held a light inside my soul that wasn’t mine to keep. I was merely a vessel with a mission to return what I’d been entrusted to protect.

      I was the key, and he was my destiny.

      My heart fluttered when I felt him nearby. He’d found me as I knew he would, but I’d feared others would’ve intervened before I could return to him what had been stolen.

      Taking a deep breath, I turned around, prepared to take my last steps when I saw him—really saw him.

      All air was expelled from my lungs as I looked at the entity before me, who had no idea who he was. He’d been stripped of his powers, severed from his true place in this world.

      Marcus.

      My lips parted, and I drew in a sharp breath. Nothing could’ve prepared me for this moment. I knew what I had to do, yet I was drawn to him in ways I shouldn’t have been.

      Marcus strode toward me, a look of wonder in his eyes. He stopped barely an inch from where I stood and let out a shuddered breath.

      Slowly, he turned his head to the side and focused on the rocky mountain beside us. Returning his gaze to me, his eyes dilated, and his breathing became uneven as a low rumble emitted through the air and the ground began to shake.

      Fear gripped my heart as I looked up and saw the first of the rocks break away from the mountain, followed by another and another. It was a landslide, and we were caught in its path.

      Marcus protectively wrapped his arm around me and turned back to the mountain, holding his other hand out toward it.

      Seconds later, a force of air expelled from his hand, flying toward the rocks, stopping them in their tracks as if they were cemented to the very spot where they stood.

      My vision swayed, changing to another moment in time. One that I’d already remembered. I was walking side by side with the woman who’d promised me the world.

      Hope of a happily ever after filled my heart as I listened to her tell me there was a way to have it all. “So, I can still fulfill my destiny and live to see another day?” I’d asked her.

      Morgana’s kind smile shone through her eyes. “That is exactly what I am saying.” She turned to me and held my hands between hers. “You, my dear Luciana, will have your happily ever after with Marcus. You will never grow old. You will forever, have the life you seek with the man you love.”

      “But what about—?”

      “Yes, my dear, you will still fulfill your purpose and Marcus will return to his rightful place with you standing there beside him while he cleans up this world and others.”

      I smiled, sheer joy overtaking my soul as I entrusted myself to Morgana. It had been three weeks since the day I’d laid eyes on Marcus. I’d come clean to him about who I was and what my true purpose had been, and like the man he was, Marcus didn’t want any part of it. He couldn’t live to fight for a world that could be so cruel. A world where his perfect other had been created just to die.

      Even supreme entities had their selfish ways. And Marcus was like any other.

      I couldn’t let him throw away everything he was destined for. If there was a way to sever Marcus’s light from me without ending my life in the process, then I was going to take that chance.

      I would not allow myself to become the woman that, in time, would destroy the world.

      And I was ashamed of myself for not giving his light to him the moment we first met. If I hadn’t wanted a few moments in time with him, he would never have fallen in love with me. It was a mistake I would forever regret.

      His rightful place was much bigger than our love, and I knew deep down there was a massive probability it wasn’t me he was drawn to. It was his light buried deep inside my soul.

      My hands slipped free from hers as Morgana raised her finger and placed it on my forehead. I closed my eyes, overjoyed with the possibilities that awaited me. I was going to be free. We were going to be free.

      I snapped my eyes open. My feet were no longer touching the ground as I was lifted into the air by an invisible force that was choking me.

      Gasping for air, I watched in horror as the kind smile she’d worn turned into an evil smirk. “Forget.”

      She snapped her head back and let out a wicked laugh to match her smile and the gleam in her eyes. Morgana was wicked in every sense of the word. She was pure, unadulterated evil.

      She let go of her hold on me, and I collapsed to the ground among the autumn leaves.

      I tried to get to my feet, but it was useless. My head ached, and I had no idea why. I tried to remember what she had done to me—or why I was even with her to begin with.

      I remembered nothing.

      Fear surged through my soul as I watched her turn her back to me and walk away.
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      Snapping back to reality, I tried to slow my breathing.

      “Tell me what you saw,” Alissya said, her eyes filled with hope.

      “I remember everything.”

      She closed her eyes as a smile broke across her angelic face. Opening her eyes, she said, “You’re ready to go back.”

      “Hang on.” I grabbed her arm. “Don’t you want to know?”

      “If you wish to tell.”

      “Oh, I wish to tell. Because who knows what Morgana will do to me if she finds out I know. And I don’t want to waste the next four hundred years trying to figure it out again if she makes me forget.”

      “Okay, then what is it you remember?”

      My shoulders slumped as I thought about what I’d seen. The truth was, I still didn’t know what Marcus was truly destined for, but I knew a few new truths. “As you already know, I was created for Marcus. But what you don’t know is that I hold Marcus’s light, which was stolen from him. I have the ability to take and give, and now it’s time to return to him what was stolen.”

      She smiled again. “You’re ready.”

      I breathed in deeply. “To complete what I was created to do.”

      Alissya placed her hand on my forehead. “You are free.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath as I jerked my head forward, awakening from my sleep.

      “What’s wrong?” Marcus asked, fully alert, ready to fight if needed.

      I sucked in another sharp breath as I twisted around to face him, but I could no longer see in the dark. The side of my body stung from where the Hellhound had ripped its claws into me, but that wasn’t going to stop me. I was pumped. “I remember.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Remember what?”

      “Everything.”

      There were a few minutes of silence before he said, “What exactly does that mean?” He spoke each word slowly and precisely as if he didn’t want to get his hopes up only to be disappointed as to what “everything” meant.

      I bit my lip as I tried to get my thoughts together enough to say something coherent. “Before you get upset, I want you to know I had no idea what I was doing. I had absolutely no intentions of going back to the tunnel and—”

      “You went back to the tunnel?”

      “Calm down,” I said, trying to find his hand in the dark. I hated being in the dark, unable to see what was around. “Hmm.”

      “What?”

      “I think I know how to change this,” I said under my breath.

      Taking a deep breath, I thought about how much I wanted to see the way Marcus could.

      A smile spread across my face as light flooded my senses.

      Marcus’s muscles tensed, and his hand tightened around mine. He quickly stood, bringing me up with him, and then pushed me behind him.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      He turned his head to the left and whispered over his shoulder, “Shhh. Someone’s here, and I can’t feel who it is.”

      I frowned as I looked around the cave. “I can’t see anyone,” I said, my voice low enough for only Marcus to hear.

      “You can’t see at all—and neither can I. So, I need you to stay behind me and trust that I’ll get us out of here.”

      I dragged in a shuddered breath as I realized what I’d done. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea—”

      “Shhh.”

      Leaning forward, I buried my face against his back and breathed in deeply. In trying to obtain my own sight, I had stripped Marcus of his.

      I’d never given back except for those times in the tunnel, which weren’t exactly real, but I knew I couldn’t keep his sight for my own. I had to try.

      Not knowing exactly how it worked, I closed my eyes and willed myself the lack of sight so I could give back to Marcus what I had taken.

      I opened my eyes, unable to see as Marcus’s muscles relaxed under my touch. I knew I had succeeded. “You can see again, can’t you?”

      “Yeah,” he replied. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but we need to leave—now.”

      I grabbed Marcus’s hand and pulled him back. “I took your sight. It wasn’t one of the witches or any of your kind. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I know who I am. I know what I am.”

      “This doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Maybe we should sit down for this.” I then added under my breath, “Not that I know where I can sit now that I’ve given you back your sight.”

      “You did this to me?”

      I nodded. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I know who I am and what I’m capable of. And being able to take away your sight is only the beginning. I know what I was created to do.”

      Marcus swept my hair away from my face. “What happened?”

      “I need to start from the beginning.” I bit my lip as a sharp pain tore up the side of my body.

      “You’re hurting.”

      I nodded. “But it doesn’t matter. After I tell you what happened, you’ll understand what I must do.”

      I let out a shuddered breath as I stared in his direction, wishing I could see his face again. I hated myself for being so selfish because it didn’t matter if I could see him. All I needed to do was give him back what was rightfully his to begin with.

      “Abby was right. I’m just a vessel.”
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      Marcus curled his hands around my hips. “Don’t ever say that.”

      “I know it’s the truth because I remember.” Tears slipped from my eyes as I came to terms with the fact that this might be the last few moments I had with him before I fulfilled my destiny.

      “Don’t cry.” He wiped my tears away with his thumb then caressed the side of my face. “Something tells me I’m not going to like what I’m about to hear.”

      I leaned into the palm of his hand. “I need to tell you the truth.”

      “You look pale. I think you should sit down.”

      I wasn’t sure if I was pale from loss of blood, an infection from the beast’s claws, or if it was because I didn’t want to say goodbye. I’d thought we’d have our forever, but that was a lie.

      Except it wasn’t.

      Morgana had given us our forever like she’d promised. Yeah, a forever filled with pain and suffering, giving her time to keep Marcus’s true identity bound.

      Marcus guided me a couple of steps backward. “There’s a rock you can sit on just behind you.”

      Carefully, I lowered myself down until I felt the rock beneath me. I sighed with relief as the pain shooting up my side began to subside.

      Marcus shuffled, the sound of his breathing making me think he was either sitting or kneeling before me. “What happened?”

      I swallowed hard, but it did nothing to alleviate the dryness choking me. Saliva didn’t alleviate fear. And that was the truth. I was scared of letting go—of saying goodbye. But it was my destiny, and I had to fulfill it. “Okay, it all started when I thought I’d gone to sleep. I jerked awake and found myself sitting here in the cave all alone. You were gone. You didn’t answer when I called out to you. Then this Hellhound came after me, and a Soul Scraper was there…” I trailed off as my voice broke. I couldn’t do this, but I had no choice. I had to keep going.

      I drew in another deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to calm my nerves. It didn’t work.

      Tears pooled in my eyes as I stared in his direction, trying to make out his outline, his eyes, his mouth—anything that was him. I needed him.

      “This isn’t going to work,” I said. “I just need to tell you who I am and what I’m supposed to do.”

      “That’s okay. Take your time.”

      I nodded. “I was created as the vessel to hold the light that was stolen from you. I have the ability to take and give. And that’s what happened before with your sight. I couldn’t see, so I took it from you. But I didn’t realize taking from you meant that you could no longer have what was rightfully yours.”

      Marcus grabbed my hands and held them in my lap. “You need to tell me what’s going on. Whatever it is, we can get through it together.”

      Tears spilled from my eyes. “See, that’s the thing. We can’t get through this together. It’s not the way it’s meant to be.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I was created to give back what was stolen from you, and once I fulfill my purpose, that’s it. There is no more me.”

      Marcus wrapped his arms around me, burying my head in the crook of his neck. “Then we’ve got nothing to worry about.”

      I blinked hard, trying to clear the tears from my eyes. “How can you say that?”

      “Easily. You won’t give me back whatever was taken, and our lives go on.”

      I pulled back, a few tears escaping my eyes. “No. I have to do it. I have to give it back.”

      “No, you don’t. If giving back whatever was stolen from me means that I lose you, I don’t want it. You hear me? I. Don’t. Want. It.”

      He wiped the tears away from my cheeks then cupped my face in his hands. “You need to listen to me. We’re going to find another way. And if we can’t, then it isn’t going to matter because I am not giving you up. I will never give you up, you hear me? I am never giving you up.” He kissed me. “We’re going to find Mava and Astrid, kill Morgana, and destroy whoever is behind her. We are not going to let them win. And I am most certainly not losing you.”

      Marcus drew me into a deep, searing kiss that was filled with promises words couldn’t possibly describe. And it was breaking me. I knew what I had to do, but how was I supposed to give him something he didn’t want.

      “How can you do this?”

      “Easy.” He ran his thumb across my lips. “I don’t want anything that will destroy you. It’s as simple as that.” He cupped the back of my neck with his hand and leaned his forehead against mine. “And you better not get any ideas about giving it back without me knowing, because that will break me. That will fucking break me.”

      I didn’t have to see to know how serious he was. I could hear it in his voice and feel it in his soul.

      “Promise me,” he said. “Promise me you’ll never give it to me. You’ll never put yourself in danger.”

      I wiped the tears from my eyes. “I promise.”

      “I’m serious, Lulu. I can’t lose you.”

      “I know.” I folded my arms around his neck. “I promise I’ll never betray you. You’ve got me, and you always will.”

      I leaned forward, praying I was going to find his lips and not end up kissing his eye or nose.

      Thanking the Lord or whoever else was responsible for my luck, I was met with a tender kiss that quickly built with a mixture of passion and desperation as our truths collided into something ugly that was destined to tear us apart. I knew it then, and I knew it now. There would come a point where I would be stripped of the naivety we both wanted to succumb to, and I would have no choice but to return his light.
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      “Hope you two are decent,” a familiar voice echoed through the cave. “I’ve just had the workout of the century, and the last thing I need is a reminder of what I’m missing out on.”

      “Abby,” I whispered.

      “Our pants are on, and they were never coming off,” Marcus said, moving so he was sitting beside me. He tucked me under his arm and kissed the top of my head.

      Abby laughed. “I think we all know that’s a lie. If we arrived two minutes later, things would’ve gone down very differently.”

      “Not everyone is like you,” Justin said from close by. “So, how is everything going?”

      “Lucy’s hurt,” Marcus said, rather than telling them our epic news.

      “Where?” Abby and Justin asked in unison.

      I leaned back and showed them my exposed stomach and hip.

      “Wow, that’s a bad one,” Abby said, once again making me envy the fact that they could all see in the dark.

      “We need to get that cleaned up before it gets infected.” Justin sighed. “There goes that idea then.”

      “What idea?” I asked.

      “Abby and I were thinking this would be the perfect place and time for you to try reaching out to your guardians. We’re surrounded by these crystals that will amplify the magic inside of you, which should enable you to reach your guardians a little easier. And let’s face it, time’s not something we have much of.”

      “I’ve already been,” I said.

      “And there’s no new information,” Marcus added.

      I whipped my head around to face him, my brows drawn together as I tried to work out why he was lying to them.

      Abby turned on a torch and pointed it at Marcus and me. “Yeah, something tells me that’s not entirely true.”

      I lifted my hand to shield the light from my eyes. “Can you point that somewhere else?”

      “Oops. Sorry.” She flicked the light so it shone against the ceiling, illuminating the crystals and turning the cavern into a magical display of colored lights.

      “Think what you want,” Marcus said.

      Abby sighed as she shifted her weight onto one leg. “You and I both know you’re a shitty liar.”

      Justin folded his arms across his chest. “What’s going on? What don’t you want us to know? Or is it that you don’t want to tell me? Because I thought we were past all that not trusting me bullshit.”

      As much as I trusted Marcus, this was one of those times he was being a stubborn ass. “It’s not that we don’t trust you. It’s that Marcus doesn’t like what we found out and wants to pretend I’m not what I am.”

      Abby drew her brows together. “Let me guess. We’re going to have a baby soon, and Marcus doesn’t like it because you were so freaked out about it and—”

      “It’s not a baby,” I said, cutting her off before we lost track of the conversation.

      Abby pouted. “Then what is it?”

      Marcus’s jaw popped. He really wasn’t happy I was about to divulge the truth.

      I turned my attention back to Abby and Justin. “You were right about me being created as a vessel. Only, it’s not to spawn a magical baby. I’m a vessel containing the light that was stolen from Marcus. I have the ability to take and give. That’s what I was created to do.”

      Abby scrunched up her nose in confusion. “I don’t get it. That sounds like a good thing.”

      Marcus looked at me, heartache once again stealing the light from his eyes. “That’s because Lucy is forgetting to mention the part about her dying once she’s fulfilled her destiny.”

      “Oh, shit,” Abby said.

      Justin’s gaze dropped to the ground. “I had no idea.”

      “I know,” Marcus said, surprising me. I thought he would’ve been happy to try and ping this one on Justin for the sake of taking it out on someone, but something had changed. Marcus was no longer angry with him. He was angry with me—with what I was created to do and what he feared would be the inevitable. He didn’t have to say it. I could tell. I could feel it in his soul.

      And it was crushing me.
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      Abby leaned against the wall. “What are you going to do?”

      “She’s not giving it back to me if that’s what you’re thinking,” Marcus said.

      She raised a brow. “I think you know me better than that.”

      I looped my arm around Marcus’s and leaned my head against his shoulder. “We’ve decided we’re going to find Mava and Astrid and see if they know anything about this.”

      “And if they don’t, then I’m going to find out who did this to us and I’m going to destroy them,” Marcus added.

      Abby pushed off the wall. “You can count me in. ‘Til death do us part and all that bullshit.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s wedding vows.”

      She waved me off. “Or the vow of a best friend who will stand by her friends ‘til the end.”

      Justin let his arms fall to his sides. “Then, ‘til death do us part.”

      “‘Til death do us part,” I said with a smile.

      Marcus turned to me. “You are not dying. That’s the whole point.”

      “Then maybe we should get her wound cleaned up,” Justin suggested. “It looks pretty nasty.”

      Nasty was the understatement of the century. I was surprised I hadn’t already bled out.

      I furrowed my brow as pieces of the puzzle fell into place.

      “What is it?” Marcus asked.

      “I realized something. I can only die by your hand or when I reach a certain age and am reborn to fulfill my destiny. And if you never take what is yours, then I will never cease to exist.”

      Marcus’s face softened, the pain in his gaze fading away. “Then you will always be, because I will never destroy you.”

      I blinked away the tears that were pooling in my eyes. “I know.”

      Marcus wiped a tear away as it fell from my eyes. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      He stood and helped me to my feet.

      “Where are we going?” I slipped my arm around his waist.

      Marcus wrapped his arm around my back, as he led me through the cavern. “I have absolutely no idea.”

      “I know somewhere,” Justin said, a few steps behind us. “A while ago, Mava told me about a place we could go if anything happened to her. Apparently, no witch will visit there because the creatures that hide in the shadows feed off their souls or something. It’s probably not safe for us to remain there, but it should do at least until we clean Lucy’s wounds.”

      “We have a lot to thank her for,” Marcus said, jumping on board the Mava fan club. “And I’m hoping we’ll have a lot more to add to the list when we find her.”

      “Any ideas where she is?” I asked, my words coming out through clenched teeth as I tried my best to deal with the pain.

      “I think Morgana’s home would be a safe bet.”

      “That sounds easy enough. At least we won’t have to go to another dimension and have to deal with someone screwing with the veils.”

      Abby barked out a laugh. “Yeah, somehow I don’t think it’ll be that easy. Morgana is way more powerful than both Mava and Astrid combined, and you can bet your ass she’s got her home locked up like Fort Knox.”

      “But you’re forgetting something major,” I said. “I have the ability to take and give, which means I should be able to manipulate anything she throws at us.”

      Abby spun and shone the light on my face. “Do you know how to use that ability on command?”

      I held up my hand, blocking the light from going into my eyes. “Do you have to do that?”

      “Sorry.” She flicked the light down to my feet. “Well?”

      I shrugged, regretting it as soon as the skin on my stomach pulled tighter from the movement. “I don’t know.”

      She twirled the torch around. “Then I guess we better hope for the best and prepare for the worst. It’s probably a good thing Justin and I raided your arsenal before we left.”

      Marcus helped me forward then hooked his arm around Abby’s neck. “You’re a good girl.”

      “Shh. Don’t tell anyone. The boss would hate it if word got out.” She chuckled.

      “Oh, I think you’re already in enough shit with your boss after what you did back at my house.”

      She sighed then looked at me. “Don’t suppose you have the ability to take away my demonic side and swap it with an angel?”

      I smiled. “And what use would an angel be to us? I saw what you could do back there, and there’s no one else I want on my side—other than you two boys.”

      The corner of her lips turned up. “‘Til death do us part.”

      My smile grew wider. “‘Til death do us part.”
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      Exiting the cave, I breathed in the fresh salty air while trying to pretend I was strong enough to keep going. Wherever we were going, I needed to suck up my pain and fly because I knew how hard it would be for Marcus to allow either Abby or Justin to take him while the other one carried me. I couldn’t do that to him.

      “How far do we need to fly?” I asked, ready to whip my wings out. I’d finally gotten a handle on getting them out with ease. Getting them in again was still a little hard, but at least Marcus no longer had to bite me.

      Marcus curved his hands around my hips, being careful not to touch the wound. “You can’t fly.”

      “She won’t have to,” Justin said. “We’re going through to the Shadowlands, where we should be safe for a while.”

      “And you.” Marcus twisted around to face him while his hands remained supporting me. “We can trust you, right?”

      Justin narrowed his eyes at him. “Right.”

      I grabbed hold of Marcus’s chin and guided his gaze back to mine. “I think we’ve already established that one.”

      “I can never be too careful when it comes to you.”

      I rolled my eyes and smiled.

      “Don’t worry about it, Lucy,” Justin said. “I knew it wasn’t going to be easy to regain his trust—even if I’ve technically had his back all along.”

      “Enough, demon boy,” Abby said, flicking the light on and off, while directing the beam into Marcus’s eyes. “You two can bicker as much as you want when we’re safe. Or are we forgetting why we’re here?”

      Abby never ceased to surprise me. After all, she was the one usually mucking around, never seeming to take anything seriously. But I guess that was her nature, the playful succubus who had a kickass dark side I envied.

      “So, where do we go?” Marcus asked, getting back on track.

      “Just follow me.” Justin turned away from us and stared off into the bush. A moment later, the air rippled in front of him, starting off small and quickly growing large enough to allow us to walk through without having to bend over.

      He turned to us. “Ready?”

      “Ready,” I said, even though I had no idea if he was talking to me or not.

      Justin gave me a curt nod then stepped into the ripple, disappearing from sight.

      I’d gone through two veils before, but that didn’t make the fundamentals of it any less magical and awe-inspiring.

      “After you.” Marcus gestured for Abby to enter first.

      She tilted her head to the side as she raised a brow. “Scared he’s going to pull some kind of trick on you so you’re going to offer me up to make sure your precious Lulu doesn’t get hurt?” She winked at me.

      “You know me too well.” Marcus didn’t try to deny his intentions.

      Abby knew better. She knew the inner workings of his mind. And the thing that surprised me the most was that I was no longer jealous of their relationship. In fact, I was glad he had friends who would stand with us against the world.

      I loved that about her. But I also wanted her to know I was there for her in return.

      So, I did what any good friend would do—even if my soul mate was going to kill me for it later. I broke away from his grasp and rushed through the veil.
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      A nanosecond later, Marcus followed. I hadn’t even had the chance to take in my surroundings before he was in my face, cursing me for being so silly while making sure I was okay.

      Even though it hurt like crazy, all I could do was laugh.

      “This is not a laughing matter,” Marcus said as Abby came through the veil. “Anything could’ve been waiting for us on this side.”

      “Yeah—Justin.”

      “That’s beside the point.” He breathed out harshly. “Don’t do it again.”

      Biting down on my smile, I saluted him.

      The corner of his lips tipped up as he shook his head. “You are going to be the death of me.”

      “Nope. Technically, I’m the life of you.”

      “There is no “technically” about it. You are my life, and that is why I want you to take what I say seriously.”

      “Fine. I promise not to put myself in harm’s way again.”

      Marcus seemed to be content with my promise because he left it at that. “Let’s clean you up.” He moved to my side, finally allowing me to see where we were.

      I scrunched up my face in confusion. We were in the exact spot we’d been in before walking through the veil, only it was a little darker, the air was thicker and colder, and the sun—if there was a sun—was hiding behind thick clouds that covered the sky. “So, am I right in assuming each veil is a reflection of the others?”

      “Basically.” Marcus gestured to the cave, which we’d come from in my dimension. “But things are a little different. The environment is different, and it changes the land, which is one of the reasons why we had to leave the cave before entering the veil.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the caverns in this cave will be different than the ones we were in before.”

      “Oh,” I dragged. I folded my arms over my chest and ran my hands up and down them, trying to warm myself up.

      “Let’s get you inside where the crystals can hide us a little better.” Marcus wrapped his arm around my waist, supporting me as we headed back into the cave, which was softly illuminated by the surrounding crystals, unlike the one back home.

      When we were safely inside and found somewhere large enough for us to hide out for a while, I sat on the ground, trying to ignore the crushed crystals that were sticking into my skin. The others didn’t seem to be bothered by it, and I figured it had something to do with their skin being a little tougher than mine. I didn’t want to bring it up. I didn’t want to give Marcus any more reason to worry about me.

      He already had enough worry for the both of us. I really wished I was confident in my abilities so I was no longer the weak one in the group. I didn’t want to be weak. I wanted to be able to hold my own and be there for Marcus and the others like they were for me.

      Dumping his backpack next to me, Justin kneeled and rummaged through it. He pulled out a medical kit and opened it.

      Marcus snatched the kit from his hands. “I’ll do that.”

      I rolled my eyes. Okay, so we still weren’t back to being all good with Justin.

      “Fine.” Justin stood and backed away. “I was only trying to help.”

      “You have.” Marcus kneeled in front of me and opened the kit. “There are some things I prefer to do myself, and taking care of Lucy is on top of that list.”

      Justin held up his hands. “Whatever makes you happy.”

      Abby sat against the wall opposite me and leaned back as she twirled the torch around in her hands, further illuminating the cave.

      I adjusted myself so Marcus could access my wound easier.

      “This might sting a bit,” he said.

      “Just do it.”

      Marcus was right. It stung like hell as he cleaned out the wound. I gritted my teeth, refusing to let him know how much it hurt, and tried to focus on him instead. A few moments later, the pain in my side had subsided. Now, I was calm, but guilt had my stomach in knots because of the pain I was inflicting—on me.

      I was taking Marcus’s emotions.

      My eyes widened as I tried to work out what I’d done. I wasn’t supposed to feel Marcus’s emotions. At least that was how I thought I worked. But I was wrong.

      “I can feel you,” I said softly.

      “I’m sorry. It’ll be over soon.”

      It took me a second to realize what he meant. “I mean I can feel your emotions.” I looked up at Justin. “Kind of like how I felt you back at the rehab, except it’s stronger with Marcus.”

      “You were able to feel me thanks to Mava,” Justin said. “We haven’t done anything to Marcus.”

      “I can take and give,” I reminded them.

      Abby smirked. “And let me guess. You can’t control it yet, can you?”

      My shoulders slumped. “Nope. But it seems to work when I want it to.”

      “Kind of like how your wings are supposed to work.”

      “Yeah, they’re still not working so great.”

      Marcus pulled a bunch of gauze pads out of Justin’s bag and applied them to my wound. “Can you hold these for me?”

      I held the pads against my side, knowing my wound was going to seep, crust over, and rip when it was time to change the bandaging. That was going to hurt like a bitch.

      The Hellhound’s claw marks were larger than any tiger’s. I was unbelievably lucky they hadn’t gone deeper, or I surely would’ve needed to go to a hospital, which would’ve left us open to Morgana finding us in no time.

      Marcus pulled a bandage out of the bag then carefully wrapped it around my waist until the gauze was fully covered and secured. “This should do until we rescue Astrid and Mava.”

      “That’s right. They can heal me, can’t they?” I gripped my wrist, remembering how I’d woken up from my trip through the tunnel without my cast or my scars from where I’d slit my wrist.

      “They can do a lot of things that we can not,” Justin said.

      Abby grinned. “And we can do a whole shit load of things they can’t.”

      “Then I guess it’s a good thing we’re going to rescue them,” I said. “Because something tells me we’re going to need all the help we can get to work out who’s pulling the strings.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcus slumped down beside me, leaned back against the wall as he dug through the bag, and pulled out a bunch of packaged food. “Want something to eat?”

      “Thanks.” I grabbed a granola bar, opened it, and took a bite as he divided the rest of the snacks between the three of them. There wasn’t enough food to keep them going for long.

      “So, what’s the plan?” I took another bite.

      Abby unwrapped her granola bar. “We’re going to rescue the witches, kill the bitch, and bring hell to whoever else gets in our way.”

      “Right,” I said with a smile. “And how are we going to get to Morgana?”

      “Well, dearest Lulu,” she said. “We have these things called wings, and I plan on using them to get us to her coven.”

      I bit down on my smile. Abby sure had a way with words.

      “And you think we’ll be able to fly right on up to her home or wherever she’s holding them captive, grab them, and go.”

      She tilted her head to the side—again. “Of course not, Lulu. We’re going to find the potions Mava left for us, which will help block our print so we can sneak in—”

      “What potions? And how did I not know about this?” Marcus asked.

      Abby grinned. “Because you decided to leave us in the middle of an epic battle.”

      Justin sighed. “I told her about them after we finished up at your place. Mava has been planning this for years and has prepared for so many variables.”

      “Mava knew she was going to get kidnapped?” I asked.

      “No. But she thought she may die and wanted to make sure it wouldn’t be in vein so you’d still have a chance at stopping Morgana.”

      “Right.” My ass was falling asleep, so I got up to stretch out, but the pain riding up my side made me wish I hadn’t.

      “We’re not going now,” Justin said. “You need to get some rest.”

      “I need to stretch my legs.” There was no way I was going to let them know I had pins and needles in my butt.

      “Can’t you guys go by yourselves then bring it back here?” Marcus suggested.

      “We could, I guess,” Abby said.

      I paced the length of the cave as I watched the light from Abby’s torch reflecting off the crystals in the cavern. “Wouldn’t it be safer if we all stuck together?”

      “Where did she hide them?” Marcus asked.

      Justin grabbed an apple from his pile of snacks. “It’s in a safety deposit box in the city.”

      “Which city?”

      “Sydney.”

      I came to a standstill. “All the way down in Sydney? You’re joking, right?”

      He shook his head. “I’m afraid not. Mava thought it would be better to spread things out a bit. They know our approximate location now, but they’re not expecting us to head to Sydney when our lives are here.”

      Wow! Mava thought of everything. If only she would’ve predicted that the witches would come after her while I was stuck in the tunnel.

      Maybe she had.

      “Which is exactly why we don’t have time to rest,” I said.

      Marcus got to his feet and came over to me. He curled his hand around my good hip. “You need time to heal if you want to make it all the way to Sydney.”

      I placed my hand on his chest. “It’s not going to heal anymore by tomorrow. All we’re doing is wasting time—time that we don’t have.”

      “Marcus is right,” Abby said, surprising me. “You need to rest.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “What happens if you’re flying three hundred meters in the air and pass out from the pain?”

      I was about to say I’d survive when I realized she wasn’t only talking about me. Marcus would go down with me. “I’d never let that happen to you.”

      Turning to her, I added, “Besides, you guys can catch us if we fall.”

      “True. But then that goes against Marcus’s rule of not letting anyone else carry him.” Abby pulled the remainder of the granola bar out of the wrapper and popped it into her mouth.

      Marcus glared at her. “We’ll drive.”

      She scrunched up her face. “We’re not driving ten friggin’ hours so that you don’t have to worry about one of us carrying you.”

      “Actually, Marcus is right,” Justin jumped in. “We should probably make the first leg of the journey by car to throw them off. Then, we can dump the car and fly the rest of the way.”

      “And where are we going to get this car from?” Abby asked.

      “I’m pretty sure we know how to sort that one out. Or are you forgetting how we got back after we disappeared?”

      Abby stared at him for a few moments too long. “Fine.” She was clearly not okay with her decision but was doing what was best for the group.

      I grabbed hold of Marcus’s shirt. “See, we can get started on our journey now. I can rest for the first length of the trip, and then I’ll be good to go.”

      Abby peeled open the wrapper of a chocolate bar. “You know, we could leave you two here while Justin and I fly down and back.”

      “That is not happening,” Marcus said. “This place won’t remain safe long enough for you to fly to Sydney and back. We need to get as far south as quickly as we can without drawing attention to ourselves. From there, we can work out where the witches are.”

      Justin stood and brushed the crumbs off his pants. “Which means we need to do a location spell.”

      Abby climbed to her feet. “And how do you suppose we do that?”

      Justin grinned. “Witchcraft.”
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      The idea of learning spells excited me in ways I never knew. I had a newfound yearning to learn everything I could.

      Making our way out of the cave, I breathed in deeply, the strange air filling my lungs.

      “How do you think we should do this?” Justin asked.

      Marcus pointed to the left. “If we go up that way, there should be a few houses where I’m sure we can easily get our hands on a car.”

      We made our way through the dense bushland, Marcus helping me over any obstacle in our path. This world seemed so similar yet so different, and I wished we had more time so I could’ve explored it.

      “Do people live in this dimension like they do in ours?” I asked, breaking the silence.

      “Not exactly,” Marcus said. “This veil is a forgotten land. Actually, that’s not exactly right. The ones that reside in this world are shadow creatures. They’re very predictable and highly territorial.”

      When he saw the look on my face, he said, “You don’t need to worry about them. As I said, they’re very predictable and territorial. This isn’t an area they gravitate toward. They don’t like the energy the crystals produce, and we all know this part of the world is a stronghold.”

      “We do?” I asked.

      “Okay, maybe you don’t. But the rest of our kind knows of this. And I can assure you we are safe—so long as no one guesses where we’ve gone.”

      Abby snapped a twig off a tree she passed. “The land Byron Bay is established on is a stronghold that ties our worlds together, making it easier for us to travel between the veils because of the energy the crystals produce. They also help to enhance and disguise the powers of those within its vicinity. Which is why so many witches reside in Byron.”

      “There are other strongholds around the world,” Justin added. “We have to hope Morgana hasn’t taken Mava and Astrid to one of them.”

      The idea of having to fly across the ocean kind of scared the crap out of me. There would be no land to rest on and nowhere to hide. We would be open for the slaughter, and I wasn’t sure I had the ability to draw on my powers so I could be an asset and not the liability I always seemed to be.

      I prayed we would remain in Australia.

      We made our way out of the bush and were met with a vast expanse of what I could only describe as a wasteland. I could see why no one would choose to live in this veil. It was not pretty. In fact, it looked kind of like what I would think our world would be if we went through an apocalypse.

      Trudging through the swampy wasteland, I got a strong sense of what was to become of my world if we didn’t destroy Morgana soon.

      I don’t know how I knew it. I just knew.

      Abby reached her arm out in front of her, and the air a few yards ahead began to ripple. “I’ll go first.” She strode through the opening in the veil without giving the men a chance to object. Not that they needed to be concerned about her safety. She was a lethal killing machine.

      I wanted to be a lethal killing machine.

      I wanted to be able to protect those I cared about the most.

      And I wanted to be able to wake up and discover that all of this was a bad dream.

      Only two of those things were possible. The other was purely a dream. And dreams never came true.

      Justin disappeared through the veil then Marcus and I followed—together.

      Coming out the other side, I breathed in deeply, and let myself pretend for a second that the world was good again—because it felt good. It smelled good. It looked good.

      Looks were deceiving.

      I scanned the neighborhood as we walked down the street, trying to find ourselves a car. The homes were filled with humans who were none the wiser to the impending war. I hoped they would remain as naive to the world they lived in as they were this very moment.

      The world didn’t need another thing to worry about. Then again, if they knew the truth, it would put most of their worries into perspective.

      Marcus squeezed my hand. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “Just thinking about things.”

      He hooked his arm around my neck and kissed my temple. “We can do this.”

      “I know we can.” That was the truth. I prayed the world wouldn’t be different when we finished.

      Justin fell back into line with us and cocked his head to the right. “There’s one.”

      Following his gaze, I saw what was going to become our ride for the next few hours. It was a perfectly inconspicuous white SUV that would blend in with all the other soccer moms and dads driving the streets.
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      My stomach twisted in knots as Abby and I waited behind a hedge for Marcus and Justin to steal the car from in front of a house. It took seconds for Marcus to open the door—without any alarm going off.

      He’d obviously done this on more than one occasion over the years since he’d lost his usual mode of transport.

      Biting my lip, I glanced at the house the car was parked in front of, hoping no one had noticed them. I hated the idea of stealing someone’s car, but we didn’t have the luxury of finding transport the legitimate way.

      Marcus rolled the car down the road then hotwired the engine. “Get in.”

      Taking one last glance around the street, I made a dash for the car. Well, it was more like an elongated hobble thanks to the pain tearing up my side.

      To my surprise, both Justin and Abby had taken the back seat, leaving the front passenger seat for me. I’d figured they would’ve wanted to stash me somewhere safe—probably sandwiching me between them. Then again, nowhere was truly safe.

      Slipping into my seat, I closed the door and went to put on my seat belt, but the pain was too much. Letting go of the belt, I tried getting into a comfortable position and closed my eyes as we headed for the highway.

      Marcus put his hand on my thigh. “You okay?”

      Opening my eyes, I nodded. “I’m good.” The truth was anything but that. However, I didn’t want him to worry. Pain was still radiating through my body, and I would’ve done anything to get my hands on some painkillers.

      Relief wasn’t an option.

      And so, I sucked it up and concentrated on what was important. Pain would have to wait.

      I placed my hand over his. “How far are we traveling in the car?”

      “We should probably get to at least Port Macquarie before we head to the air.”

      “That’s about halfway, isn’t it?”

      “It’s roughly a four-hour drive.” He squeezed my thigh. “You should get some rest.”

      Readjusting myself in my seat, I leaned my head against the window and closed my eyes.

      All too soon I awoke to Marcus caressing the side of my face. “We’ve arrived.”

      I blinked a few times before everything came into focus. It was still night, and we were parked in a burger joint’s parking lot. The others were standing outside, leaning against the trunk, once again stuffing their faces. “Okay. I’m ready.”

      I was so not ready, but nothing was going to stop me from getting us to our destination.

      Gritting my teeth, I climbed out of the car then made my way around to Abby and Justin.

      Marcus joined me then grabbed the paper bag off the car and opened it. “Want a burger, Lu?”

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      He handed me a burger then grabbed two drinks out of the cardboard cup holder. “Orange or lemonade?”

      “Lemonade.” I took the paper cup from him and sucked through the straw, the lemonade soothing my throat on its way down. I absentmindedly wondered how much longer I’d be affected by what the Soul Scrapers had done to me that night at the club.

      Biting into my burger, I listened to Justin give directions on where the bank was located and how it would be best if we waited until they opened in the morning so we wouldn’t trigger any alarms.

      “Shouldn’t you guys be able to come and go from wherever without leaving a trace?” I asked.

      They all looked at me. “We always leave a trace. Most of the time, humans are just too self-absorbed to notice,” Abby explained.

      “Right.” I took another sip of my drink.

      “It’s best if we wait until opening just to be sure.” Justin grabbed a packet of chips out of the paper bag. “We want to eliminate the chances of being discovered prematurely.”

      I totally agreed.

      We finished our meals then disposed of the rubbish in the trash can.

      Marcus strode over to me. “You sure you can do this?”

      I forced a smile. “I’ll be fine.” I wrapped my hands around his waist. “And if the pain gets too bad, I could always give it to you,” I joked.

      “Actually, that’s not a bad idea.”

      I slapped his chest softly. “I was kidding.”

      “I’m not.”

      “There is no way I’m putting this on you.”

      He breathed out harshly. “You’re hurting, aren’t you?”

      “I’m fine,” I lied again.

      “If you were, you’d be happy to hand it over. But you’re not, and that’s brave and all, but you don’t need to suffer when I can take care of it for you. Besides, we don’t feel pain the way you do.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, trying to figure out if that was the truth or if he was only saying that so I’d give my pain to him.

      Abby strode over to us. “He’s right.” She slung her arm around his shoulder. “We don’t feel pain like humans do. We can handle so much more.”

      I glanced between the two of them, trying to work out what to do. “It’s okay. I can handle this. Besides, I’m not exactly human.”

      Marcus raised his brows. “We’re in this together, and there’s no point in keeping it to yourself.” He looked up at Justin. “If you’re really worried about hurting me, then why don’t you give it to Justin?”

      Justin whipped his head up. “What?”

      “I was telling Lucy you’d be happy to take her pain for her after all the lies you’ve told.”

      “Ah, yeah. Okay.” He strolled over to us. “Give me what you’ve got.”

      A couple of days ago, I would’ve jumped at the chance. But now… things had changed. I knew the truth, and I felt guilty for even considering what they were asking me to do.

      “Come on, Luciana,” Justin said. “I deserve it. Remember all those times I deceived you. This can be your payback. Because you know, I really could’ve let you know the truth, but I didn’t. I chose to lie to you, and I put Marcus through all that unnecessary pain. I mean, do you know what state he was in when I headed back from dropping you off with Mava and Astrid? He was a mess. Drinking himself senseless as he cried like a baby.

      “Oh, and you should’ve seen how it tore him up when I gave him that pendant of yours. I’d been right. It cut him to his core. It didn’t give him the peace you’d hoped it would. And all that time, I could’ve told him the truth, but I didn’t. I enjoyed watching him—”

      “You’re an asshole.” I barely gave it a moment’s thought before seamlessly sending my pain into him. “You deserve this and more.”

      Justin winced momentarily then stretched his side. “You must’ve been in so much pain if this is what you’ve been dealing with.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief, no longer feeling as if my insides were going to spill out.

      He turned his back as his wings emerged, spreading out before me. Then, with a leap, he took off into the sky.

      Abby placed her hand on my shoulder. “You do realize Justin was only saying all those things to get you angry enough to hand it over to him.”

      “I know. And I feel like an ass.”

      She smiled. “Well, I still think he deserves it the most out of the three of us.” Abby took off into the sky after Justin.

      “I’m so sorry about what happened,” I said. “I should’ve told you the truth—”

      Marcus cupped my cheek in his hand. “No, you shouldn’t have. Everything played out how it had to.”

      He kissed me then opened the trunk and pulled out a couple of bags. “Before we go, Abby got you a change of clothes so that you won’t stick out amongst the crowd.”

      I looked down at my bloodstained clothing. “Yet another thing I owe Abby for.”

      I took the bags from him and changed in the back seat, thanking God I’d given my pain to Justin because getting changed inside the car would’ve been impossible if I hadn’t.

      Dressed in clean pants and a top, I got out of the car. “I’m ready.”

      Marcus lifted my shirt and looked at the gauze. “It’s oozing.”

      I knocked his hand away and readjusted my top. “It’ll be fine for now. We can clean it up properly after we get Mava’s package.”

      I wrapped my arms around him and spread my wings out, the cool night air rustling my plasma-like feathers. “You ready?”

      Marcus snaked his arms around my waist and held on tightly as I flapped my wings, taking us up into the sky. I couldn’t push off the ground the way Abby and Justin could. Even though I had wings, I simply didn’t have the strength in my legs to move us an inch. Marcus was heavy, and I constantly feared I would drop him as we soared through the sky, trying to catch up to Justin and Abby.

      The muscles in my arms stung, but I wasn’t letting go. What I needed was strength, and it was something I clearly didn’t have.

      But Marcus did.

      And even though he was probably doing the biggest share of holding onto me, I was still hurting. My back ached, and I knew there was a better way. I felt guilty for even considering it.

      “Do it,” Marcus said, his voice coming out as a whisper thanks to the wind muffling his words.
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      I looked down at him. “Do what?” I asked, trying my best to hide the pain in my voice. But it was useless. He’d heard it.

      “We’re in this together, so take what you need and stop worrying. Stop trying to do this on your own.”

      I was so used to doing things on my own. I’d spent my whole life dealing with all my pain and suffering on my own. No one could help me. And now that I could finally free myself from my pain, I had a hard time letting go.

      I was created to take and let go, and that was exactly what I had to do. The trouble was, it was easier said than done—especially when I was taking from the man I loved when all I wanted to do was give to him. I was designed that way. To make sure Marcus was whole. But I had no idea how to do that. I had no idea what he needed fixed, and taking from him was like going against everything that was ingrained in my DNA.

      But that didn’t mean I couldn’t draw from other sources.

      Tilting my head back, I looked at Abby and Justin in the distance. Sorry guys. Slowly but surely, I stole just enough strength from them to allow me to hold onto Marcus for the remainder of the trip without my muscles aching.

      The strange thing was neither of them noticed. Or maybe they did and they just didn’t say anything, happy to play their part in keeping their friend from falling to his death because he was too stubborn to allow one of them to carry him for the final leg of the journey.

      Only it wasn’t the final leg. It was the interim. Or maybe even the beginning. Morgana wasn’t going to be an easy kill, finding the witches wasn’t going to be easy, and working out who Morgana’s partner was and destroying them was going to be the hardest of all.

      Drawing on my newfound strength, I tightened my grip on Marcus and caught up to Abby and Justin.

      It was early morning. The sky was dark, and it was still hard for me to see. My eyes stung, and I couldn’t do anything about it. I couldn’t “borrow” any of their invisible eyelids or whatever they had that protected their eyes from the wind.

      Trying to ignore the discomfort, I turned my attention to Marcus and the way he felt in my arms now that my strength wasn’t an issue. We were finally doing something, and even though we had nowhere safe to call home, we were together. That was all that mattered. That, plus saving Mava and Astrid, and destroying the supernatural world that was hell-bent on keeping us in the dark.

      After flying for what felt like forever, Marcus gave me a little nudge. “We’re here.”

      Following Abby and Justin’s lead, I brought us down a few feet, getting ready to land on the roof of a building in the city.

      Knowing how crappy I was at landing had my nerves on edge. If I missed the mark, there was a good chance we’d either tumble off the roof and plummet to the ground, or smack into the side of a nearby building.

      That was probably why Abby did a last minute detour and landed on the top of the tallest building in the city. The problem with that building was it had a smaller rooftop than the other ones in the area.

      “You did it in the forest, and you can do it now,” Marcus said. “Just have faith in yourself.”

      Yeah, that was easier said than done. But he was right. I had to have a little faith in him or at least the guts to try. For our own safety, I needed to get this right, or a human might catch sight of us if we fell to the ground.

      I was not going to let that happen.

      Taking a deep breath, I lined up for the landing and forced my eyes to remain open when all I wanted to do was close them and pray for the best.

      What made it worse was that both Abby and Justin had already landed and were watching me like a hawk.

      The roof was coming closer, and I had no idea if I was going too fast.

      “Pull up,” Marcus said. “You don’t need to land the way they did. Lift up, hover over your mark, and then slowly glide down.”

      That sounded easier. I did as Marcus suggested, and before I knew it, our feet were firmly planted on the roof of the highest building in Sydney.

      Marcus lifted me in his arms and kissed me. “See. You’ve got it all in here.” He pointed to my temple. “You may not remember it, but that’s what I’m here for.”

      Setting me back on the ground, Marcus slipped his hand into mine and led me over to the others, who were standing on the edge of the building, looking down at the streets below.

      “What’s the plan?” Marcus asked.

      “We’ve got another hour to wait until the bank opens. We can either stay up here or go get something to eat,” Justin said.

      “I vote to eat,” I said. I was amazed by how hungry I was after having eaten only a couple of hours ago. I finally understood why they all ate so much.

      Abby twisted around to face us. “Sounds good to me.”

      She stepped off the edge of the building and dropped onto a discreet part of the balcony of the restaurant below.

      Marcus swept me up in his arms, jumped off the roof, and landed with the grace of a cat beside Abby. Then he set me on my feet.

      Justin followed, landing on the other side of Marcus.

      We made our way to the main area of the restaurant, which surprisingly was already filled with diners either wanting to take in the sights of the city over breakfast or attending an early morning meeting.

      Once we were shown to our seats, the waiter took our order.

      I settled back in my chair as I watched the three of them carry on as if it were any other day and they were just enjoying each other’s company.

      Marcus rested his arm across the back of my seat and ran his fingers over my shoulder. “You okay?”

      I smiled. “Perfect.”

      The truth was anything but perfect. In that moment, ignoring everything that was wrong with our lives, I could see how this was going to end.

      We were going to rescue the witches and destroy everyone who stood in our way—who stood in the way of fulfilling my destiny. I had no choice but to complete what I was born to do.

      Looking up into his eyes, which were filled with unconditional love for me, made me doubt my words. I’d already experienced his pain when he thought he’d lost me—and there was a massive possibility that I would be reborn. I couldn’t imagine how he’d be if I never came back.

      How could I possibly fulfill my destiny? How could I do that to him?

      There was an unrelenting struggle going on in my mind as I tried to figure out if doing what was right really was the right thing to do.

      Who was I to tell Marcus what was right for him? If he didn’t want to become who he was meant to be, how could I destroy not only his wishes but also his faith in love?

      Marcus leaned closer to me. “It’s going to be fine. We’re going to be fine. We’ll get what we came for. Then we’ll be free to complete our mission.”

      I forced a smile then turned my gaze to Justin. “Am I right in assuming you’ll go into the bank?”

      He nodded. “Abby can come with me.”

      I was relieved to know I didn’t have to play any part in deceiving the bank staff into letting me get my hands on Mava’s security deposit box. Not that I knew if they would have to talk their way in. The details weren’t something I cared to know. I already had enough going through my mind. They could deal with the trivial stuff.

      Our meals were soon delivered, and the four of us fell silent as we hungrily devoured our food.

      Abby was the first to finish. She leaned back in her chair and asked, “So, is anyone going to fill Lucy and me in on what happened the last time you tried finding Titus?”
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      In all the drama that had happened with Mava drugging me, finding my guardians, and discovering who I was, I’d completely forgotten neither Marcus nor Justin had told us what happen when they’d left Abby and me outside the Devil’s Playground and had followed Colton, hoping he’d lead them to Titus.

      I’d feared the worst when I saw Morgana following them into the club, but it mustn’t have been anything too bad considering both Marcus and Justin were sitting at the same table as us and were in one piece.

      Marcus leaned back in his seat, his eyes turning a fiery shade of amber. He remained silent. I wasn’t sure if it had to do with the failed attempt or if thinking about that night brought up too many bad memories.

      “We never made it to Colton’s meeting with Titus,” Justin said. “And now that we know Morgana is involved, we probably have her to thank for the distraction.”

      Abby drew her brows together. “What distraction?”

      Justin sighed. “I ended up doing a collection I wasn’t listed to make.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Why couldn’t you just leave whoever died for someone else to collect?”

      “Because if I did, a demon could’ve tampered with the soul and the human would’ve ended up somewhere he didn’t deserve to be. Doing what is right outweighs doing what we want.”

      As much as I didn’t like that they still hadn’t found Titus, I couldn’t blame them for choosing to save a soul. After what I’d seen in the tunnel, I wouldn’t wish the wrong fate upon anyone.

      “I think it’s safe to say our priority after rescuing Mava and Astrid is to find Titus,” Justin said. “He must be hiding something if he’s doing this much to keep us away.”

      I shrugged. “Either that or someone is using him as a deflection.”

      Marcus looked at me. “You could be right, but we won’t know for sure until we talk to him.”

      “And finding Titus doesn’t seem to be easy. It might get easier after we dispose of Morgana, though.”

      Abby raised her brows. “Dispose of?”

      “Would you prefer ‘kill the evil bitch?’”

      Abby chuckled. “I can’t wait to see the look on her face when she realizes you remember—and know your true power.”

      I momentarily glanced at Marcus, and it didn’t go unnoticed by Abby. “What was that look for?” she asked.

      “What look?” I tried to play nonchalant.

      “Drop it, Abby,” Marcus warned.

      “Fine.” She slouched back in her seat. “So, what are you two going to do while Justin and I go inside? We’ll probably be gone for a good half hour.” Abby wiggled her eyebrows.

      I frowned. “Not what you’re thinking.”

      Abby shrugged a shoulder. “Your loss.” She looked out the window then whacked Justin’s arm. “We better get going. They’ll be open in a few minutes.”

      Again with their freakish ability to tell time. I stuck my hand into my pocket to fetch my phone and see how accurate she was, but it wasn’t there. “My phone.”

      Justin wiped his mouth with a napkin then threw it onto the table. “What about your phone?”

      “I must’ve left it behind.”

      “Does it really matter?” Abby asked. “At least your mom won’t be bothering you anymore.”

      “True.” When I thought about it, I probably should’ve ditched my phone a long time ago. Mom would’ve known I’d thrown away her only form of contact with me. But that was the point. I was finally free of her. There was no way she would find me now.

      That realization was a huge weight off my shoulders. It was bad enough we were going up against a powerful witch and paranormal being, but my mom… she was a right pain in my ass.

      “We’ll have to get you another one so we can keep in touch if we get separated,” Marcus said.

      I raised a brow. “You plan on separating from me?”

      “I don’t plan on letting you out of my sight, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be ready in case something goes wrong.”

      “Fair enough—as long as I get a new number so I don’t have to worry about my mom calling.”

      “Done.”

      Abby nudged Justin again then stood. “Come on. We better get moving.”

      Justin grabbed his glass of juice and took a sip as he rose to his feet. “We won’t be long.” He grabbed his backpack off the floor and rummaged inside for a moment. Then he pulled out a chunk of cash, folded it in half, and threw it to Marcus. “This should cover breakfast and a phone for Lucy.”

      I stared at the pile of one hundred dollar bills in Marcus’s hands. “And a whole heap more.” I whipped my head around to ask Justin where he’d gotten that kind of money, but he and Abby had already gone.

      Marcus unfolded the cash, removed three notes, and dropped them on the table. “Are you ready to go?” He pocketed the rest of the money.

      I grabbed another croissant and stood. “I am now.”

      He smiled. “Good to see you’re no longer worried about what you eat.”

      Smiling, I took a bite then followed him to the lifts. We weren’t the only ones riding the elevators down, and somehow the humans brought comfort to my soul. Humans were predictable—safe. Sure there were psychotic ones, but they could be stopped much easier than a pile of black, misty smoke that could literally slip between my fingers and suck the life out of me. Just thinking about them sent shivers down my spine. I really needed to get over my fear of those damn Soul Scrapers.

      Once we were on the ground floor, Marcus and I made our way outside.

      “There’s a phone shop down the block and to the left,” Marcus said.

      Even though I’d grown up in Sydney, he seemed to know the streets better than I did. I guess that came with being an immortal—and he’d probably spent the better parts of my life searching the streets for me. Or so I assumed.

      Ten minutes later, we walked out of the shop with my new phone. I fiddled with the settings as Marcus guided the way, making sure I didn’t bump into anyone because my gaze wasn’t where it should’ve been.

      “Can’t that wait?” Marcus asked.

      I raised my gaze to him and was about to tell him how much it couldn’t wait when I saw the look in his eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      He was scanning our surroundings, and his jaw was set tight. “Nothing.”

      “A bit of honesty wouldn’t go astray.”

      Marcus scratched his head. “Ah, yeah. Sorry.” He momentarily looked at me before returning his gaze to our surroundings. “I’m pretty sure they know where we are.”

      My eyes widened as I scanned the street, fear clutching its demented fingers around my heart and squeezing the crap out of it. “What? Where?”

      “I’m not sure, which is why we need to keep moving and keep our eyes peeled for them.”

      Shoving my phone in my pocket, I nodded. “Them” referred to a whole range of different species that I wanted to remain as far away from as possible. “Let’s get out of here. Where are we meeting Abby and Justin?”

      “We’re waiting for a call.”

      We moved through the streets, taking turn after turn, distancing ourselves from our last known location as quickly as possible without drawing unnecessary attention.

      Humans crowded the streets, providing a false sense of security. I wasn’t sure if Soul Scrapers would come after me in such a public place, but I didn’t want to take any chances.

      Marcus’s phone rang. He retrieved it from the pocket of his jeans, swiped the screen, and put it to his ear. “You got it?”

      “We’ll be there in two.” He disconnected the call then returned the phone to his pocket.

      Marcus looked over his shoulder. “We have a problem.”

      My blood froze. I may not have been able to sense the demonic creatures, but he could. I was positive that was what our problem was. “What is it?”

      “We’re close to the meeting point, but we’re not alone. Soul Scrapers are already scouring the streets, and we also have the pleasure of being hunted by the Hellhounds and Possessions.”

      “What are Possessions?”

      He puffed out a laugh. “You don’t want to know.”

      Marcus may not have thought I needed to know what they were, but I sure wanted to know. “What do they look like?”

      “They look like anyone and everyone. They use humans as a vessel to carry out acts that would otherwise cause hysteria amongst the humans if they knew demonic creatures existed.”
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      My breath caught in my throat as I looked at the people around me. Any one of them could’ve been a Possession, and I’d be none the wiser. “I don’t see them.”

      “Doesn’t mean they’re not there.”

      Marcus led me quickly through the streets, ducking through department stores on our way to our rendezvous point. “We’re almost there.”

      Relief washed over me when we rounded the street corner and Abby and Justin came into view. We still had another hundred meters or so until we were safely in their reach, but we were on the homestretch and—

      Marcus shoved me behind him as he smacked someone in the face. Then he dragged the man into a nearby boutique clothing store.

      The staff scattered to the rear of the shop then disappeared into the back room as a couple of customers made a dash for the exit.

      Adrenalin pumped through my veins. Marcus wasn’t a violent man—apart from when it came to Justin and when he’d almost burned down Paege’s shop—which only meant one thing: a Possession must’ve taken hold of the human.

      Still gripping the man around the neck, Marcus shoved him against a large mirror hanging on the wall and tipped his head back into an unnatural position as he forced the man’s mouth open. I was sure Marcus was millimeters away from breaking the human’s neck, but I had to trust he knew what he was doing.

      Marcus shoved his hand into his pocket, retrieved a small black capsule about half an inch long, and shoved it down the man’s throat, forcing him to swallow it.

      The man’s face contorted unnaturally as he clawed at Marcus’s hands, trying to free himself.

      A woman come out of the storeroom with her hands behind her back. At first, I thought she was crazy for potentially putting herself in harm’s way. Then I noticed the absent look in her eyes. Something wasn’t right.

      Without warning, she lifted her hand and propelled a knife toward Marcus.

      “No,” I screamed, raising my hand in a pathetic attempt to stop the knife.

      With his back still to the woman, Marcus dodged the blade, leaving the human straight in the path of the knife. Only it never connected.

      My eyes widened in disbelief as I watched the knife hover in midair for two seconds then drop to the floor.

      The woman didn’t miss a beat. She grabbed a pair of scissors from behind the counter and charged at us, a cold, calculating look in her eyes, which were trained on me.

      I’d prepared myself to fight against demonic creatures, but how was I supposed to fight a possessed human without any knowledge or warning?

      Marcus threw his hand out toward her, a gush of air propelling the woman and slamming her into the counter. “Run!”

      I didn’t need to be told twice. Making a dash for the door, I sprinted through the store and onto the street, almost taking out a mother pushing her baby in a stroller.

      Pulling up short, I sidestepped the woman and headed up the street. “Abby,” I whispered loudly, trying not to draw unnecessary attention to me but hoping her hearing was sharp enough to be able to pick up sounds a human could not.

      No such luck. She stood in the distance, chatting with Justin who seemed equally as oblivious to what was going down with us.

      Marcus caught up, grabbed my hand, and pulled me until we were jogging down the sidewalk. We crossed the road, dodging the traffic as we tried to further distance ourselves from the Possessions.

      Abby twisted around toward us, and a carefree smile spread across her face. “Took your time.”

      Marcus grabbed her elbow, forcing her to start walking with us. “We’ve got company.”

      Justin caught up. “Where? I can’t feel anything.”

      “Which explains why you didn’t bother coming to help out when we had two Possessions a few shops down the road.”

      Abby’s eyes widened as she glanced over her shoulder. “That shouldn’t be possible.”

      I followed her gaze and saw four humans trailing us, careful not to get too close but probably ready to pounce, given the chance.

      We weren’t going to give them a chance.

      I racked my brain trying to figure out a way I could use their abilities, but the only thing I could come up with was either extracting them from the humans they were using and drawing them into me or sending them into another unsuspecting innocent person. Neither were viable options.

      Dark clouds swept across the sky, bringing with them rolling thunder, reminding me of the day Marcus and I had left the rehab. That seemed like a lifetime ago. I’d thought the worst I had to deal with was feeling other people’s pain, and now I was running from demonic creatures who were hell-bent on killing me.

      “What are you doing?” I asked Marcus.

      “Deflecting.”

      A crack of thunder shook the ground beneath us, and the wind suddenly picked up.

      People scattered like ants, running for the safety of nearby buildings as the clouds cracked open and rain pelted down, swallowing the light of the day and turning the atmosphere into something that hadn’t been seen in years.

      Shadows danced in my peripheral vision, sending shivers down my spine. My nerves were on edge waiting for the next creature to make its appearance. I absently brushed my hand over the gauze pads on my stomach, praying I wasn’t going to get another injury to add to my collection.

      Justin grabbed hold of my wrist and tugged me toward a small alleyway between a restaurant and an office building. “We need to get up to the roof.”

      For a second, I thought he was expecting me to fly up or scale the wall and was relieved when he forcefully opened a fire escape door, cracking the locks as if they were made of paper. “In here,” he said.

      Abby and Justin entered first. I followed with Marcus close behind.

      Adrenalin pumped through my veins as I raced up the stairs, grateful I still had some of the strength I’d stolen from Abby and Justin. Otherwise, I was pretty sure Marcus would’ve had to scrape me off the floor and carry me the whole way up.

      My lungs felt as if they were on fire by the time I’d made it to the top. I may have had strength, but my cardio had taken a beating since I’d given up running. I’d let myself grow complacent ever since I met Marcus. I no longer needed to run as my escape. He was my escape. And it could potentially be my downfall. I couldn’t have weaknesses. Demons thrived on weakness.

      I raced out onto the rooftop and quickly took in my surroundings. I was relieved to find it was only the four of us up here.

      Marcus slammed the door shut behind him and leaned against it. A few seconds later, the possessed humans thumped against the other side of the door, their screeches reverberating through my mind as they desperately tried to get through.

      I folded my hands over the back of my head and breathed in deeply as I tried to ignore their cries and settle the mixture of nerves and adrenalin raging inside of me.
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      Justin strode over and handed me a small vial filled with murky green liquid. “Drink this. It’ll stop them from being able to follow us.”

      I curled my fingers over the glass, trying to avoid looking at the contents in case I saw something inside that would make me want to be sick. You never knew what the ingredients were when it came to witchcraft. “Where to from here?”

      “Drink up, and then we’ll fly out of the city.”

      “Won’t the humans see us?”

      “That’s where I come in.” Marcus opened his vial and downed the contents, screwing up his face in the process. “The clouds can cover our departure.”

      I opened my vial, and no matter how much I tried, I couldn’t stop myself from looking at the murky liquid inside. Thankfully, I couldn’t see any eyes staring back at me, but fear still ate away inside my stomach because the last time I drank something of Mava’s, I ended up almost dead and left Marcus in a world of pain. I prayed this wasn’t going to be another one of her tricks.

      I shook my head. Of course it wasn’t. Mava had done everything for Marcus and me, and I couldn’t let a little thing like fear get in the way of our mission.

      Resting the vial against my lips, I tilted it up and drank the potion. I almost gagged as the mixture slipped over my tongue. It was so much worse than the previous potion she’d given me, and I tried my hardest not to think about the ingredients that had probably gone into the concoction.

      Holding the empty vial I looked around the rooftop. “Where’s Abby?”

      “Over here,” she yelled.

      I twisted around in Marcus’s direction but couldn’t see her.

      A few moments later, she came around the side of the stairwell entry, carrying a massive air conditioning unit as if it were a giant balloon. That girl was a force to be reckoned with.

      She dropped it beside Marcus then pushed it across the door, blocking it so that Marcus no longer had to.

      Abby dusted off her hands. “You ready?”

      “Don’t you and Justin have to take your potions?” I asked.

      “We already took ours while we were waiting for you.”

      “Right,” I said.

      Marcus peered up at the dark clouds rolling in. It looked as if the storm of the century was about to let loose, but the storm was us, not Mother Nature.

      Justin adjusted the strap on his backpack, which was sitting flush against his chest. “We better get going. We need to put as much distance between us and Sydney before the spell runs out.”

      I raised a brow. “It runs out?” I wanted to slap myself for being so naïve. Nothing lasted forever. If it did, I certainly wouldn’t remember who I was, and I was thankful the spell placed on me had started to wane when it had.

      “It should give us about a day or two, and then we’ll need to make our own unless we manage to rescue Mava and Astrid before the spell runs out.” Justin then added, “There are still another two vials, so you’ll remain safe for a few days.”

      Marcus wrapped his hand around my hip from behind. “We’ll find them before we need to worry about that.”

      I loved his optimism and prayed he was right.

      “Plus, Mava’s given us the recipe to make some more, so you really don’t need to worry,” Justin said.

      Abby spread her wings. “The ingredients might be a little hard to come by.”

      I swallowed hard at the thought of trying to get our hands on spider eyes or whatever else went into the concoction.

      The air conditioning unit in front of the door scraped a few millimeters across the ground, reminding us that we needed to get moving.

      “Follow us,” Abby said then took off into the sky, disappearing into the folds of the clouds.

      Yeah, following them would be easy—if I could actually see where they were.

      “It’s clear above the clouds,” Marcus said as if he could read my thoughts. I wondered if he also had the ability to read people’s souls like Mava could. Now was not the time to find out.

      Justin put his hand on my shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Will you be okay?”

      “I’ll be fine.” I glanced at Marcus, hoping to get a reading on him and how he was dealing with Justin being so personal with me.

      His steely gaze remained on Justin, and he looked two seconds from reacquainting his fist with Justin’s face.

      Even though we owed Justin so much for helping me discover who I really was, we still had a long way to go before their relationship was back on track.

      The Possessions slammed against the door again, forcing it another couple of millimeters open. Those buggers were strong, and it wouldn’t be too long before they broke through. I had no idea if they could follow us through the air, and it wasn’t something I wanted to find out.

      I wrapped my arms around Marcus’s chest and unfurled my wings, grateful that I could now use them on command.

      Marcus held on to me tightly and pushed off the rooftop, propelling us into the dark clouds and hiding us from the humans below.

      I pumped my wings, taking us higher until we broke through the clouds into the bright blue sky above.

      Abby was hovering in midair, waiting for us to appear. She smiled then took off south. I followed her through the sky with Justin trailing behind me. I wasn’t sure if he was behind us due to my pain I’d inflicted on him or if he was keeping an eye on me. Either way, I was glad to be in the middle should anything go wrong.

      We’d been in the air for about three hours when Abby pulled up and waited for us to get closer. “There’s a motel and a café down there.” She pointed to a small town in the middle of nowhere. “We can stop to regroup and figure out where to go next.”

      “Sounds good,” Marcus said.

      I had no idea where we were—or even what state we were in. All I knew was that I was hungry, tired, and would do just about anything to wash the stench of blood from my wound off me.

      We landed amongst the trees then walked the short distance into town. The motel didn’t need any ID, and we were able to grab a couple of rooms without any worries.

      Marcus and I were in one room, and at first Abby refused to sleep in the same room as Justin. Then she had a sudden change of heart and not only agreed but insisted. I wondered if she didn’t fully trust him either and wanted to make sure he didn’t double-cross us.

      As soon as we were alone, I headed into the bathroom, peeled off my clothes, and looked at the reflection of my torso in the mirror.

      Blood seeped through the gauze pads, and I knew that whatever was beneath wasn’t going to be pretty.

      Still, I had to see.

      I unraveled the bandage then lifted the corner of the pad. I peeled it back and winced at the sight of the wound. It was grotesque.

      I grabbed a face cloth from the shelf then turned the faucet on. Once the water warmed up, I ran the face cloth under the water then wiped the smears of blood off my skin, being careful not to actually touch the wound. That proved almost impossible. And of course I scratched the cloth over my open flesh, sending a new bout of pain soaring through my body. “Shit.”

      Marcus tapped on the half-closed door then opened it. “Let me see.”

      Blinking away the tears pooling in my eyes, I turned to face him.

      His pupils dilated, and his jaw dropped as his gaze drifted over me. “You need to get that checked out.”

      I’d watched nurses and doctors sew me back together countless times, and I was positive I could do it myself—if only I had the materials. “I know.”

      He narrowed his eyes as he studied the wound. “Unless…”

      “Unless what?”

      Marcus lifted his gaze to meet mine. “Unless you take from me.”
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      Horrified by his suggestion, I took a step back. “I’m not taking anything from you.” When he was about to protest, I added, “Besides, I’ve already given Justin my pain. What more can I do?”

      “You can take my self-healing ability.”

      I held the cloth under the water and rinsed the blood off. “I can’t take from you.”

      Marcus leaned against the counter. “You can, and then you can give it back as soon as you’ve healed.”

      I squeezed out the face cloth and continued to wipe the blood off my skin.

      He grabbed my hand, stopping me. “You can’t even take a shower because it’s so bad. And before you go on about how you can deal with this, the thing is, you don’t have to.”

      Closing my eyes, I leaned my hands on the counter. “I can’t.”

      “I heal fast. You take what you need, and give it back to me when you’re finished.”

      “I can’t,” I said again. And that was the truth. I was created to fix him, not take from him, and I didn’t know how I could go against what was ingrained in my soul.

      He lifted his gaze to meet mine. The pain in his eyes was back with full vengeance. “I can’t see you like this.”

      “Then don’t look.” I turned away from him and took a step toward the shower.

      Marcus caught me by the arm and spun me around. “Please take it.”

      My chest tightened as I tried to ignore his pleas and stay strong to my belief.

      He swept my hair away from my face then cupped my jaw in his hand. “I know you think you’re doing the right thing, but you’re not.”

      I bit my lip as I fought the urge to put distance between us, and I listened to what he had to say. “I’m not created to take from you.”

      He smiled. “And I’m not created to spend the next few hours with Justin while I wait for you to get better using his healing abilities instead of mine.” Marcus raised his other hand and cupped the back of my neck. “And before you say anything about using Abby, considering what she is, that might not be such a good idea.”

      My furrowed my brow. “Why?”

      “Because she’s a demon and there’s only so much you can take from her before her inner demons cross over. Justin, on the other hand, is middle ground. But under the circumstances, I think you’d understand why I don’t want to be too close to him for longer than necessary.”

      “You still don’t trust him, do you?”

      “I trust that he wants to do what’s necessary to protect us, but that doesn’t mean I trust that he won’t do something we don’t agree on just to guarantee the end result we all desire.”

      The sad thing was, I agreed. Doubt played in the back of my mind whenever Justin was involved. Although he’d proven he was there for us, I still couldn’t rule out him doing something he deemed necessary and breaking our hearts in the process.

      He dropped his hands to mine and entwined my fingers with his. “At least take half, and then we can share.”

      I forced a smile. “You’re not going to let up on this, are you?”

      “Not when you’re as hurt as you are.”

      I stared at him, my conscience telling me I shouldn’t, and my brain telling me I should. My heart was the deciding factor. I could deal with pain and injuries, but I couldn’t handle seeing him look at me that way. “Fine. But I’m only taking enough for it to crust over. Then I’m giving it back to you.”

      He pulled me forward and planted a kiss on my lips. “Or you could keep it. I’m happy to share with you.”

      I shook my head. “Never in a million years.”

      He let go of my hand and caressed my cheek. “All that matters is you’re okay.”

      “We’re okay,” I corrected him.

      He nodded and took a step back. “Take it from me.”

      Biting my lip, I looked at the ceiling and forced myself to go against what I was born to do. I shifted closer to him, leaned my head against his chest, and closed my eyes. I still had no idea how my ability worked exactly, so I went with my gut instinct and tried to mentally envision myself drawing from him, capturing his healing ability inside of me, and using it to heal myself.

      Marcus leaned down and kissed the top of my head. “Thank you,” he whispered.

      I lifted my head and let out a shuddered breath. I didn’t know what to say, so I avoided the subject altogether. “Abby and Justin will be waiting for us.”

      “Let them wait,” he said. “My priority is you, not them.”

      I smiled. “As much as I love that about you, the fact is they’re our priority because they’re trying to help save my ass and they’re the ones with the location spell.”

      The corner of his lips turned up. “Technically, we don’t need to find Mava and Astrid so quickly now that you’ve taken from me.”

      My eyes widened in shock.

      “I’m kidding,” he said with a small laugh. “We’re still rescuing them. It’s just not as urgent now.”

      I gently whacked his chest. “You are incorrigible.”

      He shrugged. “Honest, in love, and desperate is more like it.”

      What could I say to that? Nothing. When it came down to it, two of Marcus’s mantras were mine as well. I was desperate, and would do anything to protect the man I loved.

      Deciding I would shower after I healed a little more, I found a first aid kit and applied another gauze pad.

      Once I was dressed, we headed to a small café where we found Abby and Justin sitting next to each other at a booth, digging into their meals.

      To anyone else, they looked like a couple wanting to be as close to each other as possible, but the truth was they would never be more than acquaintances that had Marcus and my best interests at heart.

      We slipped into the seat opposite them and each grabbed a menu.

      Peering over the laminated menu, I looked at what they’d ordered. Justin had a chicken schnitzel with mashed potatoes and roast veggies, and Abby had what I assumed was once lamb shanks served with mashed potatoes and gravy but was now just two bones sitting in sloppy brown mashed potato.

      It looked disgusting but delicious at the same time. “I think I’m going to have what Abby had,” I said to no one in particular.

      She lifted her gaze to meet mine. “Grab me another one while you’re at it.”

      “Seriously?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine, precious Lulu. You stay here, and I’ll order your food.”

      My mouth dropped open. “I wasn’t—”

      A grin played on her lips. “I’m kidding.” She stood and moved to the end of the table. “What do you want, Marcus?”

      “I’ll have the shanks as well.”

      “Justin?” she asked.

      “Ahh, could you grab me a strawberry milkshake?”

      The corner of her lips tipped up. “Sure.”

      Justin put down his knife and fork then grabbed his bag as Abby strutted over to the counter. “I want to show you this before we get started.”

      I refrained from pointing out that he’d already started his meal.

      He pulled out a journal similar to the one that was left on my bed when Marcus went missing, except this one was smaller in size and was about a quarter of the thickness.

      “What’s that?” Marcus asked.

      Justin placed the leather bound journal on the table and pushed it toward Marcus. “Mava left this inside the safety deposit box along with the vials.”

      Marcus opened the book and flipped through the pages. “What am I supposed to be looking for?”

      Justin stopped him from turning another page. “That right there.” He pointed to a section that spoke of seeking one’s desire.

      “Shit,” Marcus said. “We need a lock of her hair.”

      Justin pulled a small black felt bag out of his backpack. “We already have that.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” I asked.

      “The problem is, we also need to be within a certain radius of Mava for it to work, or it’ll just point to a region on the map.”

      Abby came back to the table and slipped into her seat. “And we only have enough hair for one try.”

      Frowning, I pointed to the felt bag. “Are you sure that’s even Mava’s hair in there?”

      Justin leaned back in his seat. “I have no idea. Mava didn’t leave any instructions. All I know is she stowed away some necessary items in the safety deposit box should anything happen to her.”

      “So you’re assuming she stored her own hair just in case?” Marcus asked.

      The waiter came over carrying a tray with four strawberry milkshakes on top. “Here you go.” She placed one in front of each of us.

      “Thanks,” I said with a warm smile. I hadn’t had a milkshake in forever.

      “You’re welcome. Your meals will be ready shortly.” She turned on her heels and headed back to the kitchen.

      “Thought we could all use some kiddie food to make us feel better.” Abby winked at Justin.

      He picked up his glass. “Milkshakes are not kiddie food.”

      She patted his forearm. “Keep telling yourself that.”

      “Anyway,” Justin said, turning his attention to Marcus and me. “We’re going to have to try and figure out where would be the most likely place Morgana would keep Mava and Astrid.”

      Abby twirled her straw between her fingers. “I still think she’d take them back to her place where they’d have the most protection from her priestesses and the greatest chance of keeping us out.”

      Remembering how Astrid had so easily kept Abby out of her shop and how I wasn’t able to get close to the Devil’s Playground, I asked, “How are we going to get past their security? I mean, we couldn’t even get through the one’s around the club or the one at Mava’s store.”

      Marcus nudged his shoulder against mine. “That’s where you come in.”

      I frowned, having no idea how I could possibly play a part in getting through their spells. I didn’t know witchcraft, and I certainly wasn’t a witch. “How so?”

      “Well, I’ve been thinking about your gift.”

      “And?”

      “If it’s as strong as I think it is, then you’ve got the ability to manipulate everything around you.”

      “Like you took Justin’s and my muscle power on our way down to Sydney,” Abby said.

      “You noticed?”

      She barked out a laugh. “Of course we noticed. We just didn’t say anything. And you’re welcome by the way.”

      “Thanks,” I said, feeling crappy for stealing from them. “I figured you’d prefer to lose a little than have me drop Marcus.”

      “I never would’ve let go,” he said as the waitress delivered our meals.

      “By the way, where is Morgana’s place?” I asked when the waitress left us alone.

      Abby scooped some gravy-soaked mashed potato onto her fork. “Near Wellington.”
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      My jaw hung open. “As in New Zealand?”

      Marcus cut a piece of lamb off the bone. “Yeah.”

      I rested my knife and fork on the plate. “How are we going to get over there to cast the spell.”

      Abby raised a brow. “Fly. How else do you think we’d travel?”

      “And I’m guessing you’re referring to the good old fashioned way.” Flying to Sydney was one thing, but flying to New Zealand was taking it to a whole other level. I’d freeze my ass off on the way over.

      “You do know it only takes three hours via plane.”

      Marcus leaned closer to me. “And about half the time for us.”

      I grabbed my milkshake and took a sip. “So, do we all fly over, do the spell, and hope it works?”

      Justin nodded. “If it doesn’t, we have to fly back to see what we can salvage from Mava’s place so we can try again.”

      “Jesus Christ.” I leaned back in my seat. “I was hoping you guys were going to tell me Morgana lived about a half-hour flight from here, and we could spend the night in the motel before setting off in the morning.” Even though I loved flying, my injury was testing me. I didn’t know how long it was going to take for me to heal, and I didn’t want to ask because then Marcus would know how bad it was.

      Marcus twisted around to face me. “We still can. It’ll take less time than the flight from Byron to Sydney.” He leaned in closer and whispered, “And you won’t be in any pain by the morning.”

      “Of course she won’t,” Abby said. “She’s already given it to Justin.”

      I glanced between Abby and Justin. “Actually, that’s not what he was referring to. Marcus is helping me heal.”

      Abby leaned forward and rubbed my hand that was resting on the table. “Good for you. You’re finally owning what you are.”

      I frowned. “I’ve only known about my abilities for less than a day.”

      She let go of my hand and sat back in her seat. “I would’ve been taking and giving the second I found out. I mean, how awesome is that?”

      No matter how great it sounded, it was still a form of a curse. To be given the power to control everything around you and not know how to use it was a very dangerous thing. So far, nothing bad had happened, but I had a gut feeling that would change. It was inevitable.

      Marcus slipped his hand across the arch of my back. “Not everyone is like you, Abby.”

      I picked up my knife and fork then carved up my lamb shanks. “What do we do now?”

      Justin stared at me for a few seconds. “Abby and I could fly over as soon as we’ve gathered the rest of the ingredients and do the spell while you two stay here and recover. We don’t all need to be there.”

      “Maybe that’s not such a bad idea,” Marcus said. “That way if you can’t find Mava, we can head back to Byron to see if we can find anything of hers or Astrid’s so we can try again.”

      “It’ll cut out more than a few hours,” Abby agreed. “We could be over and back by morning.”

      Marcus grabbed his milkshake then took a sip. “And while you’re gone, we can gather the ingredients for another hiding potion.”

      I mixed a chunk of lamb into the mashed potato then stabbed my fork into it. “Sounds good to me.”

      “Then it’s settled.” Abby put down her fork but held onto her knife. “We’ll gather what we need and leave as soon as possible.” She looked between me and my food. “Eat up. You’re going to need your energy.”

      My stomach churned with anticipation of what we were going to find out. I was glad I didn’t have to fly to another country, yet it left Marcus and me slightly more vulnerable. But I trusted Marcus, and he didn’t appear to be concerned at all.

      Once we finished our meals, we headed outside. The cool air was a huge change from that of Byron Bay’s.

      It wasn’t long ago that I would’ve been freezing in my jeans and long sleeve top, but whatever had awoken within me was changing my genetic makeup. Either that or it was my brain accepting who I really was and no longer telling me I was human and should feel the cold. The latter was more likely. Then again, when it came to me, nothing was off-limits.

      “Show me the list again,” Marcus said.

      Justin pulled the book out of his backpack, flipped through the pages until he found the one he was after, and handed it to Marcus. “We can either split up or go together.”

      Abby peered over Marcus’s shoulder. “It would be quicker if we split up.”

      Justin looked at Abby. “I’m guessing that means I’m with you.”

      “You betcha,” she said. “Someone has to keep an eye on you and make sure you’re not going to screw us over again.”

      Justin sighed. “How many times do I have to tell you I did what was necessary, and I’ve always had Marcus and Luciana’s best interest at heart?”

      She tapped his forearm. “Keep telling yourself that, but we all know the truth.”

      Justin rolled his eyes. “I’m not going to win this one, am I?”

      With a grin on her face, she winked at me. “Never.”

      Getting back to the important stuff, I gazed over the list of ingredients. Some I’d heard of but most I hadn’t. “Where are we going to get these items from?”

      “From a witch,” Abby said as if it weren’t obvious.

      Marcus looked at me apologetically. “Most of the ingredients are easy to come by, but there are others that take time. Most witches carry these in their homes, and others can be found in a store.”

      “As in a witch’s shop?” I asked.

      “Exactly,” he said.

      “So, I guess we’ll take the ones in a shop, and you guys can get the easy shit.” Abby pulled her phone out of her pocket and took a photo of the ingredients. “We’ll see you guys soon.”

      “You guys keep the book,” Justin said. “That way you can get a head start on the other one.”

      Remembering Mava’s caldron, I asked, “Won’t we need something to make it in?”

      Marcus closed the book and held it by his side. “A normal pot or bowl is all that’s needed. Witches like to use old-fashioned caldron’s because they believe it connects them to their ancestors.”

      “When in reality, their ancestors are more than likely serving the rest of their existences paying for their sins.” Justin lowered his voice and said, “But don’t tell Mava I said that.”

      I smiled. “My lips are sealed.”

      “We’ll catch up with you guys later.” Abby hooked her arm around Justin’s neck and dragged him away.

      I turned to Marcus. “Where to now?”

      “Shopping.”

      To my surprise, we ended up going to an herbal shop to gather the first of our ingredients. From there, we headed to the chemist to pickup a few different types of oils and essences from the in-store naturopath.

      It wasn’t long before we had gathered everything on our list and we’d arrived back at the motel the good old human way—without wheels. Luckily, the town wasn’t large, and we only had a one-mile round trip to make.

      Justin and Abby weren’t back and probably wouldn’t be for another couple of hours, which left Marcus and me alone with nothing to do.

      I lived for nothing to do.

      In all the commotion of him thinking I had died, me finding out who I really am, and us being on the run, we hadn’t spent any real time together, and I missed him horribly.

      While Marcus was on the phone, filling Abby in on our progress, I ducked into the bathroom and took a quick look at my wound.

      I was pleasantly surprised it had already improved. The wound had crusted over, and the angry red marks surrounding it had disappeared. By the rate it was healing, I would be almost better by the time Abby and Justin got back.

      I stripped, turned on the shower taps, and waited until the water warmed up before hopping in. The water ran over my head, washing away all confusion of the last few days, and brought clarity to my soul that hadn’t been there before.

      Abby had been right. I should’ve used my abilities earlier and taken what I needed when I needed it. I had to overcome my doubts because doubt played no part in our mission. We had to think quickly and precisely and be able to live with whatever consequences came from our decisions. I needed to learn to take and give as if it were as easy as blinking.

      I needed to own who I was and not apologize or let guilt sweep my ambitions away.

      Like the water that was rolling over my body, I had to let whatever came my way glide off me, never changing who I was beneath or the purpose I was created for.

      I may not have been giving Marcus back his light, but I could still be that light, ready to give when needed. We were like two sides of the same coin, and together we could be unstoppable. If only we believed in ourselves.

      Marcus tapped on the door then entered the bathroom. “How are you feeling?”

      “Never been better.” I knew he was referring to the wound, but my state of mind was my answer.

      I opened the shower door, grabbed his shirt, and pulled him inside.

      Marcus laughed. “Couldn’t this have waited until I at least got undressed?”

      I slipped my fingers under his shirt, grabbed hold of the hem, and lifted it halfway over his chest. “It could’ve. But then it wouldn’t have been as fun.” I pulled the shirt over his head then threw it over the shower screen as I kissed him.

      Marcus broke away. “Are you sure you’re up for this?” He leaned back and looked at my wound. “It should be healed in another few hours.”

      He was right. But who knew where we would be in another few hours, or if we were even guaranteed another few hours. I was done waiting and doing things the right way. I wanted him. I needed him, and I wasn’t going to apologize.

      I trailed my fingers down his abs, stopping on the buckle of his jeans. “I’m sure.”

      That was all he needed to hear. Time stood still as we collided with a sense of desperation, longing, and the fear that we might not live to see another day.

      We were playing a game neither of us knew if we were truly prepared for. But we wouldn’t stop until I was no longer being hunted. And the fear of what was to come was like a rush of pure adrenalin running through my body. I poured it into Marcus and drew from his need to have me in ways he never understood until now.

      I held a piece of his soul inside of me, and I would protect it no matter the cost.
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      The moon was shining eerily down on us by the time Abby and Justin returned. It was as if the planets knew something was coming. But what I didn’t know was if we were being naïve and were walking into a trap.

      I had to push those thoughts to the back of my mind and focus on what needed to be done.

      Justin unpacked the various ingredients from the shopping bag they’d brought back with them and placed the items on the small table in our room. “We’ve got everything we need here, and it shouldn’t take too long to put it all together.”

      Eagerly, I watched Marcus, Abby, and Justin work together with an unwavering focus as they crushed, boiled, and burned various ingredients until they all stood back with Justin holding a small jar filled with chunky liquid Mava would be proud of.

      “Hope no one needs to drink that,” I said.

      Justin opened his backpack and slid the jar inside. “Not everything needs to be consumed.” He zipped it up and slung it over his shoulder. “We’ll call you when we arrive.”

      “Sure thing.” Marcus cupped the back of Abby’s neck. “Don’t do anything stupid, okay?”

      She barked out a laugh. “Me? Do anything stupid?”

      “I’m serious, Abby.”

      The playful look in her eyes vanished in one of the rare moments that she took things seriously. “I know. And I promise I’ll wait for you before I do something stupid.”

      Marcus smiled. “Good.” He kissed the top of her head then came over to me and tucked me under his arm. “Take care of her, Justin.”

      Justin glanced at Abby. “I think she’s the one who’ll need to take care of me.”

      Abby whacked Justin’s chest. “You bet your ass I’m the force to be reckoned with on this team.”

      “After what I saw back at the house, I’d have to agree.” I slipped my arm around Marcus’s waist. “Good luck.”

      Justin hooked his arm around Abby’s neck. “We don’t need luck. We have Abby.”

      She slipped under his arm and headed to the door. “We’ll call you in a few.”

      Justin paused by the door. “Hopefully, we’ll find Mava first go and we won’t need to worry about trying again.”

      “Let’s hope,” I said.

      Justin smiled then closed the door behind him.

      I looked up at Marcus. “Do you think they’ll find Mava and Astrid?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” He twisted me around in his arms so I was facing him. “Which means we have to hope for the best and prepare for the worst.”

      I sighed. “I’m guessing that means we’re not going to be spending a peaceful night in this room like you told Abby and Justin we were going to.”

      “Are you up for it?”

      I didn’t need to ask what “it” was. I was ready for anything. “Absolutely.”

      “Good.” He grabbed the room key and slipped it into the pocket of his damp jeans. “Because I was thinking we need to prepare for when we go into Morgana’s estate. She’s going to have it on lockdown and will no doubt have a few spells surrounding the place to keep us out. We need to prepare for whatever she throws at us and try to find a weak spot.”

      “Exactly how are we supposed to prepare for that?”

      “As I said earlier, that’s where you come in. But I’ve been thinking a bit more since then, and I’ve got a hunch we might be able to pull this off a little easier than we first thought.”

      “How’s that?”

      “What if we didn’t need to hide? What if we were able to walk straight in, avoid all confrontation, get Mava and Astrid, and then get out of there before anyone knows they’re missing?”

      “Sounds good in theory, but how the hell are we supposed to pull that one off? They’re witches. They seem to know everything going on around them.”

      A smile spread across his face. “Only if you let them.”

      I furrowed my brow. “I’m assuming you’re not talking about going in there all ninja-like, are you?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then how?”

      He ran his hands down my arms. “That’s where you come in. I’ve got a theory that I want to test out.”

      “And that theory is?”

      “That you can make people see what you want them to see, hear what you want them to hear, and smell what you want them to smell.”

      The excitement in his voice was too contagious for me to ignore. “Go on.”

      “If I’m right, we can either do this without anyone knowing, or we could cause one major diversion that will leave Morgana and her priestesses too focused on something else to worry about Mava and Astrid.”

      Wow. That was a theory and a half. “How do you suppose we test it out?”

      “We’ll try something little at first, and then we can work our way up.”

      He grabbed my hand and led me to the door. “I think we could try seeing if you can hide yourself from others. Then maybe see if it extends to me.”

      We headed to the local pub, a short stroll from our room. It was filled with countrymen and women either shooting pool, having a family dinner with their kids in the dining area, or just plain old getting drunk.

      Marcus leaned in closer. “Now, I’m going to go up to the bar and place an order, and I want you to try to make the bartender not see you.”

      I pulled Marcus back, stopping him from walking any further. “How do you suppose I’m going to do that?” I figured he had to have a better plan than hoping for the best.

      “Like you’ve done everything else,” he said. “Just try.”

      “That may have been all good and well previously, but this is different. I can’t just will him not to see me. I have to be able to take something away from him or give something to him.”

      Marcus thought about it for a moment then said, “Then pass onto him what you see.”

      I scrunched up my face. “I’d have to stand by the bar for the view to be the same.”

      “Fair point.”

      Marcus tugged me toward an empty table near the front door and took a seat. “Okay, so maybe we need to give this a little more thought.”

      I rested my elbows on the table. “I can’t manipulate people’s thoughts or minds or whatever, so I don’t know how we can do this.”

      “Then we need to figure out a way that doesn’t entail you manipulating their thoughts.”

      “I guess I can take away his ability to see,” I said, thinking out loud.

      “That would cause too much attention here, but it might work for the witches.”

      “Except the witches would know something was up if I did something that drastic and obvious.”

      Marcus looked toward the bar area. “Can’t you take away his ability to see you without taking away his whole sight?”

      “You mean make his vision go blurry?”

      He shook his head. “No. I mean just you.”

      “Maybe I could give him a belief that I don’t exist. I don’t know how I would do that, but I think it’s our best chance unless I suddenly develop magical powers that allow me to manipulate the air and objects around me. And I don’t see that happening anytime soon. I may have one hell of a gift, but it’s not witchcraft. I can’t manipulate time and space.”

      “What about taking a piece of his memory of the area in front of him and feeding it back to him when he looks at you?”

      I turned slightly in my seat and watched the pudgy bartender as he wiped the bar down with a wet cloth. I knew how much easier it would be if I could control what he saw, but maybe I didn’t have to. Maybe I needed to control the part of his brain that interpreted what he saw.

      “Let me try something.” I stood and grabbed Marcus’s hand, tugging him off his stool.
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      “Are you going to fill me in on how you plan to do this?” Marcus asked as we headed to the bar.

      “Nope. Just go with the flow, and if it works, then I’ll tell you.”

      “You’re the boss.”

      I grinned as we walked up to the bar. “Order a drink for the two of us in case he can see me.”

      He glanced at me, the corner of his lips tipped up, and a curious gleam shone brightly in his eyes. “You got it.”

      Focusing on trying to take from the part of the bartender’s brain that processed what he saw, I desperately prayed it would work, and our plan to rescue the witches would become that much easier.

      We stood in front of the bar, and it wasn’t long before the bartender came over. “What can I get for you?”

      “Can I get a beer? And, she’ll have a glass of red.” Marcus gestured to me.

      The bartender looked my way and blinked a few times. He furrowed his brow and glanced back at Marcus. “Whatever you say,” he said, his tone telling me he thought Marcus was a nutjob with an imaginary girlfriend.

      The bartender filled a glass of beer, put it in front of Marcus, and then poured a glass of wine and put it right next to the beer.

      I had to stop myself from laughing. The bartender really thought Marcus was delusional.

      Marcus handed him a twenty. “Thanks. And you can keep the change.” He grabbed both glasses and followed me back to the table.

      I slipped into my seat. “That guy totally thought you had an imaginary girlfriend.”

      He chuckled. “I don’t think it worked properly because he kept blinking whenever he looked in your direction.”

      “I know.” I grabbed my glass and shifted it in front of me. “And I may have another idea for how this could work better.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Well, it may be easier to remove the memory of me from their brain than it is to actually make him not see me. I know what I just did will work well enough for those we can see, but not so well for those we can’t.”

      He nodded slowly. “Okay. We can try that next.”

      I ran my fingers up and down the stem of my glass. “You plan on ordering another drink for your imaginary girlfriend?”

      We spent the next hour ordering various drinks while I tried to perfect making myself invisible to those around me. Most of the time it worked, but every so often I faltered, and the bartender saw me for a split second before I disappeared again.

      Before the end of our night, I made sure I took his memory of me being there at all because I didn’t want the poor guy to think he was going crazy.

      Marcus’s phone rang as we walked down the main street of the town. He pulled his phone out of the pocket of his jeans. “It’s Abby.”

      He answered the call. “Did it work?” He paused while Abby filled him in on what was going on, and then he said, “Okay, call me when you know more.” He ended the call then pocketed his phone.

      I hooked my arm around his. “What did she say?”

      “They’ve arrived but haven’t had a chance to do the spell yet.”

      “Can’t they do it wherever they are?”

      “They want to get closer to her coven and are going by foot so they’ll be less conspicuous. It’s going to take a little longer, but they want to make sure it works the first time around.”

      Sounded logical. And I guessed that was Justin’s idea, not Abby’s. She was a “charge in first and ask questions later” kind of girl.

      I’d thought we were heading home, but Marcus had other ideas. We stopped outside the diner where we’d eaten lunch.

      “Hungry?” I asked him.

      “Always. But that’s not the only reason we’re here.” He opened the door to the café and held it wide for me to enter.

      I stepped inside, and Marcus followed. We slipped into the same booth we’d been in previously then grabbed the menus.

      I settled on a steak burger with fries, and Marcus chose chicken alfredo.

      When the waitress had finished taking our orders and headed back to the kitchen, Marcus leaned over the table and said, “When she comes back out here, I want you to try to make her believe there’s a fire in the kitchen.”

      I scrunched up my face. “How do you suppose I do that? You’re the one who can control fire, not me.”

      He sat there for a few minutes, pondering what I’d said. “You’re right. I could light a fire and burn down the place.”

      “That would sure get the witches out of their estate.”

      “But it also might burn Mava and Astrid alive.”

      “How about a tornado? You could rip the roof off her house, making it easier to figure out where she is.”

      He smiled. “You’re really getting into this, aren’t you?”

      “What’s not to love? You can control fire and air and have this amazing light that burns from within you.”

      “Yet I can’t control witchcraft. But you should be able to.”

      I breathed out harshly. I got that Marcus wanted to find a way to get in and out undetected, but I had no idea how I was able to do that. The force that had blocked me from entering the Devil’s Playground was impenetrable then, and it still would be now. “I can’t see how.”

      He reached over and covered my hand with his. “You can possess anything from anyone around you. You can fly, take someone’s sight, manipulate what they see, remove their memories. And now we’re about to see if you can make someone believe there’s a fire that doesn’t exist.”

      I glanced at the waitress and apologized internally for whatever we were going to put her through over the next hour. Of course, I would remove all her and her co-worker’s memories of her strange actions so it wouldn’t have a lasting impact on her life.

      “Fire,” I said under my breath as I tried to think of a time I’d smelled something burning. Okay, that was easy. I’d watched fire rip across the floor by Marcus’s hand, and I’d also been amongst the commotion when Mava and Astrid had been taken. That memory wasn’t very clear, but the smell that assaulted my nose—

      My eyes widened as I remembered the perfect smell to give to the waitress. Burning sage.

      I pulled the memory to the forefront of my mind then looked at the waitress and hoped for the best as I focused on giving it to her as if she were experiencing it now.

      At first, I didn’t think it worked. Then her nose twitched, and she sniffed the air as she looked around her.

      “It worked,” I said, barely able to contain my excitement.

      Marcus squeezed my hand. “Give her something more.”

      As bad as I felt for admitting it, I ended up having the time of my life. I never knew it would be so much fun to make people believe things that weren’t true.

      But no matter how much fun it was, I knew going up against the priestesses was going to be anything but fun.
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      Halfway through dinner, Abby called Marcus. “Tell me you have good news,” he said, answering his phone.

      Marcus looked up at me as he listened. And of course, he didn’t give me any hints as to whether she was giving him good or bad news.

      “See you soon.” Marcus ended the call and pocketed his phone.

      “Well?” I asked, my food long forgotten.

      He picked up his fork and twirled some spaghetti around it. “They didn’t find Mava.”

      My stomach sunk.

      We not only had no idea how long it would take to find Mava and Astrid, but we also had to find something of theirs to use in another location spell. Who knew how long that was going to take?

      Marcus gestured to my food. “Eat up. You’re going to need your energy.”

      “Are we flying out tonight?”

      Marcus shook his head. “No. I still think you should rest—”

      I softly slammed my fist against the table so as not to gain any unnecessary attention but let Marcus know how serious I was. “I will not be a liability.”

      Marcus raised a brow.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t stop thinking about what Morgana could be doing to them. And if Mava and Astrid aren’t at her coven, there’s a huge possibility we may never find them.”

      Marcus’s face softened. “We will find them.”

      “But it might be too late by the time you deem me ready.” I looked at my watch. “It’s only 9:00 p.m. We could make it back up to Byron by midnight, and I can still get some rest while you guys work on the next potion.”

      Marcus studied me for a few moments then said, “How’s your wound healing? I mean, do you think you can handle the flight?”

      I quickly looked around to make sure no one was watching then lifted my shirt just enough to see the wound then peeled back the gauze. My eyes widened in surprise when I saw the crust had started to fall off.

      “I can’t believe it,” I said under my breath, and I raised my gaze to meet Marcus’s. “It’s better.”

      “Told you I heal fast.”

      “I’ll say.”

      “Abby didn’t even heal this fast after the burns she got flying me back to your house when the Soul Scrapers turned up at the club.”

      Marcus’s muscles tensed. “What Soul Scrapers?”

      I rolled my eyes. “There’s no need to worry. I’m obviously fine, thanks to Abby.”

      “What happened?”

      Resigning to the fact that I was going to have to tell him the full story because he wasn’t going to let up, I explained what happened after he left that night.

      Marcus leaned forward and squeezed my forearms. “I guess I’ve got another thing to thank Abby for.”

      “She really cares about you.” Abby would do anything for Marcus, and I was pretty sure he’d do the same for her. Except when it came to me. I was his exception.

      “Yeah, she does,” Marcus agreed. “And she cares about you, too.”

      I couldn’t help but feel that Abby would do anything for me only because of Marcus.

      In my past lives, we hadn’t gotten along at the best of times, and now, we were only just getting to know each other on another level. So far she’d proven that her heart was filled with light, even if she was the very definition of darkness.

      Leaning back in my seat, I said, “Does this mean we’re heading back to Byron now?”

      Marcus pulled his phone out of his pocket, swiped the screen, and put it to his ear. “We’ll meet you there.”

      A smile spread across my face. “Thank you,” I mouthed.
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      We called it a night then headed back to the motel to pack our things before setting off for Byron Bay. Actually, Marcus did the packing. I sat on the end of the bed and watched him shove various potion ingredients inside a makeshift bag, which was really one of the motel’s pillowcases.

      He was silent, which was unusual for him, and I got the feeling he was avoiding talking about something—yet again. “What are you thinking about?”

      He continued to pack the pillowcase. “I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but we need to think about Titus and figure out how we’re going to get him alone.”

      “Please don’t tell me you want to see him before we find Mava and Astrid?”

      Marcus came over to me, put his hand on my shoulder, and gave it a squeeze. “He can wait until after we rescue the witches. It’s just something we need to keep in mind.”

      He sat beside me and spread his hand across the small of my back. “I know you’re going to have a lot on your mind while we’re rescuing the witches, but I was thinking maybe we should poke around and see what else we can find out while we’re there.”

      Our war didn’t end with Morgana. Marcus was right. We needed to find out everything we could about who she was working with. How exactly we were going to do that was beyond me, but I was willing to try. “We’d be stupid not to.”

      Marcus tapped my thigh then got up and continued to pack the few remaining items.

      “What’s the plan when we get there?” I asked.

      Marcus twisted the pillowcase around and tied it in a knot. “We’re going to meet them at the cave. Then we’ll head on over to Astrid’s together. Justin and Abby figured—and I tend to agree with them—there would be more security around what’s left of Mava’s home now, and since Astrid’s store is in town, the demons will be less likely to cause a scene.”

      “They didn’t seem to care about causing a scene in the middle of Sydney when there were thousands of people around us.”

      “Humans taken over by the Possessions are still easier to deal with than Hellhounds and Soul Scrapers. There’s just a chance for more innocent casualties.”

      “And you’d rather take out innocent people than demons?”

      “I never said that.” Marcus passed the pillowcase from one hand to his other. “That was Abby and Justin’s idea.”

      “But you’re happy to go along with it.”

      “Only because I believe we have a better chance there than trying to sort through the rubble that used to be Mava’s home.” He sauntered over to me. “That’s not to say any of us are going in there with complete disregard for human life. Because that’s not us.” He held his hand out to me.

      I placed my hand in his, and he pulled me to my feet. “I know you wouldn’t go in there with any intentions of killing an innocent. But it might happen.”

      “As much as you don’t want to hear it, there are always casualties in war. However, that doesn’t mean I won’t do everything within my power to make sure that doesn’t happen to an innocent.”

      Taking the life of someone who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time sat heavily in my stomach. But Marcus was right. There were always casualties in war. And war was brewing.

      It was inevitable.

      Marcus dropped the pillowcase on the bed then lifted my shirt and peeled off the gauze. “It looks good.”

      “Amazing, actually,” I said, inspecting my stomach. The majority of the crust had fallen off, and all that was left was pinkish skin where the gashes once were.

      I lowered my shirt. “Guess it’s time to give your healing back to you.”

      “Or you can keep it.” Marcus gave me a hopeful smile.

      “Not a chance.” Before he could argue the point, I gave his ability back to him.

      His face slumped. “You’ve already done it, haven’t you?”

      I patted his chest then headed to the door. “The agreement was that I would keep it until I’d healed. And I’ve healed.”

      Marcus picked up the pillowcase and slung it over his shoulder as he joined me outside. “You’re infuriating, you know that?”

      I grinned. “I could say the same thing about you.” I slipped my arm around his waist. “That’s why we’re so perfect for each other.”

      We headed down the road until we were completely out of sight of any humans, then took off into the air. I still had a small portion of Abby and Justin’s strength, which made the flight back so much easier.

      Abby and Justin were already waiting for us when we arrived at the rock cave. Thankfully, we hadn’t come across anyone who wanted to kill us, and we had Mava to thank for that.

      Justin adjusted his backpack, which was slung over his shoulder. “How are you feeling, Lucy?”

      Abby shone her torch at me.

      I shielded my eyes. “Great.” I lifted my shirt enough to show my non-existent wound. The last of the crust had come away during the flight back.

      “Good,” Abby said, pointing the torch at my stomach. “Because you’re going to need to be at your best for what we’re about to do.”

      I swallowed hard as I let my shirt fall back into place. “Do you think they’ll be waiting for us?”

      Abby shone the light back on my face. “I think they’d be stupid not to.”

      Marcus snatched the torch off Abby and pointed it at her eyes. “And that’s why we need to get in and out of there as quickly as possible.”

      She knocked his arm. “Get that thing out of my eyes.”

      “Really?” He flicked the light back into her eyes. “Because you have no problem shining it in Lucy’s.”

      Abby snatched the torch back from Marcus and glared at him for about two seconds before her eyes once again lit up with the excitement of what was to come.

      Abby may not have liked war, but she sure as hell liked stopping it.

      “How about you guys stay here while we head over to Astrid’s?” Justin suggested.

      Narrowing my eyes, I took two steps toward him. “I don’t plan on hiding in the shadows while everyone else risks their lives for us.”

      Abby pointed that damn light at me again. “You won’t be hiding in the shadows. You’ll be hiding in a cave.”

      I raised a brow at her then turned my attention to Marcus. “I don’t want to sit around waiting all the time. Plus, it’ll give me another chance to practice.”

      “Practice what?” Abby and Justin said in unison.

      Ignoring their question, Marcus said to me, “As much as I hate to admit it, I think you’re right.”

      I grinned. “Glad you’re seeing it my way.”

      Abby flashed the torch in Marcus’s face. “Practice what?”

      “Get that out of my eyes.”

      I grabbed the torch from her. “You can see in the dark. I can’t.”

      “Fine.” She held up her hands. “Now, is someone going to fill us in on what you guys have been up to since we’ve been gone?”

      “Marcus came up with a theory where I might be able to make people believe things that aren’t real, or not see me when I’m standing in front of them.” I laughed thinking about the way the bartender had looked at Marcus when he’d ordered a drink for me.

      “What’s so funny?” Abby asked.

      “Nothing,” I replied. As humorous as Abby would’ve found Marcus’s imaginary girlfriend, we didn’t have time for laughs. We were on a mission, and we didn’t need any distractions.

      “How did it work out for you?” Justin asked.

      I looked at Marcus. According to him, I was doing really well, but I still thought I could improve. “Pretty well with humans. But I haven’t tested it out on any demons or witches, so we have no idea how helpful my new skill will be against Morgana.”

      Marcus lowered the pillowcase sack onto the ground beside the wall of the cave. “Justin and Abby will go into Astrid’s store, and we’ll stay in the shadows, watching their backs.”

      I opened my mouth to remind him I didn’t want to stay in the shadows when he quickly added, “So that we can see what’s coming and catch them by surprise instead of them catching us by surprise.”

      Fair point. “Sounds like a plan.”

      Justin dropped his shoulder, letting his backpack fall off. He caught it before it hit the ground then retrieved the shiny ice pick.

      “I guess that one’s mine,” I said.

      He handed me the ice pick. “It’s more powerful than you think.”

      “That’s what I keep telling her,” Marcus said.

      I pocketed the ice pick as Justin handed Marcus and Abby their weapons. Why he hadn’t thought to give us something to arm ourselves with earlier was beyond me. Whatever the reason, I was happy I had something to protect myself from the creatures stalking me on the very real chance that I couldn’t hide myself in plain sight.

      We headed out of the cave, and Justin and Abby took off into the sky, leaving Marcus and me behind.

      “We’ll leave in two minutes,” he said.

      I nodded. Adrenaline was already pumping through my veins as I anticipated what was to come. A great deal was riding on me, and I wasn’t taking it lightly.

      Marcus curled his hand around my hip. “I want you to promise you’ll stay with me.”

      I smiled. “Like I’m brave enough to be anywhere else.” The guy could shoot fire from his body and wind from his hands. I’d be stupid to go off on my own.

      I stood on the balls of my feet and planted a kiss on his lips. Before I could pull away, Marcus swept me into his arms and gave me a deep, searing kiss to remember.

      “You ready?” he asked.

      “As I’ll ever be,” I lied.
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      Flying through the night sky, I looked down at the lights below and wished I were as oblivious as the humans were to the world I was now trapped inside of. But if I were, I wouldn’t have the man I loved. I would give everything up for him.

      Doing as Marcus had shown me on my last descent, I pulled up then glided down, making sure I landed amongst the coverage of the trees so as to avoid not only human eyes but also those of the supernatural kind.

      Marcus’s muscles were tensed, and his gaze was not on me. That was a surefire way to tell we weren’t alone. We had company, and I had no idea if they knew we’d arrived and we were walking into an ambush, or if we had successfully flown in under the cover of Mava’s spell.

      Hellhounds and Soul Scrapers weren’t already on our asses, so I presumed the latter.

      I retracted my wings and followed Marcus to a large bush that had a clear view of Astrid’s store. We lay on the ground and army-crawled into a position that allowed us to see clearly but also remain hidden.

      Astrid’s place was dark, so I couldn’t see what was going on inside, but that didn’t mean Marcus couldn’t. “Are they safe?” I whispered.

      “For now.” He pointed to an area to the left where there were a couple of cars parked in a neighboring driveway. “A couple of Hellhounds are pacing in the shadows over there. And a group of Soul Scrapers are amongst the trees about one hundred meters in that direction. He pointed to the right.

      “It’s odd, isn’t it?”

      He nodded. “Even if they can’t feel us, they should’ve seen Abby and Justin come in. They should’ve seen us fly in.”

      “Then why aren’t they doing anything?”

      “I wish I could say it was you that hid us from them, but the truth is, I don’t know.”

      That made me nervous. So far they’d been predictable. Now, something was different, and it made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

      Marcus reached into his pocket and retrieved his phone. The screen was dimly lit, and a message from Abby was waiting for him.

      Got it.

      Marcus typed his reply: Wait ’til I give the order.

      There he was again, ordering her around. I knew deep in my heart that it was his nature and he didn’t mean anything by it. It was who he was, who he’d forgotten he was.

      “Can you try to take the memories of the Hellhounds from here?”

      I squinted my eyes as I tried to focus on where they were and connect with them.

      I shook my head. “I can’t. I need to see them.”

      Disappointment crossed his features, and it killed a small piece of me. If I gave him back what was his, none of this would be necessary. Abby and Justin wouldn’t be in danger, and Marcus would be free.

      He twisted his head to face me. The disappointment instantly dropped from his eyes the moment his gaze met mine. “Whatever you’re thinking, stop it right now.”

      “I’m not…”

      He raised his brow.

      I stared into his amber eyes, not knowing what to say. I couldn’t very well tell him what was on my mind. To him, me giving back the piece of him that was buried deep inside of me wasn’t an option. As much as I wanted to believe it would stay that way forever, I was terrified I would one day break his heart, and I prayed he would forgive me.

      The promise Morgana made to me that led us to this never-ending curse wasn’t real. But our happily ever after rested in my hands, and being able to take from those without being able to see them would’ve almost guaranteed our success. Now, we were in limbo.

      I didn’t like limbo.

      Stealing his gaze away from mine, he typed a message to Abby as he said, “Things are going to get ugly when they walk out the door. Are you ready?”

      I nodded. I was ready to fight for what I wanted because nothing ever came on a silver platter. That shit just wasn’t real.

      Marcus pressed send.
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      The door to Astrid’s shop flung open, and Abby and Justin ran outside, armed and ready to take on their enemies lying in the shadows, waiting for them to surface. Everything went into slow motion as the Hellhounds sprinted toward them, their giant paws ripping into the earth, sending puffs of grass and dirt into the air. Their teeth were bared, ready to sink into flesh and bone, and their eyes were filled with bloodlust.

      My mind exploded with a mixture of guilt, fear, and pressure as I focused on hiding both Abby and Justin from the creatures. Taking away their memories wasn’t as easy as it was with humans. The supernatural creatures were different. They were stronger, faster, and deadlier.

      As soon as I managed to remove one memory, they’d already caught up on the situation unfolding before them. They were fast, and I couldn’t take the memories quickly enough to keep Abby and Justin safe.

      In a last ditch effort, I took the two monsters’ entire memories. My eyes widened in surprise as they crumpled to the ground. A split-second later, my mind exploded with bloodthirst and an unrelenting urge to rip Abby and Justin apart, sink my fangs into their flesh, and drink from their souls.

      Soul Scrapers swept through the street, no longer remaining hidden, but they weren’t what was on my mind.

      I leaped up off the ground and raced toward Abby and Justin, ready to feed my newfound desire.

      Only I never made it past the bush.

      No matter how quick I was, Marcus was faster. He latched his arm around my waist and lifted me off the ground as he brought me back against his chest. “What are you doing?”

      I desperately fought my demonic need for our friends, focused my unwanted desire on the Soul Scrapers, and threw that desire back to the Hellhounds.

      Fire burned under Abby’s skin, causing Justin to take a few steps to the right as she prepared to fight for her life and ours.

      Only it wasn’t needed.

      I relaxed in Marcus’s arms as the Hellhounds got to their feet and turned their attention on the Soul Scrapers.

      “What did you do?” Marcus whispered in my ear.

      “Watch and see.”

      The Hellhounds stalked toward Abby and Justin then broke into a sprint, tearing straight past them. They leaped into the air and came crashing down on two Soul Scrapers as they sunk their teeth into their demented bodies.

      I could only assume the Soul Scrapers hadn’t vaporized because they never considered their own kind would turn against them.

      Marcus released his grip on me then stood by my side. “I don’t believe it.”

      A grin spread across my face. “Believe it, baby. Because it just happened.” I was beyond excited by my accomplishment. But I couldn’t bask in my small victory for long. There were only two Hellhounds, and there were many more Soul Scrapers heading in our direction.

      We needed to get our asses out of there.

      Black shadows broke off from the pack that had been heading toward Abby and Justin and rushed in our direction. They may not have been able to feel us, but they sure could see us.

      Marcus grabbed my hand. “Let’s get out of here.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice.

      He pulled me into a one-armed embrace then pushed off the ground, taking me a good ten meters into the air with him as Abby and Justin quickly followed.

      Wrapping my arms around Marcus, my wings exploded from my back, and I flew us higher into the sky, away from the commotion below.

      Once we were a safe distance, I hovered in midair and looked down at the demonic creatures below.

      The Soul Scrapers had disappeared back into the shadows of the night, and the Hellhounds were circling the area beneath us, their heads tilted up, their gaze focused on me.

      Justin and Abby pulled up in front of us, a look of wonder in their eyes.

      “What happened down there?” Abby gestured to the Hellhounds.

      “That’s what I’d like to know,” Marcus said.

      I glanced down at the demonic monsters. Their behavior was troubling me. I’d turned their focus on the Soul Scrapers, but now they were once again watching me. I wondered if what I’d done was only temporary.

      It was something I’d have to figure out before we tried anything at the coven. The last thing we needed was to assume my abilities were permanent and then have everything go to shit because they were only temporary. We couldn’t afford to be caught. We had to do things right—the first time.

      I returned my attention to Abby and Justin. “I couldn’t keep up with removing the Hellhounds’ memories of you guys. They’re not like human minds. They’re much more efficient and recovered quicker than I could handle. So, I decided to take their whole memories—”

      “And that’s when they collapsed,” Marcus said.

      “Yeah. And I had the unfortunate pleasure of experiencing their bloodthirst for you two.” I cocked my head toward Abby and Justin. “I wanted to sink my fangs, that I clearly don’t have, into your flesh.”

      “That’s when you took off toward Abby and Justin, wasn’t it?” Marcus asked.

      I nodded. “But you were too quick. And it gave me a moment to consider what I was doing and how I could turn it around. So, I turned my bloodthirst to the Soul Scrapers and gave the Hellhounds back their memories.”

      “Holy shit,” Abby said with a laugh. “That is freakin’ awesome.”

      Marcus wore the proudest smile, which sent my heart soaring. I’d done something none of us ever considered a possibility, and if I could keep it up, I was going to save his ass while keeping mine.

      However, life had proven time and time again that nothing was ever that easy. But I could and would hold onto hope. Sometimes, hope was all we had.

      “Where to now?” I asked.

      “Follow us,” Justin said. “We’ve got a plan.”

      I took off after them.

      A minute later they descended in the backyard of a small timber home, closely surrounded by other houses.

      I followed them down and landed almost perfectly, narrowly missing the laundry cart sitting next to the clothesline. I was finally getting used to these wings.

      I released Marcus from my grip. “Where are we?”

      He glanced back at the house. “This is Paege’s house. And I’m guessing we’re here to get her to help us with the location spell.”

      “You got it, demon boy,” Abby said.

      Justin ducked under the low hanging clothesline as he came over to us. “We figured it would be better if we got Paege to perform the spell so we don’t waste any more time. And after what we saw you can do back there, it looks as if we can get her to help us without tipping off the other witches.”

      “You want me to remove her memory of us being here, don’t you?”

      He nodded.

      “Sounds easy enough.”

      We headed up the garden path to the back door. Thanks to Marcus, we were inside within seconds.

      Justin entered first, followed by Abby, Marcus, and me. Of course I was at the back. I was always at the back with the trio in front, ready to save my butt. Only I didn’t need saving.

      Old habits were hard to break.

      The light flicked on. We’d been busted.
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      Paege stood not more than two yards away from us with a cell phone in her hand, and finger poised above the screen. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t press this button and alert Morgana that you’re here.”

      “Cut the bullshit,” Abby said. “If you were going to call Morgana or one of her little minions, you would’ve done it by now.” Abby pulled out a stool from under the kitchen bench and took a seat as if she were a welcome guest in Paege’s home. “But you want to know what we want and what’s in it for you.”

      Paege pressed the home button on her phone. “Start talking.”

      “Well for one, you’ll get to live another day.”

      “And two?”

      “Who says there’s a two?”

      Paege glared at her then cast a glance at Marcus. “What do you want to know?”

      Something told me she didn’t want another repeat of what happened back in her shop. She was clearly no match for Marcus, and now we were adding a Soul Collector and a Succubus to the pot. Paege didn’t stand a chance. And she knew it.

      Justin dumped his backpack on the bench. “We need you to locate someone for us.”

      Marcus carefully placed the pillowcase beside Justin’s bag. “And we need you to do it now.”

      She studied the three of them. Then her eyes fell on me. “What you’re asking could get me into a lot of trouble. There’s a price on her head and—”

      Leaning his hand on the bench, Marcus positioned himself between Paege and me. “If you value your head, I wouldn’t finish that sentence.”

      I shuffled to the side just in time to see the fear in her eyes. She was terrified of Marcus and rightfully so.

      Paege gathered her composure. “Now it is then.”

      “Glad you see it my way.” Marcus pushed off the bench and walked over to me. “Don’t let what she said worry you.”

      “It should worry you,” Paege said. “You’d be foolish to think there isn’t a bounty on her. Foolishness leads to complacency.”

      “She doesn’t worry me.” I stepped around Marcus. “And I can assure you, Paege, there is no complacency here. I’m aware everyone wants me dead.”

      “And yet you’re here.”

      I pulled out the stool beside Abby and sat. “Being aware doesn’t mean I’m going to hide.”

      Marcus rested his hands on my shoulders. “Get started.”

      Justin spilled the contents from his bag. The only new things I hadn’t seen before were a hairbrush and a toothbrush.

      Paege spread the items apart. “May I ask who I am locating?”

      “No,” Marcus and Abby said in unison.

      “Fine.”

      Justin helped Paege prepare the ingredients then combine them in a small cauldron that fit perfectly on her bench top. When the potion was ready, he spread a world map across the bench.

      Paege’s eyes widened as she looked at the map.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Can’t you search that far?”

      Marcus wrapped his arms around me from behind. “She can, but she’s not happy about it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it will drain her.”

      Abby strummed her fingers on the stone bench. “We’re waiting.”

      Paege glared at her momentarily then grabbed the crystal dangling on a gold chain and dunked it into the cauldron. She dipped her index finger into the mixture, raised her finger to her forehead, and placed one dot over her third eye.

      She focused her attention on the crystal as she lifted the chain, so it hung over the middle of the map. When the crystal stopped moving, Paege began chanting something under her breath in Latin.

      The crystal started to move as if it were a life force of its own. Then, it hovered, deadly straight, over the part of New Zealand where Morgana’s home was.

      “That can’t be right,” Abby said, getting frustrated. “We were just there, and the location spell we performed from right outside her estate didn’t work.”

      Paege raised her tired gaze to meet Abby’s. “I can assure you it’s correct.”

      Abby rose from her seat, her hands spread across the bench. “I said, we were just there, and they weren’t there.”

      Paege lowered the crystal onto the map. “Who wasn’t there?”

      Returning to her seat, Abby said, “I don’t think so.”

      “Maybe if you told me, I could help you. But either way, the person you are looking for is in New Zealand.”

      “Shit,” Marcus let go of me then moved to take a closer look at the map. “They must’ve split them up.”

      “Impossible,” Abby said. “I went closer than I should’ve, and I didn’t feel either one of them.”

      Paege raised an eyebrow. “Ah. You’re looking for Mava.”

      Realizing how easily I could remove her knowledge about what we were doing, I figured we had no issues divulging information if it might help us in our quest. “Yes. We’re looking for Mava and Astrid. Justin and Abby have already done the location spell near Morgana’s coven in New Zealand, and neither Mava nor Astrid were there. And now you’re saying that Astrid is there.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying if it were Astrid’s hair that we used just now. And I’m assuming you had used something of Mava’s previously.”

      “Well, we think it was Mava’s, but we don’t really know.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “How can you not be sure?”

      I glanced at Justin. “Well, Mava had put something aside for us in case anything should happen to her, and there was also a lock of hair.”

      Paege bit down on a laugh. “And you think it was Mava’s hair?” She shook her head. “You foolish child. Mava wouldn’t have given you her own hair to find. It would’ve been yours.”

      She was looking right at me. Me.

      “It was Luciana’s,” Justin said. “Of course, it was—”

      A low, rumbling growl coming from outside sent chills down my spine.

      The men were by the window before I realized they’d moved, and Abby had her hand on my arm, ready to rescue me if the situation arose.

      We had to be quick and find another way out of the house before we could get away, up into the air, out of the monsters’ reach. Either that or we were going to have to fight our way out.

      I absently ran my fingers over the area where the last Hellhound that had gotten too close had ripped its claws through my flesh. The memory was still vivid. I could feel it as if it were happening now.

      With furrowed brows, Marcus turned to me. “They’re acting strangely. What did you do to them?”

      Marcus’s question didn’t go unnoticed by Paege, and I made a mental note to remove that memory as well. “I don’t know.”

      He flicked out his knife and headed to the back door. “Stay here.” He looked pointedly at me.

      “Fine,” I lied. As soon as he’d gone outside, I was out of my seat and yanking the door open, ready to help Marcus. All I needed to do was take their vision and…

      My eyes widened in astonishment. Marcus was standing to the side of the garden path, but the beasts took no interest in him.

      “What the…?” Abby looked at the scene before her, mouth wide open and disbelief written all over her face.

      The moment the beasts spotted me, they trotted over to Abby and me. Their jaws were closed, and their eyes were no longer consumed with bloodlust as they had been every single other time I’d encountered a Hellhound.

      Marcus was by my side in the blink of an eye. He positioned himself slightly in front of me but still allowed me to see the black monsters. “Something’s different,” he said over his shoulder.

      I stepped around him. “I know.”

      The Hellhounds came to a standstill not more than a yard in front of me then dropped to the ground, their giant eyes trained on me.

      “What are they doing?” I asked.

      Marcus spread his hand over the small of my back. “They’re submitting.”

      “Why are they submitting?”

      He kneeled down in front of them, his glowing blade resting by his knees. “You tell me.”

      I dropped to my knees on the dewy grass beside Marcus. “I did this to them, didn’t I?”

      Marcus nodded. “Their allegiance now lies with you.”
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      Their allegiance now lies with you. Those were six words I never thought I would hear, but sure enough, not more than two feet away were two giant Hellhounds lying down before me.

      I had no idea what I had done to change their allegiance from the demonic world over to me, and from the looks of things, it seemed I was stuck with them. I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing.

      The last time I’d encountered those hellish creatures, I’d almost had my stomach ripped open by one, and I didn’t want to go through that again.

      Abby cautiously walked up beside us. “Can someone tell us what is going on here?”

      Paege came out the back door with Justin following closely. She sucked in a sharp breath as she looked at the beasts lying down before me. Her gaze darted to me, a mixture of panic and awe filling her eyes. “You’ve been marked,” she whispered.

      I glanced back at the Hellhounds on the off chance they were going to suddenly switch their allegiance and make me their dinner. “What do you mean I’ve been marked?”

      Studying me, Paege took a couple of steps closer. “Who are you?”

      “That’s not important,” Marcus said.

      The Hellhound on the right, which had a large scar across its cheek, crawled a couple of inches forward and jutted its nose out to me a couple of times as if it were trying to get my attention.

      “What does he want?” I asked.

      “You tell us,” Abby said. “You’re the one who has this connection with them, not us.”

      I scowled at her. “You’re a Succubus, and they’re Hellhounds. Doesn’t that mean you guys are family or something?”

      She stuck her hands on her hips and raised a brow. “What? Because we’re both demons?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “That’s not how it works,” Marcus said, jumping to Abby’s defense. “Just because they’re from the same side doesn’t mean they’re connected to each other.”

      “Right,” I mouthed.

      Justin shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans and rocked back and forth on his heels. “As interesting as all this is, we need to keep moving.”

      He was right. As amazing as this situation with the Hellhounds was, we had to keep focused. I stood and backed away from the Hellhounds.

      Marcus studied the creatures for a couple more seconds then rose to his feet. “We’ve done all we need to do here.” He turned his back to the monsters. “Lu, it’s time for you to clean up.” He gestured to Paege.

      Paege stood to the side of the open back door. “And here I thought I was the one who’d be left behind to clean up all the mess.”

      I was about to wipe her memory of the event when I realized leaving everything for Paege to clean up would tip her off that someone had come to her place and her memory had been tampered with.

      We needed to be invisible, which meant we needed to clean up.

      Smiling, I headed to the house. “After everything you’ve done for us, the least we could do is help tidy up.”

      Paege returned my smile. “I may have been wrong about you.”

      I stepped inside, strode over to the kitchen, and began gathering the dishes we’d used. “What did you think about me?”

      “That you were just a myth.” She put the plug in the sink, then turned the tap on and squirted detergent into the steaming hot water. “But if Morgana wants you as badly as I’ve heard she does, there must be some truth to it.”

      Paege peeked out the window in the direction of the Hellhounds in her backyard. “Plus, the Hellhounds have marked you.” She turned around to face me and leaned her hands against the bench behind her. “They’re yours to command, but I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      Even though I had absolutely no idea what I was doing, I nodded. I didn’t want her to think I could be easily challenged.

      It didn’t take long to clean up the mess, wash and dry the dishes, then return them to their rightful place in the kitchen cupboards.

      “Thanks again, Paege,” I said as we headed out the back door.

      “I hope you’ll find what you’re looking for.” She closed the door.

      I quickly moved so I could see through the kitchen window and waited for Paege to come into view as the others stood to the side, waiting for me to do my thing.

      She walked past the window a moment later, heading toward the hallway. I only had a second or three at most to get it right.

      Focusing on removing her memory from the moment we’d arrived to the moment we left, I willed myself to take the memory from her.

      Within seconds, my mind was filled with new memories of the last hour, most of which I already knew because I was there, but there were also a few new pieces of information I hadn’t been privy to before I’d taken her thoughts.

      Morgana really was evil, and I knew now more than ever that I would have to watch our backs because there was nothing Morgana wouldn’t do to get what she wanted.

      The bonus I got from Paege was that I now knew how to cast the location spell. I had no clue if I would still need to be near the person I was trying to find, or if I could search the world the way a witch could, but it was still something.

      I hurried back to the others. “What are we going to do about these two?” I gestured to the Hellhounds.

      Marcus gripped the back of his neck. “Shit.”

      Justin leaned against the house. “We can’t exactly leave them here. Paege and any other witch or demon will know something is up.”

      “Then what do you suppose we do with them, genius?” Abby asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Of course not.”

      “We’ll take them back to the cave,” Marcus said. “They can stay there until we get back—if they’re even still there when we return.”

      With Marcus in my embrace, we took off into the air with Justin and Abby close by.

      It was strange to watch the Hellhounds rise to their feet then race through the streets and bushes as they chased after us. I could’ve easily disappeared from their sight, but somehow they still knew where to find me. And as amazing as it was, it was also a very dangerous thing.

      They were connected to me in ways I didn’t understand, and I prayed it would wear off, because if it didn’t, that meant I had to watch what I gave to a person or creature. I couldn’t handle having an army of demons by my side—or could I?

      I quickly dismissed the idea. Marcus had said I should be careful what I take from a demon, and I refused to do anything that would put Marcus’s light in jeopardy.

      I would have to take things slowly. Do whatever was necessary and no more.
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      We landed near the entrance to the cave and waited for the Hellhounds to catch up—if they were still tracking me.

      Abby nudged Justin. “Got any food in that bag of yours?” She gestured to his backpack.

      He twisted around to face her. “Did it look like I did when I dumped the contents on Paege’s kitchen bench?”

      Abby shrugged. “For all I know, you could’ve taken some of her food without me seeing.”

      I leaned closer to Marcus. “Those two are like siblings. They bicker about anything and everything.”

      Both Justin and Abby snapped their heads in my direction. “We do not,” they said in unison.

      Marcus chuckled. “Abby always gets crabby when she’s hungry, and Justin isn’t much better.”

      She scowled at him. “Like you’re any better.”

      “You don’t see me trying to pick a fight, do you?”

      My ears pricked as the sound of footsteps—or giant paws—thudded against the damp earth in the distance. “They’re here.”

      As they neared, Marcus and Justin whipped out their weapons. I assumed they weren’t sure if the Hellhounds’ allegiance still lay with me either.

      The black beasts came into view as they leaped over a group of rocks that were taller than I was and darted amongst the trees, heading straight for us.

      Marcus took two steps forward and positioned himself in front of me.

      I appreciated his chivalry, but I could’ve easily taken the monsters ability to move if they showed the slightest change in their temperament toward us. Although, Marcus had said I had to be careful not to take too much from a demon, which was probably why he was putting himself on the line.

      After what I’d felt when I’d taken the Hellhounds’ minds, I certainly didn’t need to find out why I had to be careful. I sure as hell didn’t want to be stuck with their rage—if that were even possible.

      My thoughts went back to what Paege had said about me being marked. After taking part of her memory tonight, I knew it wasn’t just that the Hellhounds bowed to me. She was also referring to a small piece of my soul that would forever be marked with their prints. And she wasn’t talking about the ones on their feet.

      The Hellhounds eased up their pace and slowly trotted toward me, every curve of their muscles glistening under the moonlight.

      I grabbed hold of the back of Marcus’s shirt and gave it a tug. “I think they’re still okay with me.”

      Marcus retracted his blade. “I think you’re right.”

      Abby and Justin walked up beside me, weapons nowhere to be seen.

      Abby shook her head in wonder. “This shit just doesn’t get old, does it?”

      The Hellhounds had only taken a liking to me about an hour ago. Of course, it wasn’t old, but I couldn’t be bothered pointing that out to her.

      She turned her back to the beasts as they pulled up in front of us. “Marcus, you better tell me you plan on grabbing something to eat before we leave. Otherwise, you can go to Morgana’s on your own.”

      He chuckled. “And risk having to deal with a rabid little demon? I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “I do not get rabid,” she snapped.

      I raised my brows.

      Abby glared at me. “I am not crabby, or rabid, or whatever you want to call it. I’m hungry.”

      Justin patted her back. “Keep telling yourself that.” He walked over to the Hellhounds, reached his hand up to Scar-face’s neck, and stopped short of making contact.

      Scar-face turned his head toward Justin’s hand and sniffed it.

      “I can’t believe he’s letting you do that,” I said in disbelief.

      Abby cleared her throat. “It’s a she.”

      “Oh,” I said as Justin gave the Hellhound a rub along its neck. “And what’s the other one?” I leaned down to have a look.

      Justin, Abby, and even Marcus laughed.

      I stood tall. “What? How else am I supposed to tell?”

      “Because all Hellhounds are female,” Marcus said.

      I put my hands on my hips and scowled at him. “Like I’m supposed to know that.”

      Marcus grabbed my shoulder and pulled me toward him. “I’m sorry.” He wrapped his arms around me and kissed the side of my neck. “I shouldn’t laugh.”

      I gently punched his stomach. “No. You shouldn’t.” I pulled away. “I’m still new to all this.”

      The smile dropped from his eyes, and I couldn’t help but think his thoughts were going back to how long I’d lived in this world of theirs yet still remained oblivious to so much.

      I loosely held Marcus’s hand and led him over to the Hellhound without the scar. “I can’t believe I’m about to do this.”

      “I can’t believe most of what you’re doing,” Marcus said.

      Taking a deep breath, I gingerly placed my hand on the Hellhound’s shoulder and ran my fingers over the curves of its muscles. The beast was warm, not burning like the one that had fallen on top of me back at Marcus’s house. I wondered how their body temperature worked and if it had anything to do with their emotions. Or if they only burned while they were in a fight.

      She turned her head toward me and nudged her face against mine, forcing me to adjust my stance so it didn’t push me over with its sheer strength.

      Marcus ran his hand down the length of her back. “This is unbelievable. I never thought I’d see the day when a Hellhound would allow us to touch it this way.”

      Abby walked up to the one with a scar and patted the creature’s chest. “Imagine what we can do with these two.”

      I peered around the Hellhound at Abby. “Such as?”

      “Well, think about it. We now have two more protectors for you.”

      The Hellhound I was petting rubbed her head against the back of mine.

      I lost my footing and stumbled forward.

      Justin caught me by my arm before I made a fool of myself. “Watch your step around them.”

      I nodded then reached up toward Scar-face.

      She nudged her head against my hand as a low rumble came from deep within her.

      I jumped back, fearing she was about to bite my hand off.

      Abby pulled Scar-face back. “You’re okay. That noise is her purring.”

      I screwed up my face. “These things purr?”

      She laughed. “Not like a normal cat, but something like it.”

      There didn’t seem to be that much of a difference between their growl and what Abby considered a purr. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      Marcus rubbed the scarless Hellhound behind the ear. “We better find somewhere to put these two while we get some rest.”

      “We’re not flying over there now?” I asked in surprise.

      He took a few steps closer to me. “The agreement was that we would fly up here, prepare for our rescue mission, and then you were going to rest until the morning when we would set off for New Zealand.”

      I folded my arms across my body. That was the agreement, but I was energized and ready to take on the world. I didn’t want to waste the next five or six hours being unconscious. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Will you? Because there’s nowhere to land when we’re out at sea.”

      I was about to object when I realized exactly what that meant. If I got tired or fell asleep during the flight, we’d be screwed. Marcus would be screwed.

      “Okay. You’re right.”

      He hooked his arm around my neck, pulled me into his embrace, and kissed the top of my head. “Of course, I’m right.”

      “Good,” Abby said. “Now we can eat while you get your rest.”

      I twisted around in Marcus’s arms so he was standing behind me. “You know, I’m hungry, too.”

      She shrugged. “Let’s eat then.”

      Marcus leaned in from behind and kissed my cheek. “We better get these two inside. The crystals in the cave should hide them for a while.”

      We headed into the cave with the Hellhounds following closely.

      “How are we going to make them stay?” I shone the torch around the cavern.

      “Tell them to,” Abby said as if it was the dumbest question to ever leave my mouth.

      Ignoring her, I looked at Marcus.

      “I don’t know. Maybe give them a command to stay, like Abby said.”

      I scratched my head as the Hellhounds circled the cavern. “Let’s see if this works.”

      I walked up to the monsters, and they both greeted me as if they were my pets. They weren’t my pets. They were evil, demonic creatures that were… my pets. “Guess I should name you girls.”

      “How about one and two?” Abby offered the moment I’d finished my sentence.

      “Really?”

      She shrugged. “That would make it quick and easy.”

      “So that you could get some food,” Marcus pointed out.

      Abby shrugged again.

      Scar-face lay in front of me then rolled onto her back as if she were a dog that wanted its belly scratched. That was so not going to happen.

      “This one can be… Scarlett, because of her scar.” I turned to the other one. “And this one can be…” I stuck my hands on my hips. “I have no idea.”

      “One? Two?” Abby suggested again. “Or Hell and Hound?”

      I bit down on my smile. “So not happening.”

      Abby groaned. “Does it really matter?”

      Not really, but I wasn’t going to tell her that.

      “Immensely,” Justin said, studying the nameless hound.

      “I agree,” Marcus said with a serious expression. “This decision can’t be rushed.”

      Abby threw her head back and looked up at the cave ceiling. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      Both Marcus and Justin smiled at me then quickly returned to pretending to be serious when Abby glared at the three of us.

      “Fine,” she said. “How about Ruth? Mary? Josephine? Tabatha?” She continued to list at least thirty more names.

      I shook my head. “Nah. None of those names really fit her.”

      Abby groaned again as she strolled aimlessly around the cavern. “You guys are killing me!”

      Keeping a straight face, I said, “Well, I’m sorry, but these things can’t be rushed. She deserves a good name.”

      “What? Like Scarlett?”

      “Yes, like Scarlett.”

      “Fine.” She strolled over to the nameless Hellhound, kneeled beside it, and studied the creature. “It’s eyes glow red in here; how about Red?”

      I pretended to consider it for a moment then shook my head. “Nah, that doesn’t sound like the right fit.”

      She twisted around to face me. “Do you realize what happens when a demon get’s hungry?”

      Marcus chuckled. “Yeah, they get crabby.”

      “I do not get crabby. Evil, maybe, but not crabby.”

      Justin stepped closer to the nameless Hellhound. “How about Ruby because of her ruby red eyes?”

      My eyes widened, and I clapped my hands together, pretending to be excited by his suggestion when in reality, I didn’t care what we named her. “That’s perfect!”

      “Are you kidding me?” Abby said.

      With a smirk spread across my face, I shrugged. “Ruby it is.”

      I turned my attention back to Scarlett and Ruby. “Stay here, Scarlett and Ruby. That’s an order.” I had no idea if that was going to work, but I figured Abby knew best.

      Abby rose to her feet. “Now, can we finally get some food?”

      Justin opened the zipper to a small compartment on the inside of his bag and drew out two granola bars. “Here you go.” He threw them to her.

      She caught them. “You’ve had these all this time, and you’re only offering them now?”

      He shrugged a shoulder. “I only just remembered I’d put a couple away there.”

      I had no idea if he was telling the truth or if he’d known they were there all this time and happily watched her get more upset the hungrier she got. Part of me thought it was funny, and another part made me wonder if he was still hiding things from us. Then again, I’d acted just as bad.

      I chastised myself for even considering his loyalty. Justin had helped us. He was still helping us, and I needed to get over the distrust because they were my issues, not his.

      We backed away out of the cavern, and I was pleasantly surprised Scarlett and Ruby actually stayed.

      “It worked,” I said when we were outside.

      “Told you,” Abby said, crumpling the last wrapper of the granola bar. “Now can we get something to eat?”

      “And somewhere to sleep,” Marcus added.

      With Marcus in my arms, we took off into the sky, making sure we stayed above the cloud coverage Marcus conveniently brought to us. We headed down the coast, stopping when we reached Coffs Harbour.
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      Once again I was glad I’d listened to Marcus and accepted I needed to rest. By the time we’d reached Coffs Harbour, I was ready to crawl into bed and sleep for the next ten hours.

      Marcus and I headed to a motel while Justin went with Abby into town to grab some food.

      I leaned my head against Marcus’s side, his arm protectively around me as we made our way up the driveway of yet another seedy motel that didn’t have very well placed security cameras, which was the reason he’d chosen it.

      Luxury came at a cost, and I wasn’t talking about money. Someone could easily hack into security cameras, and if they were lucky, they would find us while we slept.

      Besides, a bed was a bed, and right now, I didn’t care if it was a mattress that we’d found under a bridge. I was ready to crash.

      The manager, or whoever he was, barely looked our way as he handed Marcus two sets of keys and settled back in his seat to watch the soccer game on TV.

      We made our way through the poorly maintained gardens to our room. Most of the lights in the other rooms were off, but there were still a few that were lit, and drunken slurs came from within them.

      Marcus opened the door to our room and flicked on the light. He scanned the room to make sure no one was hiding inside, ready to attack. Satisfied we weren’t walking into a trap, he held the door wide open for me to enter.

      I stepped inside and was welcomed by the bed calling out to me.

      As hungry as I was, exhaustion had taken over. I slipped out of my pants and shirt then climbed under the sheets.

      Fully dressed, Marcus propped the pillows up beside me. He climbed onto the bed and sat, leaning against the pillows.

      “You’re not sleeping?”

      He shook his head. “No. I need to wait up for the other two, and I want to keep an eye on you.”

      A warm smile curled up the sides of his lips as he brushed my hair away from my face. “Get some sleep.”

      Closing my eyes, I snuggled into his side. I slept, a deep sleep filled with absolutely no dreams or disturbances.

      The next morning I awoke to Marcus sleeping beside me.

      I smiled as I watched him sleep peacefully, his arm wrapped around me.

      I didn’t mind being locked in his embrace. Actually, I loved it. For a second, I could pretend this was how our life would be once we’d saved the world. Then, reality hit, and I knew there was a very real possibility I wouldn’t live to see that day.

      “You’re awake,” he said, his eyes still closed.

      “So are you.”

      He dragged the tips of his fingers down the length of my back, stopping just above my panties. “I never went to sleep.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      Marcus opened his eyes. “And risk your safety? Never.”

      He rolled onto his back, pulling me with him.

      Placing my hands on his chest, I pushed up into a sitting position, my legs straddling his hips.

      Marcus ran his hands down my hips, further lighting the fire burning deep within my soul. I knew we should be preparing for our flight, but I was only half-human, and I was alone in bed with the man I loved.

      I glanced at the clock on the bedside table. 5:08. We still had some time before the sun rose, and I planned on using our time the best way I knew how.

      Reaching behind my back, I undid my bra and let it slide off.

      Marcus groaned. “God, you’re beautiful.” He trailed the tips of his fingers over my breasts and down to my panties. “I could get used to this every morning.”

      I bit down on a grin. “You better because once this is all over, it’s just you and me and nothing but time.”

      Maybe that wasn’t entirely true because we had yet to find out who Marcus truly was, but this, what we were doing now, was worth fighting for. And we both knew it.

      All too soon it was time to leave. Abby and Justin arrived, bearing gifts of various breakfast scrolls, muffins, and pastries.

      Abby slumped into the tub chair, a big-ass grin on her face. “I see you’re feeling better.”

      I couldn’t help thinking she knew what we’d done, and it was driving me insane. A little bit of privacy between a couple wasn’t so much to ask for.

      Trying to avoid answering her question, I shoved a pastry into my mouth and pretended she hadn’t said a word.

      Marcus grabbed a croissant and took a bite. “Are you guys ready to go?”

      Justin leaned against the narrow desk. “All packed and ready to go.”

      The corner of Abby’s lips tipped up. “We’ve just been waiting for you two.”

      Closing my eyes, I turned my back to her then opened my eyes and focused on the food in my hand.

      It wasn’t long before Marcus and I had finished off the goodies, and we were heading out the door. Like all the other times, we made our way to a discreet area before we took flight. And lucky me, I got to spend the next three hours or so in the arms of the man I loved. Well, that was what I focused on because the trip across the sea was dead boring.

      Endless water stretched before us, and if it weren’t for Abby and Justin leading the way, I was sure I would’ve gotten lost and ended up on the other side of the world.

      My heart skipped a beat when land came into view. We were getting closer, which was exciting and daunting at the same time. So much was riding on what we were about to do, and I prayed every single one of us, including Mava and Astrid, walked out of Morgana’s estate alive.

      We touched down in a small beach in Wellington. It was the first time I’d been to New Zealand, and I hoped it wouldn’t be the last. The land was amazing, filled with picturesque natural beauty as the snowcapped mountains met the sea.

      It was a fairytale setting. Only this wasn’t a fairytale. We were about to walk into a nightmare we might never wake up from.

      Letting go of Marcus, I stretched my wings and the kinks in my back, then folded my wings behind me and retracted them once more into my back. “Where to now?”

      Abby sat on the sand, knees up and arms wrapped loosely around them as she stared out at the sea. “I’m hungry.”

      “No surprises there.” Back when we were in the safety of Marcus’s estate, Abby was always stuffing herself with food, but I didn’t realize the full extent of how much that girl needed to eat. She was way worse than Justin or Marcus, and I wondered if it had something to do with her being a demon. If that were true, who knew what shape Scarlett and Ruby were going to be in when we went back for them.

      I didn’t give it too much thought because my mind went back to the situation at hand. We needed to feed Abby, and if I was honest, me as well, then get on our way to rescuing Mava and Astrid.

      We’d already wasted so much time, and I didn’t want to delay their rescue any longer than was absolutely necessary. “How about we get something to go?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Marcus said.

      Abby climbed to her feet. “I’m up for anything as long as I get some food.”

      “I’ll arrange a car for us and meet you back here in fifteen minutes,” Justin said.

      Marcus nodded. “I’ll get you something to eat as well.”

      “Thanks.” Justin turned his back to us and trudged through the sand, heading up to the road.

      Twenty minutes later, we were on our way with a car filled with takeout.

      I peeled the wrapper off my second burger. “How long until we arrive?”

      “We should be there in five minutes,” Justin said, glancing at me from the driver’s seat. “And then we’ll need to go the rest of the way on foot.”

      “Sounds easy enough.”

      I couldn’t have been more wrong.
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      I stared down at the entrance to the old sewerage system that supposedly led up to Morgana’s home. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      Marcus kneeled on the grass and lifted the iron grate that had been concealed by a small bush. “They’ll expect us to come from above, not below.”

      “It’s the safest way,” Justin agreed. “See you down there.” He climbed down the rusty old ladder that looked as if it were about to crumble into dust the moment he touched it.

      I scrunched my nose up in repulsion. “What kind of place has a sewerage system leading up to their house?”

      “The kind of place that is home to at least ten witches and their servants.” Abby jumped down the hole, not bothering with the rickety old ladder.

      Marcus looked at me apologetically. “Morgana lives in somewhat of a castle.”

      I raised my brows. “In New Zealand?”

      He nodded. “It’s only a few hundred years old. It was built around the time New Zealand was discovered, and her estate has always remained hidden from human eyes.”

      “What? Because of the location or how far it’s set back from the front gates?”

      “Partly the location, but mostly thanks to magic. Kind of like the way Soul Scrapers can go unnoticed amongst the human population.”

      “Are you guys coming?” Abby yelled from below. “Or should we tell Mava and Astrid you were too busy chatting to help with their rescue?”

      I rolled my eyes. “On our way.” I peered down into the almost pitch-black hole and prayed I wasn’t about to step into a river of poop and pee.

      “You’ll be fine,” Marcus said. “The tunnels haven’t been in operation for years.”

      Drawing in what could be my last breath of clean air, I positioned myself at the top of the ladder and climbed down.

      My heart rate picked up with each step I took. The dark, stagnant air reminding me of the first time I went into the tunnel, or more so, my trip to Purgatory. Not that I really knew what Purgatory was like. My journey had taken place in my mind, but it had felt real nonetheless.

      Hoping I wasn’t about to get my feet wet, I took my final step onto the ground. Relief flooded through me when I remained dry and poop-free.

      I grabbed the torch out of my jeans pocket and turned it on. Light flooded the tunnel, allowing me to see I had nothing to worry about. The sewer tunnels weren’t in use and looked as if they hadn’t been for many years.

      Marcus joined us, and then we set off down the tunnel. I was positioned behind Abby and Justin, and Marcus’s hand was laced with mine in case the need arose for a quick getaway. To tell the truth, I was more than happy to be connected to the love of my life, who could literally set someone on fire.

      I leaned closer to him and whispered, “You know how you said I shouldn’t take too much from a demon?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why not?”

      He took a moment to respond. “Gut feeling, I guess. And I may have proven myself right considering we have two new friends waiting for us back in Oz.”

      “Do you think I might also give a part of me when I give something to someone?”

      He looked at me for a few seconds before saying, “It’s a possibility. Although the bartender didn’t seem to be affected.”

      “That you know of,” Justin said, butting in.

      I frowned as I tried to work out if I had felt any different when I’d taken either of the human’s memories. “Maybe it’s only the supernatural world that leaves an imprint, because I didn’t feel any different when I took from the humans.”

      “Could be,” Marcus said. “I mean, you’re not exactly human yourself. You were only created with human qualities.”

      Coming to a fork in the tunnel, Justin swung his bag off his shoulder and placed it on the stone floor. “Do you want to stick together, or should we split up?”

      “I vote stick together,” I said.

      Abby tucked her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. “Four are easier to spot than two.”

      The thought of splitting up made me feel ill. Partly because there was strength in numbers, and partly because I feared something would go wrong and I wouldn’t be there to save them. “Two are easier to spot than one, but that doesn’t mean we should each go our own way.”

      “There are only two ways,” Abby pointed out.

      Ignoring her, Marcus put his hand on my hip. “They can take care of themselves against the witches, and I’m not saying it to protect you, because we both know you can take care of yourself if it comes down to it.”

      Accepting this was the way it was going to be, I nodded. “Fine. We’ll go in pairs.”

      Justin smiled then opened his bag and pulled a folded piece of paper out of a secret compartment sewn into the inside of his backpack. He opened it. It was a blueprint of what I assumed was Morgana’s home.

      My eyes widened as I realized they weren’t kidding about it being a castle complete with dungeons, wings, and a crap load of space in between. The rescue mission suddenly got so much harder. Astrid and Mava could’ve been in at least one hundred different hiding spots around the castle, and we’d have to check each and every one of them. “No wonder you wanted to split up,” I said under my breath.

      “You guys take the left wing, and we’ll take the right,” Marcus said. “We’ll start in the dungeons, and then we can work our way up.”

      Justin and Abby nodded.

      “Let us know if you find anything, and we’ll do the same.”

      Abby traced the lines of the tunnel heading to the left on the map. “Will do.”

      Marcus put his hand on the small of my back. “You better study the map, just in case…” He didn’t have to finish his sentence. I knew he meant on the off chance we were split from each other. That was so not going to happen, but I did what he asked.

      The problem was, the map was ridiculously detailed and large, and no matter how much I tried to remember all the different hallways and rooms, my mind was elsewhere.

      “Have you got it?”

      I shook my head. “There’s too much to remember.”

      Marcus exhaled loudly. “Okay. Take my memory of the layout.”

      “But then you won’t remember.”

      He smirked. “I can remember again. The map’s right there.”

      Of course, it was—and of course, he could.

      “Okay.”

      Focusing on subtracting that memory from him, I was almost instantly rewarded with the knowledge of every inch of the castle.

      The corner of Marcus’s lips tipped up when he no longer held the memory of Morgana’s estate. He went down on one knee and studied the blueprint. I’d thought he would need a few minutes to recreate the detailed memory I’d taken from him, but he stood within seconds. “Let’s go.”

      Justin packed away the blueprint then stood and swung his bag over his shoulder. “We’ll keep in touch.”

      Marcus and I made our way through the tunnel’s twists and turns as we headed deeper into the unknown. Something was grating on my nerves, setting them on edge, yet there didn’t seem to be anything tangible to set them off.

      “You okay?” Marcus asked.

      “This all seems too easy,” I replied. “I mean, they must know we’re here.”

      “Witches can’t feel us the way we can feel them. But I agree with you. This is too easy.”

      Marcus barely finished his sentence when I heard the sound that sent chills down my spine. A low, menacing growl echoed through the tunnel, coming from somewhere close. Too close.

      Hellhounds.
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      Marcus flicked his weapon out, the glow further lighting up the tunnel. “Stay behind me,” he said, his voice barely a whisper.

      I reached into my pocket and retrieved the ice pick, ready to see what it could do.

      Adrenalin pumped through my veins as we waited for them to show themselves. The light from my torch bounced around the tunnel as I failed to control my nerves.

      I’d thought I’d be prepared for this moment, but now that it was actually happening and there was nowhere for me to run and hide, I was terrified.

      I felt as if I were going to be sick, and I wished the Hellhounds would hurry up and show themselves.

      My wish came all too soon. The beasts tore through the tunnel, their ruby red eyes blazing with bloodlust, reminding me of the time I’d felt that lust myself. It was all-consuming, and I knew these Hellhounds would stop at nothing for a chance to drink from our souls and deliver us to Purgatory.

      Shit was about to get real, and I only had an ice pick to defend myself with.

      Wrong. I had a man who could shoot fire from his hands and cause a storm to brew. I had all the power in the world. Except I had to choose carefully what I could live with.

      The ground shook as the beasts tore toward us. I whipped my head around when I heard the pounding of feet behind me.

      Shit. They were coming at us from both directions.

      Marcus’s eyes lit up with fear. I had nowhere to go, nowhere to hide, and he couldn’t take them all on his own with me caught up in the middle.

      His fear brought a sense of calmness to my soul. I couldn’t hide, and I most certainly wasn’t going to let him lose focus and regret his decision to come here and rescue Mava and Astrid.

      “I’ve got this,” I whispered. I turned my back to him, squared my shoulders, and prepared to do whatever was necessary.

      Within seconds, the light from my torch found my prey, and I knew the light wasn’t going to help me for long. There was no way I could fight and hold onto it so I could see what I was doing.

      I had to do what was necessary.

      Steadying my ice pick, I waited until the last second then stole the beast’s vision and plunged the ice pick into its chest. I stepped to the side, narrowly missing being pinned under the creature as it crashed to the ground.

      But the monster wasn’t done. Its screeches echoed through the tunnel, igniting the other Hellhounds into a symphonic melody that turned my blood cold.

      I chanced a glance behind me and saw the way Marcus tore through the Hellhounds, severing the heads of beast after beast as if they were incapable of landing a blow.

      Turning back to prepare myself for the next Hellhound, I was slammed to the ground by a five-hundred-pound beast, its razor sharp teeth inches from my face.

      With one swift movement, I stabbed the ice pick into its torso with all the force I could muster.

      Absolute fury blazed in the Hellhound’s ruby eyes as its body began to glow, growing brighter and brighter by the second until it exploded from within, ripping it into pieces.

      My body shook uncontrollably as blood and chunks of the monster splattered all over me.

      A second. A single second of fear. That was all it took for me to become the prey of yet another.

      The first Hellhound I’d stabbed stretched its front paw toward me and sank its claws into my arm, ripping through my skin as it dragged me closer to her.

      I rolled toward it and thrust the ice pick into its throat.

      Blood gurgled out of its mouth as the glowing light began to build, and within seconds, I was covered with the insides of that Hellhound as well.

      I jerked to a sitting position and wiped the blood and guts away from my eyes just in time to see another five-hundred-pound beast leap into the air, its fangs bared, ready to take a chunk out of me on impact.

      I didn’t have time to get out of the way, so I lifted the ice pick, ready to stick it into the Hellhound when it connected with me. I prayed I wouldn’t lose any part of my body in the process.

      Marcus slid past me in a blur, his blade raised toward the monster. A split second later, he reached up and tore the blade through the Hellhound’s chest, all the way down to its stomach.

      Blood and guts spilled from the creature’s body, pouring onto both Marcus and the floor. But Marcus didn’t stop. He was on his feet, battling the next one while I was still trying to come to terms with what I’d seen.

      The tunnels may have trapped us, but they also stopped more than one Hellhound from coming at us at a time. They were too large to fit two across.

      I sat with my arms falling between my legs, staring at Marcus in awe. One after another after another, he slaughtered the Hellhounds. They were no match for him.

      It wasn’t long before the last head rolled and Marcus turned back to me, blood covering his heaving chest. He looked like a war god in all his glory. I was paralyzed by his beauty.

      Marcus sauntered toward me as he put his blade away, and then he kneeled down in front of me. “Are you okay?” He scanned every inch of my body and sucked in a sharp breath when he saw the elongated puncture wounds in my arm.

      “It’s fine.” I tried wiping the sticky, black blood off my face, but it was no use. There was too much. “I can barely feel it.” I was pretty sure the adrenaline still pumping through my body was the only reason I felt no pain. But I knew I was going to be in a world of pain when we finally hit safety.

      Marcus glanced behind him. “Can you keep going?”

      I nodded.

      He helped me to my feet then scanned my body once more for any injuries he’d missed when I was sitting.

      “I told you I’m fine.”

      “Can’t blame me for worrying.” He took the ice pick from my shaking hands. “Told you not to judge a weapon by its size.” He wiped the blade on the back of his jeans then handed it back to me.

      “Yeah,” I said, pocketing the ice pick. “I didn’t expect it to explode whatever I stuck it into.” The blood and guts splattering all over me was not something I was going to forget in a hurry.

      Marcus gently put his hand on my arm. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      I breathed in deeply then exhaled slowly, trying to calm my nerves. “I’ll be fine.”

      Stepping around the remains of the Hellhound’s I’d killed, I said, “Correct me if I’m wrong, but do you find it strange that a witch would have Hellhounds protecting her coven?”

      Marcus fell in step with me. “You’re right. It’s one thing to have them surrounding us, and it’s another to have them as guards.”

      “Watch your step.” Marcus gestured to a pothole in the floor that looked about the same size as a Hellhound’s head.

      “I can see. I took a Hellhound’s sight.” I hopped over the hole then continued to dodge the body parts at the same time as I tried to ignore them, which didn’t turn out to be that easy.

      “Good thinking.” As if sensing my unease, he grabbed my hand and guided me through the bodies. “We always knew a demon was helping Morgana try to stop you from fulfilling my destiny, but it seems whoever it is, is also trying to protect her, which makes me think Morgana might have something over them.”

      “That’s one theory,” I said.

      “And you’ve got another?”

      “I think it’s safe to say there are a million theories and any one of them could be correct.” That was the truth of it. “Only weeks ago we thought we were trapped inside this curse because you refused to collect my soul, and now we know we couldn’t have been further from the truth. I can only imagine what secrets will be revealed when we get ahold of Titus.”

      “We?”

      “You’re dead right,” I said. “There’s no you or me. There’s only we.”

      A warm smile spread across his face, a stark contrast to the blood surrounding it. “We.”

      I smiled. “‘Til death do us part and all that shit.”

      He pulled me back as we came to another fork in the tunnel. “That doesn’t apply to us because you and I will forever be.”

      I wiped my thumb across his lips. “I am your light. I am your key, but I will never set you free.” I knew how it sounded to Marcus, but what he heard and what I meant were two different things. I was still fully aware there may come a day when I would have to give him back his light, but he would never be free. The memory of me would forever haunt him, and I prayed he would never have to feel that way.

      Marcus chuckled. “You sound way too much like Mava.”

      “I know.” I turned back to the tunnel. “Which way do you think?”

      He gestured to the left. “We should search the dungeons first, then move onto the tower.”

      “Agreed.” Plus, according to the blueprint, the dungeons were closer.

      Of course, the tunnels didn’t actually lead to the dungeons, but it was close enough.

      We carried on for another one hundred yards then stopped under a manhole with a rickety old ladder missing two of its bars.

      Marcus climbed a couple of steps then reached up to the blackened iron grate. “Ready?” he mouthed.

      If there was someone on the other side, then no, but I wasn’t going to say that. I needed to be prepared even when I wasn’t. That was the nature of this game. And we were playing to win. “Yep.”
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      Dirt particles rained on top of me, coating my blood-soaked clothing in dust as Marcus lifted the iron grate and slid it to the side.

      I expected an onslaught of witchcraft or at least Soul Scrapers to bear down on us, but nothing.

      Taking two more steps, Marcus was through, disappearing from my sight.

      My heart contracted with fear as I waited for him to give me the all clear, and as the seconds ticked on, I thought I was going to have a heart attack.

      I raced up the ladder, prepared to fight for his life when he came back into view, kneeling down beside the hole.

      A shuddered breath escaped my lips as my body trembled with adrenaline. I wanted to hug him and smack him at the same time. “Where did you go?” I shouted in a whisper.

      He reached down for me to take hold.

      Placing my hand in his, he pulled me up through the hole then set me onto the floor, which was caked in old blood. Eyes wide, I scanned the room, sheer horror taking over my soul as I feared for Mava and Astrid’s safety.

      “I had to make sure it was safe,” he said.

      I barely heard him. My mind was consumed by the multitude of barbaric torture contraptions surrounding us. They were old and very much used.

      Dried up blood and who knows what else were soaked into the old stone pavers throughout the room. Unimaginable pain and suffering echoed off the walls. I was sick to my stomach, fearing both Mava and Astrid had been subjected to these contraptions while we had been biding our time, waiting for me to heal instead of busting down the doors and walls like we would have if any one of us had been taken.

      Marcus cupped my face in his hands and guided my head until I had no choice but to look into his eyes. “Focus on me, not what is in this room.”

      With eyes wide I nodded, unable to take my gaze off him for fear that I was going to fall apart if I looked at those torture contraptions again.

      I was tempted to ask Marcus to burn the room to the ground, but that would’ve alerted Morgana to our presence. Saving Mava and Astrid was our priority. But that didn’t mean I would forget what I’d seen. Morgana and everyone who followed her would fall to their knees. I was going to make damn sure of that.

      Swallowing hard, I focused on calming my nerves then followed Marcus through the rickety old reinforced wooden door.

      I wondered why they hadn’t upgraded the fittings, but if the torture contraptions were anything to go by, I assumed whomever they’d kept in these dungeons wasn’t in any shape to make a break for it.

      We vigilantly made our way through the dungeon, checking each and every cell, but Mava and Astrid were nowhere to be seen.

      Marcus raised his finger to his lips then pointed to a pile of soiled blankets at the end of the corridor.

      If I weren’t with Marcus, I would’ve missed it. I would’ve walked right past and never known there was somewhere else they could’ve been hiding them.

      My heart skipped a few beats as he lifted the edge of the blankets with his foot, revealing a trap door.

      “They’re down there,” he mouthed, pointing to the floor.

      I expected him to lift the door and rescue the witches, but he quickly scanned the room and carefully returned the blankets to their position.

      I opened my mouth to ask him what the hell he was doing when he placed his finger to his lips again, shushing me.

      I hated to be shushed, but I trusted Marcus knew what he was doing. He knew how important this rescue mission was, and I was positive we hadn’t come all this way just to leave them behind. But I would’ve given anything to know what was going on inside that head of his.

      Marcus grabbed my hand and led me back into the torture room. I did my best not to look at those barbaric devices again as he scanned the room once more. He stuck his head into the manhole and then lifted himself back out. “You first,” he mouthed.

      He helped me down the manhole, only letting go when I was firmly on the ladder.

      I jumped off the last step as he climbed onto the ladder and repositioned the manhole cover in place. He then jumped onto the stone floor, barely making a sound.

      Grabbing hold of his arm, I leaned closer and whispered, “What are you doing? They were right there.”

      He curled his hand around my hips. “I know. But going down through the trapdoor wasn’t the best option.”

      “Why not?” I asked, trying to control my anger. After what I’d seen in the room above us, it was tearing me apart. The thought of Mava and Astrid strapped into the machines was too much.

      “Because they had the door bugged,” he explained. “They would’ve known we were there.”

      “They already know we’re here. If the Hellhounds coming after us wasn’t warning enough, I don’t know what is.”

      “Calm down,” he said. “I agree with you. Something isn’t right here, but that doesn’t mean to say we should make a stupid move. For all we know, there could’ve been a tripwire attached to the door, and we all would’ve blown up.”

      As much as he made sense, I couldn’t stop thinking about the torture machines. “We can’t leave them there.”

      “We’re not,” he said, pulling his phone out of his pocket. “We’re going in a different way.”

      I screwed up my face in confusion. From what I could see, there was only one way into the pit, and that was the whole point.

      Marcus typed a message to Abby: We’ve found them. Head back to the entrance. We’ll need to leave ASAP.

      So much for poking around to see what else we could find. Something told me there was more going on that I wasn’t aware of, and I wished we had more time for him to explain. But right now, Mava and Astrid were our priority. We would figure everything else out later.

      Abby’s reply flashed on the screen: Heading there now. Something’s off.

      Marcus punched another message into his phone: I know. Be careful.

      Always.

      Pocketing his phone, he grabbed my hand and led me further into the tunnel. Then he stopped. “They’re through there,” he whispered, gesturing to the wall.

      Everything suddenly clicked into place. We weren’t leaving Mava and Astrid behind. We were going to literally break them out of their prison.
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      I don’t know why I was expecting Marcus to pull an explosive or something equally damaging out of his pocket to break through the wall, but I was surprised to see him raise his fist. “Ready?” he asked.

      “Wait. What?”

      He lowered his hand. “When I get through, we need to grab the witches and go. We don’t have time for anything else, okay?”

      In other words, we didn’t have time for me to freak out if we found them with puncture wounds covering their bodies from being tortured in the death room barely six feet from our heads.

      I gave him a small, curt nod. “Got it.” I really didn’t have it, but there was no time for me to get my shit together.

      Marcus turned his gaze away from mine and pounded his fist into the wall. The stone bricks exploded around his fist as the wall crumbled to the ground.

      He wasn’t kidding about not having time. Before the last of the bricks fell, Marcus had disappeared through the hole. A second later, another blast came from within.

      Forgetting all my fears, I sprinted through the hole then skidded to a stop. My heart pounded with a mixture of fear and relief when I saw both Mava and Astrid, sitting on the wet stone floor, slumped against the wall with metal cuffs around their hands and necks.

      Marcus ripped the first chain connected to Astrid out of the wall, then the other. Astrid crumpled to the floor, too weak to stand on her own.

      I waited for Marcus to move over to Mava and help free her, but he didn’t. He wrapped his arm under Astrid’s shoulders, tucked his other arm under her legs, and lifted her to his chest.

      It was only when he moved out of the way that I saw it.

      My eyes widened, and all air expelled from my lungs when I realized Mava wasn’t moving. Her head hung unnaturally to the side, and the color had drained from her skin in a way that could only mean one thing.

      Mava was dead.

      I didn’t have time to fully process the ramifications of that statement before Marcus was in my face, ordering me to move.

      The next few minutes went by in a haze as we climbed back through the wall and ran down the tunnel faster than I’d ever run before. My brain barely registered my feet touching the ground as my thoughts were consumed with Mava’s death.

      She had died for me, and that wasn’t something I’d wish upon anyone. The guilt that smothered me was all-consuming, and I didn’t know how to let go. But I had to keep going.

      The entrance to the tunnel came into sight, silhouetting both Justin and Abby, who were already there waiting for us.

      Marcus skidded to a stop and handed Astrid to Justin. “Take her.”

      “Where’s Mava?” Justin asked, adjusting Astrid in his arms.

      “Dead.”

      Astrid, who’d stayed silent up until now, let out a strangled groan. Her eyes remained closed, and she didn’t make any effort to move. My heart was heavy knowing the passionate woman who’d done so much for me was too weak to remain conscious.

      Justin paused for a second then clicked back into rescue mode. He’d been close to Mava, and I couldn’t imagine what he was going through at that moment. Even though he was a Soul Collector and had witnessed countless deaths, nothing could prepare someone for the death of a friend.

      Abby practically flew up the ladder and smashed through the grate, sending it flying from my view. Then she climbed through the hole.

      Justin slung Astrid over his shoulder then ascended the ladder. Once at the top, he passed her effortlessly to Abby.

      “Your turn.” Marcus grabbed me by the hips and lifted me onto the ladder.

      I don’t know how I made it out of the tunnel, but somehow I was standing out in the field, the warm sun shining down on my skin, mocking the memory of Mava. She was gone.

      Something latched onto my waist and yanked me back, twisting me around in time to see Marcus emerge from the tunnel.

      I had no idea what had hold of me, but whatever it was, Marcus’s expression brought the fear of God into me.

      “Lucy!” he screamed.

      Black tar exploded around my head as I lost all control of my body. The absolute fear in Marcus’s eyes burned into my memory as the air around me warped. Then he was gone.
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      Fear ripped through me as the black tar wrapped further around my face, stealing my sight. The slick substance spilled into my mouth and slipped down my throat, choking me.

      I didn’t have to see to know what was going on. I was on a slippery slope, spiraling out of control.

      I needed control.

      I needed to fight.

      I had to free myself by any means necessary.

      My whole body was still paralyzed. The ice pick in my pocket wasn’t an option. The only thing I still had control of was my mind. And lucky for me, that was my most powerful asset.

      Remembering what I had done in the tunnel when I’d last encountered a Soul Scraper, I fought the urge to gag and, instead, welcomed the tar as it slowly made its way through my body, devouring my soul. Peace spread throughout my body as I gained control of the tar, tipped my head back, and spewed it back out of my mouth, aiming for where I thought the Soul Scraper was standing.

      The tar covering my eyes stretched, parting just enough for me to see my attacker. That split second was all I needed.

      Anger, determination, and something I couldn’t quite place were pumping through my veins as I looked at the Soul Scraper now covered in its own tar.

      It reared its demented face back as it started to convulse, the black tar eating away at its features until it was nothing but smoke.

      I fell to the ground, the scorched earth burning my skin, reminding me I was far from home.

      Before I could get my bearings, a strong arm wrapped around my neck, choking me as whoever it was attached to lifted me off the ground.

      Black wisps shot through the air, slamming into me and reminding me of the Possession that haunted the humans back in Sydney. With each attempt to enter me, they left smudges on my soul, staining the part of me that somehow protected my very essence.

      Wrapping my hands around the arm, I desperately tried to free myself. I needed to be able to see my captor. But it was useless. No matter how much I tried, I was fighting blindly. I couldn’t latch onto the minds of the Possessions. There simply wasn’t anything there to grasp. My only other alternative was to pull the demonic spirits into me, but if that was what they were trying to do, then I wasn’t going to help them with their cause. There had to be another way.

      My heart stopped when I heard the laugh that would forever haunt my dreams. The same one I’d heard the day when all this started.

      Morgana.

      Whoever was holding me turned around so I was facing the raven-haired witch that looked like an angel but was as evil as the devil.

      Heat rose from the arm of the man holding me until my skin was roasting under its touch. I needed to free myself, but I couldn’t take my eyes of Morgana.

      “You foolish child,” she said with an air of arrogance that only came from power. She reeked of power, and it was smothering me. “Did you really think I would be so incompetent as to leave the bait unattended for you to simply take?”

      Morgana let out a wicked laugh that sent chills down my spine. I’d thought Soul Scrapers and Hellhounds were my worst fear, but I was wrong. Morgana was.

      As soon as that thought entered my mind, I wanted to slap myself. Morgana wasn’t my worst fear. Losing Marcus was. And that was what I needed to focus on. I needed to get back to Marcus because the absolute fear I had seen in his eyes told me something else was wrong. He wasn’t able to follow me. He wasn’t coming to rescue me, and alarm bells were ringing deep inside of me.

      Ignoring the pain from my skin, which I was sure had lost the top few layers, I said, “Who says I’m the foolish one?”

      A look of confusion crossed her eyes. Then they went wide with realization. “No,” she screamed as her abilities slipped away.

      Pain shot through my head, and I fought with everything I had to ignore the unadulterated evil that came with Morgana’s magic. But it was too much. I couldn’t take it all. She was too strong, too evil, and I had to let go and be satisfied that I had taken more power than she would ever be able to recover from.

      Morgana raced up to me, grabbed my hair, and yanked me free from the arm that was choking me. Apparently, she still had some strength.

      I fell to the ground, the scorched earth once again burning my skin, but that was the least of my worries. I rolled onto my back just in time to see the man—or I should say demon with gigantic black wings—who had imprisoned me with his powerful arm.

      “What have you done?” Morgana screamed in my face. She lifted her other hand, reaching toward me. I knew what was coming, and as much as I didn’t know if she still had the strength in her to cast that kind of spell, I couldn’t risk it. I would never let myself forget Marcus again.

      With a split second to focus, I reached out to the demon and took the one thing that would ensure my escape. The ability came to me as if it had belonged to me all this time. It was as if it were my birthright.

      A wicked grin spread across her face as if she were about to devour her prey. “Forget—

      Before she had a chance to finish the spell, I lifted my hand to the side of me, opened a veil directly back to my world, and rolled into it, making sure I closed it behind me as quickly as I could. I knew it wouldn’t hold them back for long, but I had a few seconds on them, and that was all I needed—or so I hoped.

      Scrambling to my feet, I scanned the area surrounding me for Marcus, but he was nowhere to be seen. In the distance, a group of witches stood in a circle, their black robes cloaking their faces. Their heads were tipped back as they looked into the sky, chanting something in Latin over and over again as purple smoke danced in the inner circle.

      I unfurled my wings, preparing to take flight when something slammed into my back and lifted me into the air.

      My wings were a tangled mess as whoever was behind me carried me further and further up into the sky.

      I had a crap load of magic buried inside of me that would have undoubtedly freed me from their grasp, but what I didn’t have was the knowledge of how to use it. That was a completely different set of skills I had left with Morgana.

      Desperate to see again, I tucked my wings into my back and prepared to fight to free myself from the grasp of whoever had a hold of me when I was momentarily paralyzed by the scene before me.

      Justin and Abby appeared to be trapped inside a bubble five hundred feet up in the air. They pounded against the invisible barrier, trying to break free, but no matter how hard they tried, they remained imprisoned in the witches’ spell. And Marcus… My heart stopped when I saw him in the arms of a demon, surrounded by a swirling wind of fire. But it had no effect. Demons were made of fire. Demons could also fly, and Marcus could not.

      Lightning shot up from the ground, snapping me out of my state. I looked down and froze.

      Morgana stood beneath Marcus, sparks of electricity swirling around her before she somehow managed to shoot it into the sky.

      The bitch was aiming at my man.

      Rage coursed through my veins, lighting me up in ways I never knew existed. I had power buried deep inside of me, crying to be freed. Freeing it was exactly what I needed to do.

      Reaching behind me, I grabbed hold of the demon’s head.

      “What are you doing?” he screeched, trying to free himself from my grasp while still keeping me firmly trapped in his embrace.

      I needed strength to hold on, so I took what I needed from him. We dropped a few feet as he struggled to keep holding me up.

      Ignoring the demon, I focused on the electrical storm beneath me, summoning it as my own until the tingle of power coursed under every inch of my skin.

      The demon convulsed under my touch as the electricity surged through his body, frying every cell and every nerve in its path.

      We plunged through the sky, my body still trapped in his embrace as the electricity contracted every one of his muscles.

      I let go of the demon’s head, and his grip on me released as he slipped away from me.

      I called on my wings then soared up into the sky just in time to see Morgana get a direct hit on Marcus.

      “No,” I screamed, but I couldn’t hear a word of my cry. I was deafened by the blood pumping through my ears as my whole world seemed to stop. I may not have been able to die from a fall, but Marcus… We had no idea.

      I charged through the sky, my eyes stinging with tears as I refused to acknowledge I wasn’t going to get to him in time. The ground kept creeping closer and closer to him, and I was still too far away. It was inevitable, and there was nothing I could do.

      I couldn’t save him, and because of me, Marcus no longer had wings to save himself. In that moment of realization, I wished more than anything that I hadn’t been selfish that day. That I hadn’t trusted Morgana. That I’d been smarter. There were a million wishes running through my head but none stronger than my wish that he’d never had his wings stolen from him as his punishment for letting me live.

      My stomach lurched as I continued to free-fall through the sky, plummeting to earth, and I had nothing to save me.

      My wings were gone.

      Justin and Abby’s screams echoed through the sky, followed by one that crushed my soul.

      I glanced up just in time to see Marcus shoot through the sky toward me, powered by the same plasma wings I’d just lost.

      My heart soared with a mixture of disbelief and relief. Marcus was alive, but he wasn’t fast enough.

      Pain ripped through my body as I slammed into the ground, every inch of me consumed in the agony I was all too accustomed to.

      I was broken, bloodied, and bruised, but I hadn’t completed my destiny. Marcus’s light burning inside of me had saved me yet again.

      I tried to get up, to keep fighting, but every inch of my body cried out in pain.

      The ground shook as Marcus touched down beside me. “Lu,” he said, his voice trembling with fear.

      Kneeling beside me, he reached for me then pulled back, afraid to hurt me any more than I already was.

      “I’m okay,” I said, my voice barely a whisper. My mind was foggy, and I fought desperately to remain focused. I needed to be okay. I couldn’t be a liability.

      A sad smile broke out across his face as he wiped my hair away from my eyes. “I thought—”

      Marcus’s eyes went wide, his back arching unnaturally as electricity pulsated through his body.

      Morgana strode toward us, electricity dancing off her fingers and shooting into Marcus. She was killing him, and I needed to stop it.

      Marcus pushed off the ground as he fought the convulsions. He turned around to face her, his back straight and shoulders square.

      Mustering every last bit of energy I had, I latched my hand around Marcus’s ankle and welcomed the electrical storm into my body, freeing him from Morgana’s power.

      Lifting his hand, Marcus reached out toward her as the wind whipped around us, sweeping the fallen leaves into a turbulent storm heading straight for her.

      Thunder cracked over us, and a moment later, rain pelted down from the dark clouds above.

      Morgana raised her other hand and shot another round of electricity at Marcus.

      He faltered for a second before I took it away, drawing in the power as if it were mine to begin with.

      Morgana’s eyes went wide as she was picked up off the ground and carried by an unknown force toward Marcus, who was now glowing with the illuminating light that I’d seen only once before.

      Her terrified gaze fell on me and the word, “Forget,” spilled from her lips.

      To my relief, her words had no effect on me. I still remembered everything.

      Marcus latched his hand around her throat, choking the very life out of her as fire danced over his skin.

      She thrashed under his grip, but it was no use. Even with all her magic, she’d been powerless against the two of us combined. Absolute fear consumed her eyes as her gaze fell on me, and she gurgled, “It’s true. What I promised you…”

      “Marcus,” I said, unsure if I’d heard her right.

      He loosened his grip on her. “What are you saying?”

      Fear still consumed her eyes but a sliver of hope was set free, and I wasn’t sure if I’d heard her right or it was wishful thinking.

      “There is a way to separate the light,” she said, her voice coming out in a strangled rasp. “If you let me live, I will help you find it.”

      Marcus glanced at me then returned his gaze to Morgana. “I don’t think so.”

      My mind was groggy, but I had to know if it were true. With the remainder of my energy, I took that tiny piece of her memory. Hope soared through my veins when I realized Morgana wasn’t lying. There was a—

      Marcus snapped her neck and the light in her eyes disappeared. Shit!

      Realizing I had most likely lost my chance of finding out who was behind Morgana, I reached for her memories and tried against hope to find the one we were searching for.

      I sucked in a sharp breath, not because I was too late, but because of the fear that was brought with the name embedded in my head. I’d done the impossible. I’d found out who we were looking for. He called himself God. I had no other name, no description. Only the word God.

      Marcus threw her body to the side then kneeled down beside me, his plasma wings rustling in the wind as the storm settled, and the fire and light disappeared from his body.

      He scooped me into his arms and pressed a tender kiss on my lips. “You’ll be okay.”

      Closing my eyes, I melted into his embrace as the pain became too much, and I soon blacked out.
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      I had no idea how long I was out when I heard the steady breathing of Marcus lying beside me, comforting my soul in ways that no other could.

      A smile broke out across my face as I opened my eyes and saw him staring back at me. “Hey you,” I said with a raspy voice.

      He returned my smile, love consuming his amber eyes. “Hey, yourself.”

      He ever so gently caressed the side of my face. “How are you feeling?”

      I tried to move, but the pain was too much. “Couldn’t be better.” That wasn’t a lie. Even though every inch of my body was hurting, we were alive.

      He chuckled. “I find that very hard to believe.”

      “Is she awake?” Abby’s muffled voice came from somewhere behind me, making me think she wasn’t in the same room as us.

      I had no idea where we were, and I really didn’t care. We were safe. We were both alive, and that was all that really mattered.

      Marcus propped himself up on his elbow. “Yes, she’s awake.”

      A door opened, and Abby burst into the room. “Glad you’re with us again. You’ve scared the living hell out of us these last ten hours.”

      Ten hours? Crap.

      I blinked in surprise then tried to get up, but the pain was still too much.

      “Easy,” Marcus said, guiding me back down. “You’ve had one hell of a fall and probably broke every bone in your body. You’re going to need time to heal.”

      “And us,” Abby added.

      Marcus smiled. “And us.”

      I frowned, and even that hurt.

      Marcus folded his hand over mine. “Let us help you heal.”

      “Both of us,” Abby added. “That way you should be healed in no time.”

      “I can’t. What if someone comes and—?”

      “We’re safe for now,” Marcus said. “Take it from us.”

      I tried to nod, but even that was excruciating. “Thanks.”

      Looking between Marcus and Abby, I focused on taking what I needed. If we were going to finish this once and for all—and I had every intention of doing just that—I had to heal myself so I’d be at full strength.

      Somehow they both knew their ability to heal was gone without me having to say a word.

      Abby smiled. “Good. Now, I’ll go make sure I’ve got some food here for you for when you wake up again.”

      “Thanks,” I whispered.

      “You’re more than welcome.” She leaned down and kissed my cheek. “Thanks for saving demon boy’s life back there.”

      “Always.”

      Abby chuckled as she walked out of my sight. “‘Til death do us part and all that shit.”

      Marcus snuggled down beside me, being careful not to hurt me but also trying to get as close to me as he could. “Get some sleep.”

      Closing my eyes, I did just that, wrapped in the memories of who we were, what we could become, and the nightmare that was sure to follow.

      Night had fallen by the time I woke again. My bones only ached the slightest, and the rest of my pains had disappeared.

      I rolled onto my side and was welcomed by the love of my life staring back at me.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      That was the million-dollar question. At that moment, I was perfect. But the looming knowledge of this one who called himself God was chilling my very core.

      “Good,” I lied. I knew I would have to tell him what I’d learned, but I wanted a few more seconds of bliss before I had to return to reality.

      I ran the tips of my fingers over his shoulder then down his back. “You’ve got wings,” I said, repeating the exact same thing he’d said to me when I’d suddenly sprouted wings of my own.

      “Yeah, you gave me your wings, which I want to talk to you about but not right now.” He wrapped his hand around my waist and pulled me closer to him. “Now, I just want to do this.” He kissed my neck. “And this.” He trailed his lips across my jaw, stopping when he reached my lips. “And this.” He kissed me, almost making me forget about everything that had happened. But I couldn’t forget. And as much as I wanted to get lost in this moment, I was haunted by the knowledge of what we were facing.

      I gave myself a few seconds more indulgence then broke away. “As much as I want to keep going where we both know this will end up—”

      “We need to talk,” he said, finishing my sentence.

      I nodded then pulled myself to a sitting position. I leaned forward and grabbed Marcus’s hand, lacing his fingers with mine. “How’s Astrid?”

      “Recovering,” he said. “She’s still too weak to perform any spell strong enough to aid her own recovery.”

      “Speaking of.” I returned his healing ability to him. “Where’s Abby?”

      “She’s gone out to get you some more food because she ate the last lot she got for you.”

      I laughed. “Typical Abby.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Where are Justin and Astrid?”

      “They’re in another room. And don’t worry, Justin’s taking good care of her.” He chuckled. “Actually, Astrid’s got Justin running around, gathering ingredients for her so she can perform a healing spell when she gets the strength.”

      My eyes widened when I realized how I could probably help with her recovery.

      Marcus frowned. “What is it?”

      “There’s a lot I need to tell you and a lot I need to figure out. But the gist of it is this. When Morgana took me through to another veil, I stole her magic. Well, not all of it, considering she was still able to shoot lightning out of her hands, but I took at least half of her power.”

      “And you think you can help Astrid with her recovery?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know. But it’s worth a try.”

      “I guess you have nothing to lose.”

      “The only problem is, I don’t know how to use it. I can feel all this power swirling inside of me, and I don’t have a clue how to access it. Magic isn’t at all what I thought it would be.”

      “How so?”

      “It takes training, dedication, and knowledge. All I’ve got is this untapped power, and I need to find the tap.”

      Marcus chuckled. “Well, I’m sure Astrid will be only too willing to show you a tap.”

      I shoved him. “Don’t make fun of me.”

      He bit down on a smile. “I’m not. It’s just the first time I’ve heard magic being referred to that way.”

      I shoved him again. “You’re evil, you know that?”

      “Come here.” He wrapped his arm around me and snuggled against my side. “You know I love you.”

      I tilted my head back, hope for our future soaring in my heart as I looked into his eyes. “I know. And I love you, too.”

      Marcus released his grip on me and shuffled so we were once again facing each other. The smile had disappeared from his eyes. “You’re thinking about what Morgana said, aren’t you?”

      I smiled. “I know what you’re thinking, but it’s true. She wasn’t lying. There is a way for me to give back your light without me dying in the process.” He opened his mouth to say something, but I quickly cut him off. “Before you say anything, I know it’s real. I took that memory from her.”

      He sucked in a shuddered breath as he stared at me, unable to allow himself to bring his thoughts to life.

      I rolled forward onto my knees and closed the little distance between us as I climbed onto his lap, facing him. “I’ve seen it for myself. There is a way to severe your light and return what was rightfully yours. And I know you probably don’t want to risk it, but we’d be stupid not to look for the scroll because we’re going to need you at your strongest for when we face God.”

      He screwed up his nose. “What?”

      I ran my hand down my face. “Before Morgana died, I took the name of who she was working with, and that demon or angel or whatever it is calls himself God.”

      “It can’t be God,” he said.

      “I know, and I don’t think his name is actually God. I think that’s his code name, or whatever. My point is, Morgana feared him. Like really feared him.”

      “And you think we need to find this scroll containing a way for you to give me back my light so that we have a chance of beating this God?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying because let’s face it; you almost died back there.”

      “And you foolishly gave me your wings.”

      “If I didn’t, then you would be dead. I can’t die. I can hurt, but I can’t die.”

      “Knock, knock,” Abby said as she rapped her knuckles against the door.

      I twisted myself off Marcus and sat beside him. “Come in.”

      Abby bounded in carrying a takeout bag filled with what smelled like hamburgers. “I come bearing gifts.” She grinned.

      “The very best kind,” I said, taking the bag from her. I opened it, pulled out a hamburger, and passed the bag to Marcus. “Thank you so much, Abby.”

      “You’re welcome.” She sat on the end of the bed. “So, is someone going to tell me how the hell you managed to give away one of your appendages?”

      I unpeeled the wrapper and closed my hands around the bun. “You’re obsessed with those wings, aren’t you?”

      “I’m obsessed with figuring out how you had wings you never knew about until you were falling to your death, and then somehow you were able to give them to Marcus.”

      “Giving is part of my abilities.”

      She grabbed the bag off Marcus and picked out a burger for herself. “You see, we were talking, and something about it just doesn’t sit right. How can you give one of your body parts to someone else? I mean, that’s like giving Marcus your foot, or hand. How about an eyeball?”

      I looked to Marcus, wondering if he felt the same way.

      “I have to agree with Abby,” he said.

      “I was created for you. To take and give.”

      “See, that’s the thing,” Abby continued. “Justin and I have come up with a theory.”

      “You have?” Marcus asked.

      “Yes,” she repeated. “Maybe they were never Lucy’s wings to begin with. I mean, think about it. That type of wings is reserved for the upper class, and Lucy… Well, Lucy isn’t an angel or a demon. Marcus, you’re the only one with no wings, and now suddenly you have them again. For all we know, they were yours and Lucy wasn’t just created as a vessel to hold your light. Maybe she holds everything that was stolen from you.”

      “That’s impossible,” Marcus said. “They were severed.”

      “And how much do you remember about them actually being removed?”

      Marcus remained silent.

      “That’s my point.”

      “Your theory means nothing because we can’t prove…” Marcus trailed off when Abby smirked. “No way.”

      “No way, what?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” Marcus said, trying to shut Abby’s idea down before I’d even heard it.

      “Don’t nothing me.” I slapped him gently on the thigh. “We’re in this together, and if there’s a way to prove that they were…” My eyes widened, and a big O formed on my lips. “You want me to try giving him something else of mine, don’t you?”

      “Bingo.” Abby took a bite out of her burger.

      Marcus tossed his unopened burger onto the bed. “You are not going to try to give me one of your limbs.”

      “As much as the thought of having one of my limbs removed scares the hell out of me, it’s worth it if we get to piece a little bit more of the puzzle together.”

      “You are not doing it.”

      “Marcus,” Abby said. “It’s her body. She can choose to do what she wants. And it’s not as if she can’t take it back. It’ll be only for a second.”

      I zoned out as I took the opportunity to do what Marcus forbade. I changed my mind about what I was going to remove about twenty times before I decided to go with a nail. I was pretty sure that would hurt the least if it were removed.

      I waited and waited. Nothing. My nail remained. Needing to know if it were just my nail that I couldn’t give because it was technically a dead part of my body, I sucked up what little courage I had and decided to try a finger. To my relief, I failed.

      Marcus shook my forearm. “Lucy.”

      “Huh?” I said, snapping out of my zone. “What is it?”

      A smile broke out across Abby’s face. “You tried, didn’t you?”

      Anger swirled in Marcus’s eyes, turning them liquid amber.

      “Calm down,” I said. “It obviously didn’t work.”

      He breathed out harshly. “You are going to be the death of me.”

      I grabbed him by the chin and kissed his cheek. “As I keep telling you, I’m your life.”

      “And those are your wings, Marcus,” Abby said. “I knew it. You, my dear demon boy, are so not what we thought you were. You’re an upper-class angel, and someone wants to make sure that remains a secret.”

      Something about what she said rang true to my soul. Marcus wasn’t like them. He was special, and I was determined to find the scroll so we could figure out exactly how special he was.

      In the meantime, I was going to learn everything I could about witchcraft and hone every single one of my skills to make sure that when the day came, I could safely make Marcus whole again and we would have our happily ever after.
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