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  Chapter 1
Entering My Vampy Era


Reality had never seemed so subjective. Every moment felt like forever until the darkness settled in and memories flooded my mind. The rush tempered the ache in my gut, overshadowing the hunger with a different sort of pain. 
Compared to my typical dreams of previous lives, these snippets were even more fragmented, like a movie montage played at 10x speed. Each scene brought an emotional sucker punch and sent my head reeling. The highs of the good times felt euphoric. The lows of the bad times threatened to cripple me, and the extreme shifts might’ve given me a heart attack if the organ still beat in my chest.
This was a level of torture I couldn’t have fathomed prior to living it. I’d thought losing my wolf was the worst thing I would ever experience. I would’ve gladly repeated that night a hundred times if it meant putting an end to the rapid-fire memories.
Just when the agony reached a pinnacle, he would arrive and pull me back to the waking world. For several blissful minutes, only he and I existed, and I felt at peace. Then, the hunger came, and my senses went into overdrive. One thought dominated the rest: blood. He would press his own wrist to my mouth, cradling my head in his lap as I sank my fangs into his skin and drank until I fell asleep.
The number of times this cycle repeated was anyone’s guess.
I wanted to cry and scream and laugh all at once. Most of all, I wanted to die. I finally understood why eternals and protectors chose to end their lives once rising. Had Ewan left anything sharp within reach, I might’ve stopped this horrible existence.
It was flashes from the dream where I rejected Stavros that truly drove me to the edge. His heartbreak was mine, and the knife cut so deep it left a mark time would never heal. Maybe if I’d severed the bond cleanly, it would have been easier for both of us. But I hadn’t.
Why? I wondered. Why did I condemn us both to an eternity of agony?
A primal scream filled my ears. Only his icy fingers touching my cheek made me realize the shrieks were mine.
“I’m here,” Ewan murmured, gathering me into his arms. “It’s okay, Zara. I’m here.”
Zara. He called me Zara.
My eyes squeezed shut as I leaned into his caress and the shouts died down. My skin should’ve been just as cool as his, yet I felt feverish and sweaty.
Ewan brushed the hair back from my face. His touch was light, gentle, and every fiber of my being responded. All the emotions I had for him formed a tangled and confusing ball in my gut. Twisted in warm sheets, I rolled and pressed my cheek against the flannel covering his chest, inhaling his scent.
He smelled like he always did, a mix of snow and spice with a hint of pine—and cinnamon, which was new. And specific to a very certain fae.
Nicasia. No, Winter, I corrected myself.
In this life, her name was Winter.
“When?” I croaked, my voice hoarse and raw. “When did she get here?”
Ewan knew exactly who I meant without explanation. “A few hours ago. Colleen and Walter arrived the morning after our bonding ceremony.”
“How long?” I asked.
“Five days.” 
Days?
It felt like weeks or even months had passed while I writhed in the bed with Ewan as my sole tether to this life.
My throat was tight and so dry. I needed water. No… blood. I needed blood. But I knew as soon as I drank, the darkness would return, and the dream fragments would invade my thoughts. In that moment, my mind felt relatively clear, and I wanted to remain in the present with Ewan.
“I planned to call Winter, but she reached out first.” His arms tightened around me. “As I understand it, Archer stayed behind to watch over you once the others fled. He told them what happened.”
He ran his palm down my spine, hand resting at the small of my back as he squeezed me tighter. The memory of Angelica’s attack infiltrated my thoughts, bringing with it a rage that was hard to swallow.
She hadn’t meant to turn me. That backstabbing bitch had tried to kill me. Ewan’s blood had breathed life into my body, connecting us with another bond and making him my true mate, my alpha, and my sire. His mother had spoken of the power I held over her son, yet the control belonged to him now. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. No one person should have so much sway over another.
“I’m sorry,” Ewan whispered, tipping my chin upward and running his fingers across my cheekbone. “I’m so fucking sorry, Zara. This isn’t what I wanted for you.”
I finally opened my eyes. Ewan’s expression was troubled, conflicted. Was he mourning Angelica? I wondered, jealousy burning in my chest.
His thumb traced my bottom lip and tugged until my fangs popped out. A growl rumbled in his chest and desire darkened his irises. Heat pooled between my legs.
“One advantage of rising,” he whispered, his own fangs peeking out between his lips. “Sensations are heightened to an entirely new degree. For us, it’s even greater, because we still have our shifter senses.”
Hearing those words triggered something inside of me, and I became hyperaware of everything. The sound of two hearts beating on the floor below us. An almost offensive aroma of cooked meat made my nostrils flare. Ewan’s touch blazed across my skin, leaving flames in its wake.
My tongue wetted my parted lips, begging for his kiss. His hand slid down the back of pajama shorts to cup my ass. He rolled his hips, grinding his hard cock against my hip.
“Gaia, I want to fuck you,” he whispered.
I smiled, rearranging to straddle his lap. “Are you waiting for an invitation?” I rubbed against him, eliciting a moan.
“A lot has happened,” he growled, hands moving to my waist. “There are people waiting to talk to you.”
As if on cue, the heartbeats from downstairs grew louder in my ears, warring for attention with the ache at my core.
Ewan's grip tightened, fingers digging into me. “Focus on me, Zara.”
The pounding in my head became deafening, my throat as dry as my lady parts were wet. My vision swam. Blood. Must drink blood. Ewan grabbed my jaw, his voice laden with authority.
“Look at me, Snyder.”
I blinked, helpless in the face of his command.
“Just breathe, okay?”
My lip curled back. “What a ridiculous thing to say. I don’t need to breathe,” I reminded him.
His hips bucked, and I drew in a sharp breath. Ewan laughed softly, his fingers releasing my chin and sliding down my throat.
“Normal, mortal tasks like breathing will keep you grounded.” His hand skimmed my collarbone, pulling the oversized t-shirt off my shoulder. He brought his mouth to my neck.
My eyelids fell closed as I clenched my thighs around his hips. “I’m trying to concentrate on a very mortal act.”
Ewan trailed scorching kisses along my skin before he finally spoke. “Not yet. You need to feed before Essie gets here, which should be any minute.” He lifted his head and met my eyes, his full of promise. “Later, all of me is yours. Right now, all you can have is my blood.”
My fangs extended fully, gaze zeroing in on the vein in his neck. He slipped his hand beneath my hair and guided me closer. My stomach tightened, mouth watering. His blood called to me. The flames licking my throat burned hotter, need consuming me to the point if he hadn’t already offered his veins, I would’ve begged to bite him.
Ewan stroked the back of my neck. “Drink,” he ordered.
My pointy teeth pierced his skin with no effort. His blood set my tastebuds soaring to new heights, detecting flavors that had no mortal equivalent. My nails dug into Ewan’s shoulders. He pressed me tighter against his neck and whispered in my ear.
“Good girl, Zara.”
My body hummed like a finely tuned instrument. Our bond may have given Ewan his power, but his blood filled me with life. I felt his love, his protection, his fears. As I consumed both the negative and positive emotions, literally, I grew desperate to ease his mind and bask in his affections.
A tickle at the base of my skull warned me to proceed with caution. Why? I didn’t know. I ignored my subconscious and lost myself in Ewan.
He yanked a fistful of my tangled hair, voice gruff. “I said, enough,” he growled.
I retracted my fangs from his neck, still salivating over his blood. His annoyed expression and irritated tone suggested he’d spoken several times before I stopped. Something vibrated against my inner thigh. Ewan reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell. The display showed a new text from someone named Charlie: She’s here.
Ewan typed back with one hand and sent the reply before I could read it. He pocketed the phone and met my unfocused gaze. His jaw clenched, regret filling his crimson eyes.
“Essie arrived.” His thumb traced the curve of my mouth, and then slid between my lips to give me one last taste of his blood.
He moved so fast that he reached the door before my brain registered the fact that he’d rolled me off him and left me alone on the bed. Ewan adjusted the bulge in his pants, a wicked smile toying on his lips. On his neck, the puncture marks had already healed, leaving two little red smears on his smooth skin.
“Don’t move,” he ordered as he slipped into the hallway.
I sat motionless for several minutes before the command lifted and Ewan’s alpha wishes no longer held me in place. Downstairs, the front door opened and closed as he exited the house. My speed impressed even me as I rushed to the bedroom door without an inkling of what I intended to do.
The instant I touched the doorknob, the metal glowed orange and blisters appeared on my palm. I hissed in pain and jerked my hand back, staring down at the angry burn forming on my skin. It took a second for the laughing-crying emoji to materialize on my palm… what the fuck? Then a voice filled my head.
“You still haven’t learned to listen,” Walter Stolly said in my mind.
Gaia, I thought. Fucking fae and their stupid spells.
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  Chapter 2
You’re a Wolf,  Not a Dragon


No matter how hard I hit, kicked, and clawed the door, it refused to budge. Magic scorched my skin, only for the burns to heal immediately. Except for the emoji, which I supposed was Walter’s idea of a joke. 
I fully intended to convey just how unfunny it was as soon as we saw one another.
Drinking blood usually made me tired, but the audacity to lock me inside of a room and tell me to stay was too great an insult. I paced the bedroom, listening to the increased heartbeats of the two people downstairs. It took a minute for logic to break through the haze of anger; if I could hear their blood pumping, I should be able to hear their conversation, too.
Either they weren’t speaking, or Walter had spelled the door to filter certain types of noises.
The curtains were parted just enough to see the cloudy night sky. Snow melted on the cold glass. I pressed my cheek to the window and peered at the winter wonderland below. Wolves patrolled the property line.
Are they meant to keep me in or others out? I wondered.
A rumble in the distance drew my attention. ATVs, five of them, headed toward the house from the valley below. Ewan drove one, with a much smaller figure sitting behind him.
Essie, I thought, a feeling of unease coming over me.
This was what she’d hoped to prevent—the rising of eternals and their protectors. Two of us had turned since we all parted ways. I worried my change might disappoint her, and Winter’s great-grandmother was one fae I desperately didn’t want to let down. She had embraced me like family, when my own flesh and blood had turned their backs on me. I couldn’t stand the thought of her looking at me with disgust in her wise eyes.
Ewan pulled to a stop in front of the house and helped Essie from the ATV. The leader of the Gemini Fae usually appeared strong, exuding confidence and power. But the woman who took Ewan’s arm hunched against the wind and moved as though each step pained her.
A tall man with a bright shock of red hair jumped off a second ATV. He wore a navy t-shirt, exposing corded forearms dotted with freckles and impervious to the cold. His irises glowed gold as they flicked to the passenger who climbed from the third ATV—Reggie.
Two other shifters pulled to a stop on their four-wheelers. One had Winter on the back. She wore a heavy parka with a fur-trimmed hood and thick mittens. Her green eyes darted toward the window where I stood watching the procession of newcomers. A small, sad smile lit her face, cheeks tinged pink from the cold, as she waved up at me.
Downstairs, the front door opened. I didn’t dare press my ear to the wood and risk another jolt of Walter’s magic. There was no need, though. All the heartbeats were impossible to miss. The soft thump, thump called to me, making my mouth water and my throat itch, despite having just consumed Ewan’s blood.
My nostrils flared, fangs descending. So much mortal blood. One taste, that’s all I need… I gravitated toward the bedroom door without conscious thought, reaching for the knob before I could stop myself. Walter’s oily magic scorched my palm again. I hissed and kicked the door reflexively.
“Fuck!” I screamed as the skin on the bottom of my foot burned and healed before my sole touched the floorboards.
Between the bloodlust and the rage, I almost didn’t hear the two sets of footsteps climbing the stairs to the second floor. My chest heaved, though the air I inhaled was pointless; I didn’t need to breathe.
The handle twisted, and the door popped open. My nose twitched as the scent of cinnamon and oranges and electricity filled the room. Essie still wore a long, hooded jacket that reached below her knees, snow clinging to the sides of her boots. Ewan towered over her from behind, arms crossed and jaw clenched, as if he hated everything about this situation.
From our very first meeting, the day after Enzo killed Nate Ames, I had felt Essie’s potent power. She was one of the strongest fae I’d ever encountered—in this life, anyway. But now, with my new vampiric senses, I truly understood just how much magic lived inside her aging body. Not even King Orrin himself had embodied such tremendous strength. If I didn’t know her, I would have been afraid of Essie Sable.
“Hello Zara, dear,” Essie said, clasping her gloved hands in front of her. “I’m glad to see you are awake. I would ask how you are feeling, but under the circumstances, I fear such a question would be insulting.”
Her words barely registered over the hum of her blood in my ears.
“Zara,” Ewan snapped, the single word laced with authority.
My lip curled back in a snarl, gaze transferring from Essie to my mate.
“Stand down.” He gave a jerk of his head. “Put the fangs away. Now.”
My lips clamped shut, obeying his command without a second thought. Essie’s mouth thinned to a narrow line, obvious displeasure on her strained face.
“May I come in, Zara?” Essie asked.
“I don’t—” Ewan started to protest.
“You have voiced your concerns already.” Essie kept her eyes on me. “Zara can make her own decisions, and her thoughts are the only ones I’m interested in hearing.”
A growl rumbled in Ewan’s chest. “With all due respect, Elder Sable, this is my house and Zara is my mate. You may speak to her across the barrier, as we agreed.”
“Don’t let her in. You’re not ready for this. Trust me,” Ewan spoke inside my head, more of a plea than a command. “You won’t forgive yourself if something goes wrong.”
I blinked several times unnecessarily. “Um, maybe Ewan is right.” The words sounded raspy, my throat growing tighter by the second. “I’m not sure I’m ready yet, and you’re much too valuable to be my first victim.”
She pursed her lips while she studied me, as if trying to decide if this was my choice or Ewan’s influence. After a minute, she nodded. “Of course, dear. A few more days won’t hurt.” Essie unzipped her jacket and reached inside, pulling out a flat rectangular box and handing it to me. “In case you need something to keep you occupied.”
I hesitated. Ewan eyed the package and nodded, encouraging me to take it. “Thank you,” I whispered, setting the box aside.
Essie caught sight of the emoji burned into my palm and frowned, but didn’t comment. She turned and swept past Ewan toward the stairs. “Don’t keep an old woman waiting too long,” she called and disappeared around a corner.
He shook his head and mumbled under his breath, something about the older women in his life treating him like a cub. He brushed a quick kiss across my forehead. “I’ll be back to check on you in a little while. Stay put.”
The door closed before I could respond, sealing me again inside the bedroom prison. I toyed with the ribbon on Essie’s gift, considerably less annoyed about being left alone in a locked room again. I lifted the lid and peered into the box. An ornate gold-handled mirror nestled in a bed of tissue paper.
The last time I’d seen the mirror was before leaving to rescue Winter from the Infinites. It had drawn me in from the first moment I laid eyes on it, in a pawnshop of all places. The mirror had called to me then, same as it did now. Only after Essie had tested it did I understand why I felt the magnetic pull—in another life, the mirror had belonged to me. I’d created it to see my descendants, those born from the line of Stavros and Zosia.
At least, that was the assumption, since I had yet to regain any memories of it from my previous lives.
I wrapped my fingers around the handle and plopped down on the bed with the mirror. Jagged lines appeared on the reflective surface, separating it into thirteen pieces. I selected a section with two figures huddled together on a large, snow-covered rock and tapped to enlarge the image.
Tears pricked my eyes. My brother had his arm around Brooke, and her head rested on his shoulder. They were in the woods, on Zach’s favorite rock, just the two of them. Their voices were faint, as if traveling a very long distance to reach my ears.
“Is it true, you think?” Brooke asked.
Zach’s expression was pensive as he played with her hair. “Dad doesn’t.”
My best friend rolled her eyes. “That’s not what I asked.”
Zach shrugged. “It’s what matters. I’m not alpha yet.”
Brooke angled her body and placed her small hands on his cheeks. “Your opinion matters to me. So tell me—is it true? Are the eternals rising?”
Zach stared into her eyes, his gaze so much like mine that it was like looking into a mirror. “Zara swore she saw the vampire that killed Nate Ames shift. The rumors about a vampire who can use magic have been circulating for a while. Now, the Zodiac Fae Council is questioning the leader of the Gemini Fae about her great-granddaughter. All signs are pointing to yes.”
This is bad. So, so bad. Fuck.
Brooke leaned in until her lips touched Zach’s. “Then you must speak with your father,” she whispered. “He has to understand the larger picture.”
Zach pulled back and shook his head. “He doesn’t want to hear it.”
Brooke stood her ground, drawing my brother back to her. “Make him listen. The future of the pack—of your pack—depends on it. A war is coming. If your father can’t or won’t accept the truth, many of us will die, my love.”
Zach’s expression softened, and he leaned into her touch.
“Our pack,” he corrected her. “The Gemini wolves will be our pack.”
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  Chapter 3
Winter is Friend, Not Food


Imust’ve fallen asleep holding the mirror, only waking later when Ewan peeled the handle from my death grip. On instinct, I hissed and bared my fangs. His gaze narrowed. 
“You're a wolf, Zara, not a dragon that hoards treasure,” he reminded me, running his thumb over the mark on my palm and frowning.
I snatched my hand back. “You startled me. Isn’t it, like, bad luck to wake a sleeping vampire or something?”
Ewan placed the mirror on the table beside the bed and offered me a steaming mug. “Essie brewed it, to help with the bloodlust.”
The potion was odorless and colorless, yet it gurgled inside the cup in a way that made my stomach turn. My lips clamped shut as Ewan lifted the mug to my mouth when I refused to take it.
“I promise it will be painless.” A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “And if you don’t drink it, you’ll go to bed hungry.”
“Sadist,” I muttered and grabbed the mug with two hands.
The potion tasted like hot, steamy, nothing, which should’ve been a relief, but I found it more depressing. As a member of the undead, my senses were heightened—more defined. Everything tasted more complex than it had when I was human. Even the air had a range of flavors, from the tart bite of Ewan’s shampoo to the crisp sweetness of the outdoors that still clung to his skin.
And yet, the potion tasted like nothing. It just wasn’t right.
I drank the entire mug and handed it back to Ewan. He patted my head, a very condescending gesture that made me swat his hand. He laughed. I feigned annoyance, secretly pleased he was in such a playful mood. This was my Ewan, the man I’d fallen in love with. The man I’d married.
The man I married.
Growing up, I had often felt like my entire purpose in life was to be some important wolf’s mate. That was my job as my father’s daughter and my duty to the pack. Yet now that I was some very important wolf’s mate, it didn’t quite feel real.
He kicked off his boots and stretched out beside me on the bed, resting his head in my lap. There were no lights on in the room, and the sun had yet to rise outside, but I had no trouble seeing his perfect features. I ran my fingers through his dark, windswept hair and tried to ignore the tickle in the back of my throat.
“The Zodiac High Fae Council wants Essie to step aside as leader of the Geminis,” Ewan said after a long moment. “They’ve heard rumors about Winter, about who and what she really is. They know she’s eternal, and that Essie hid that fact from everyone.”
My thoughts wandered to the conversation between Brooke and Zach. My brother had mentioned the council wanted to question Essie. The non-beating heart in my chest clenched. Essie had been a rock, an ally, helping me, protecting me–just as she’d done for Winter. Essie didn’t deserve punishment. She deserved a medal.
I brushed the hair back from Ewan’s forehead. “What did they expect her to do—kill her great grandchild?”
Even as I asked, the answer popped into my head. That was precisely what the high fae assholes had wanted—for Essie to end Winter’s life before it began. Instead, she’d sent Colleen and Winter away, hiding them among the humans.
It was easy to understand why a great-grandmother would defy logic and law for her family. Love was a powerful motivator, a drug that scrambled thoughts and brought even the sanest of people to the brink. In my non-beating heart of hearts, I knew Essie loved Winter, but I didn’t believe for a second that affection was the only reason for the Sable matriarch’s decision.
“They expected her to kill Nicasia,” Ewan said, startling me out of my thoughts. “No matter who she was born in this life, or any other, they only think of her as Nicasia.”
Just as I will always be Zosia, I thought.
Ewan’s crimson eyes locked on me. “No.” He shook his head. “Zosia is your past.” He turned and crawled on top of me, his mouth brushing mine when he spoke. “You. Are. My. Zara.” He punctuated each word with a kiss.
My arms circled his neck, pulling him closer. He trailed kisses along my jawline and down my neck, his fangs grazing the sensitive skin at the hollow of my throat. A moan escaped my lips.
Dear Gaia, bite me, I thought, a little surprised at the morbid desire.
Ewan laughed softly and nestled his chin between my breasts. I wore an oversized Arcane University t-shirt with no bra beneath. “Are you trying to kill me?” he teased.
His muscles bunched as I ran my hands down his back. “Is my blood still toxic?” I asked, stomach turning.
Ewan’s expression turned serious. “We don’t know yet, and no one wants to volunteer to test it out.” He averted his gaze. “Not after what happened.”
To Angelica, I thought, finishing the sentence in my head.
“Yeah,” Ewan agreed, reading her name from my mind. He rolled to the side and propped himself up on his elbow. “Look. I need to tell you something that you aren’t going to like. There will be a memorial for Angelica.”
I stiffened, my wolf rising to the surface. Jealousy shot through me. She’d tried to kill me. It was her fault Ewan had to turn me. It was her fault that I’d become a monster. That backstabbing wench didn’t deserve a memorial.
Gold ribbons threaded through Ewan’s crimson irises. His eyes locked with mine and his alpha power washed over me. Pressure built inside my head as his dominance warred with my stubborn nature.
“She was a member of the pack,” Ewan said, clipping each one of his words. “It’s only right. You will attend. The pack needs to see you, to know you. You are my mate, and we need to show a united front.”
I shook my head, shoving his shoulders as I scooted away from him. Ewan took the hint and moved to sit on the edge of the bed, angling his body so his gaze never drifted from my face.
“Is that an order?” I asked, voice so cold even I didn’t recognize it as my own.
Silence fell between us. He studied my face as if committing it to memory.
“No.” His alpha pull retreated like a wave rolling back out to sea. “I’m asking you to be there as my mate, as one half of the alpha couple. Because I need you by my side, and the pack needs to see you are ready to lead them. That you are above petty relationship drama.”
“Excuse me? Are you serious right now? She tried to kill me. I mean, technically, she did kill me, Ewan. This isn’t some teenage love triangle gone wrong.”
“Actually, that’s exactly what it is,” he deadpanned.
I was too incensed to stop mid-rant, so I just kept going as if he hadn’t interrupted. “She and I have had problems for centuries. Centuries. Do you know how long that is? And she tried to kill me. I cannot stress this point enough. Because murder is way worse than stealing someone’s boyfriend. Besides, you were mine first.”
I regretted the last part immediately, fully expecting Ewan to remind me that I had given up any claim when I rejected him. Thankfully, only one of us was feeling petty tonight, and it wasn’t him.
He reached for my hand and slid his fingers between mine. “I was yours first. I am yours now. I have always been yours—heart, body, and soul. Never doubt that. And that is an order from your alpha.”
His words sent a happy shiver down my spine. He leaned in and captured my bottom lip between his sharp teeth. The tension in my muscles subsided, and I slid my arms around his neck and crushed my mouth to his, still annoyed but no longer fuming with anger.
Tears filled my eyes as if the abundance of sudden and overwhelming emotion needed an outlet. Under very different circumstances, this would’ve been a happy occasion. Ewan and I should’ve been on our honeymoon, holed up in some island resort where we never left the suite because we were too busy in the bedroom. Instead, I spent the days after my bonding ceremony in a mental prison of tortured memories from past lives. It wasn’t right.
Ewan cupped my face, his thumbs brushing away the tears that leaked down my cheeks. “I love you, Zara,” he whispered. “I chose you, just as you chose me. Nobody will ever come between us again. Please, let’s put Angelica to rest, and then we can truly move on with our lives.”
My hackles rose as her name crossed his lips. Bile burned my throat as the anger returned, and I had the urge to kill her all over again. And yet, I nodded. Not because Ewan made me. Deep down, I knew he was right. Putting her to rest would give us all closure. And then I would never have to hear her name again.
“Okay,” I murmured as he wiped more tears from my cheeks. “I can be the bigger person. For you. For us.”
His fangs peeked out when he smiled. “That’s my girl.” A shadow washed over his expression. “First, you need to get the bloodlust under control.”
My throat itched the moment he mentioned blood. Until that instant, the thought hadn’t crossed my mind.
He tilted his head so his neck was on full display. My gaze fixed on the blue vein running beneath his pale skin. He cupped my jaw, gold and crimson swirling in his irises.
“Where do you want it from?” he teased, voice thick and sultry.
My mouth went dry, fangs fully extended. I nipped the skin between his thumb and forefinger, scraping my teeth just hard enough to draw two thin lines of red. Ewan’s chest heaved as he sucked in an unnecessary breath. I bite down harder.
His blood washed over my tongue and down my throat, soothing the ache. He captured my gaze. Gold blazed in his eyes as I drank from him. Each pull of blood strengthened our connection.
For those several blissful minutes, nothing else in the world mattered. I didn’t care that our bonding ceremony had ended in tragedy. Nor did I give a shit that we weren’t on our honeymoon. Ewan and I, after centuries and multiple lives, were finally together. My love for him was so intense, I worried it verged on unhealthy. Maybe obsession.
I grew tired the more I drank. My eyelids fluttered, and I fought to stay awake. The dreams were too much. I wanted to stay in the here and now with the man I’d loved and lost so long ago.
“It’s okay,” he whispered, stroking my hair as I curled up in the pillows and he stretched out beside me. “I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere.”
Ewan gathered me in his arms, my head resting against his chest.
“Promise?” I whispered, slurring the single word.
His lips brushed my forehead. “I’ve waited so long for this–for us. For you to be mine, and for me to be yours.”
My lips curved into a lazy smile as my mind began to drift. “I’ve always been yours.”
He squeezed me tighter. “Now it’s official.”
Darkness took over. I concentrated on Ewan’s touch, hoping the memories would be pleasant. With his blood running through my veins, I felt strong enough to face the past. The dreams were important. They showed me my mistakes and my triumphs, and somewhere in those memories was the key to defeating Mat. To stopping the eternal king from executing his plan. I wondered if that was why Ewan always gave me his blood, to direct my dreams.
Voice distant, he spoke inside my head. “You are mine. No one else will ever feel the pierce of your fangs.”
The words soothed me, his possessiveness oddly welcome. Maybe it was because I felt the same way about him. Now that we’d sealed the bond, he was mine, and I wouldn’t share him with anyone.
“That better work both ways,” I thought.
The dream sucked me in before he could reply. I steeled myself and focused on Ewan’s power coursing through me.
Here we go again…






  
  Chapter 4
We Need a VIP List


Ifound myself standing in King Orrin’s throne room along with six other girls from the games. Diana was next to me, shifting nervously from foot to foot. She wore a gorgeous emerald gown with pearls sewn onto the bodice. 
I glanced down at my own purple dress with crystals adorning the neckline and empire waist. Not something I would’ve selected, yet I liked it. Dark curls fell around my bare shoulders, and I didn’t need a mirror to know my face was heavily painted.
“Hey.” I touched Diana’s hand. “It’s going to be okay. Whatever happens. I promise.”
Her lips quivered, green eyes pooling with tears. “Only one of us can advance.”
This had been the issue from the start. No two female competitors from the same village could win the games. That was part of our initial disdain for one another, among other issues. We were obvious enemies and unlikely allies.
I squeezed her fingers and repeated, “It’s going to be okay.”
It was both the truth and a lie. There were no winners in the games, only varying degrees of losers. The prize for getting to the end was only slightly better than the punishment for early elimination. In a few short days, we would all sacrifice a part of ourselves, for the good of the entire fae kingdom.
King Orrin entered the room. We all bowed our heads as he made his way to the throne, heavy robes lined with jewels trailing in his wake. The royal council came next. They stood at the foot of the king’s throne, facing the female competitors left in the games.
The challenges were done. Six men and seven women remained. This was the final elimination ceremony. Scores no longer mattered. It came down to Diana and me. One of us would move forward with honor and the other with shame. I honestly didn’t know which scenario was worse.
King Orrin cleared his throat. “Congratulations on making it this far. It is a testament to your strength and prowess. Each of you has demonstrated tremendous courage and proven you are worthy.” His gaze landed on Diana and me. “Particularly the two of you.” He crooked his finger. “Zosia, please come forward.”
Diana crushed my fingers in her grip. I smiled at her, even as I steeled my nerves. We had started this competition as enemies. She’d said and done awful things, as had I. Yet, now, we stood here as allies, as friends.
I held my head high as I walked toward the king, dress making a swishing noise as I moved. Iliana snickered as I passed. Traitorous bitch, I thought. She’d pretended to be my friend, and then sabotaged me at every turn. If not for Diana, I wouldn’t have made it this far.
“As you know, there can be only one winner from your village.” King Orrin leveled me with a hard gaze.
His Majesty and I had enjoyed several private talks, where he’d made it very clear that I needed to stay away from his son. He knew about our secret trysts in the gardens, and that I’d given all of myself to Stavros. My cheeks burned as I remembered the humiliating conversation.
This was the king’s chance to be rid of me. Of course, he had no cause for concern, as I’d told Stavros it was over. Just as His Majesty wanted. In exchange, he’d allowed me to continue in the games.
“It should be Diana, Your Majesty.” I twisted my hands in front of me and met his eyes. “She will make the better mate.”
“No!” Her cry echoed in the throne room. Diana rushed forward, putting herself between the king and me. “Zosia is the stronger fae. She will be the better defender. Your Majesty, I beg you. Please.”
This was not how I had imagined this encounter going. I had made peace with my decision. Diana deserved her place in the winner’s circle. She had all the traits the king wanted in his defenders, his wolves. I, however, did not.
“Diana is the right choice, Your Majesty.” I elbowed her out of the way. “You and I both know that’s true.”
The king’s advisors bristled, bothered by my audacity to speak so openly to our monarch. Maybe it was bold of me, but not so long ago, he’d looked me in the eye and forbid me from fucking his son. So, yeah, he and I had crossed the normal boundaries of ruler and subject.
King Orrin remained silent for several long moments, though it felt like an eternity. Diana grabbed my hand. Her green eyes pierced my soul. There were no more tears, either. Her jaw set in her hard line, and she stood up a little straighter. In her emerald gown and jeweled hair clips that fasted atop her head like a crown, she looked like a queen.
“You deserve this,” I whispered.
Diana shook her head and mouthed, “No one deserves this.”
The king folded his hands over the slight paunch in his midsection. “It had always been my intention to have a thirteenth winner, one not bound to a mate. I had assumed the lone wolf, so to speak, would be a male competitor.”
His eyes lit up when he said, “lone wolf”, as if the truth of these games hadn’t reached all the contestants. We all knew the prize. Some embraced the idea, excited to become alphas. Others, like me, were not so keen on the idea.
Magic was our life source. It defined us. Giving that up felt like the worst punishment ever. Bettina had tried to save me from this fate. I understood why she’d thrown a fit. Had our roles been reversed, I would have done the same in her position.
“You, Zosia, have proven yourself a true leader. While your wins in these games have been many, your sacrifices have been greater.” His gaze bore into mine. “You have faced difficult decisions that many far older and wiser will never need to confront. I know you question the choice you have made. You ask yourself whether it was weak or selfish of you.”
I squirmed in my dress, suddenly extremely uncomfortable because I did wonder if giving up Stavros in exchange for remaining a contestant in the games was weak of me. I had caved to the king’s pressure and betrayed the prince and my own heart. So, yeah, I felt pretty weak and more than a little selfish.
“One day, you will understand that your decision took immense strength.” The king inhaled and exhaled through his nose and puffed out his chest. “Born of the truest love no other living fae will ever know. I commend you, my child.” His smile made the roiling in my gut intensify. “Congratulations. You are the thirteenth winner.”
I opened my mouth to respond. Only Gaia may know what I might’ve said. The scene changed too quickly to get out the words.
Thirteen fae, including myself, encircled a raging campfire. The king and queen stood together in the center, near the flames. I wore a simple white gown, with a heavy cape made of white fur to keep me warm in the cold night air. Stars twinkled around the full moon in the sky, directly above the firelight.
One by one, the king invited the male winners forward to announce their mate selections. I had little interest in the ceremony, my destiny had already been decided. Iliana beamed across from me, the diamonds in her tiara glittering in the light of the flames.
Stavros would say her name, claim her as his wife–his mate. I had no one to blame but myself. Their union was my doing. I had told the prince to pick her, the obvious choice. It was the match the kingdom wanted for him, even before the games.
Does she know her win is a technicality? I wondered. Does she even care?
Diana and I stood together. She sucked in air when he called Lucien forward. He wore his blond hair loose tonight, the strands just brushing his shoulders. He was a fierce competitor, with a stoic demeanor, which was all I knew of him.
Diana had confided that she hoped he would choose her. He’d shown her kindness, a rarity over the past few weeks. Admittedly, I envied her. They seemed like a good match, and she would likely live a happy life by his side.
I would never know that life.
When Lucien called her name, he extended his hand. The king and queen nodded approvingly, giving their blessing to the union.
Then, it was just Zeno and Stavros left for the guys, and Iliana, Demi, and me. The part of me that understood this was a dream knew what was about to happen. Zosia, however, did not. She truly believed the king had sentenced her to a life of solitude.
“Zeno, please come forward and announce your mate,” King Orrin called, waving the broody, dark-haired boy forward.
There was something about him, a mischievous twinkle in his eye. For a second, I was me. Memories of our lives together flooded my brain, warring with Zosia’s loneliness for my attention. Pressure built in my head as I tried to reconcile all the versions of myself.
“I choose Zosia,” Zeno said to the surprise of everyone gathered.
Hearing my name brought me back to the present, the shock of it rendering me speechless. Demi was from his village. They were friends, and they’d been allies throughout the competition. Why in Gaia’s name had he chosen me?
My eyes darted toward Demi. She balled her fists at her sides, expression thunderous. Under different circumstances, she would’ve made a scene. Temper tantrums were dangerous in front of the royal family, however.
Iliana’s glare followed me as I joined Zeno and the king and queen, as did Stavros’ rage. When I chanced a glance at the prince, his face showed no emotion. Only I felt how close he was to losing control. He was okay with me taking on the role of lone wolf. Bonding with Zeno, however, not so much.
“Zeno and Zosia, you shall be anointed as one of six alpha couples beneath the second full moon.” The king joined our hands. “Your bond will seal at this time, giving you great power to defend the fae from all those who mean us harm.”
“I accept this honor,” Zeno said and bowed his head.
I repeated the words and lowered my eyes, still dazed from the odd turn of events.
“Your arm, dear,” the queen said, holding her palm up.
I did as instructed, and she cradled my wrist. Her magic wrapped me in a fiery cocoon. Just as the heat became unbearable, the queen raised her free hand and began to draw. All her fire magic concentrated in the small patch of skin on her fingertip as she burned a mark onto my wrist.
Then, she did the same to Zeno.
He and I held our arms side by side, the matching marks glowing like twin flames. The queen joined our hands as the king said, “From this point on you shall forsake all others.”
The part of me that was Zosia wanted to cry, while the part of me that was Zara couldn’t stop staring at the mark. I, Zara, had seen it before… when Mat burned the same symbol into my wrist.
I started to hyperventilate, the weight of too many lives landing on my shoulders as, once again, the floodgates opened, and multiple memories invaded my mind.
Wake up. Wake up. Wake up. Wake. The. Fuck. Up.
Even as I stood at the choosing ceremony with Zeno, our lives bound together. I felt lips on my neck. Strong hands caressing my back. A whispered plea in my ear.
“Come back to me, Zara.”
Ewan held me when I awoke. He never asked about the dream. I wondered if he had dreamt about the ceremony yet. Eventually, we would need to have the talk, and I would need to come clean and tell him why I really rejected our bond all those lifetimes ago.
The cowardly part of me hoped that conversation would be far in the future.
My wrist burned even in the waking world, though Mat’s mark was invisible, and I honestly didn’t know if it still held any sway over me. Maybe he never truly had. Or maybe I had misunderstood the purpose of the brand from the start. I rubbed the skin, an uneasy feeling filling my gut.
If the mark wasn’t meant to control me, what was the point of it?






  
  Chapter 5
Do I Get Points for Restraint?


Ewan rose soon after the sun the following morning. He brushed a kiss on my forehead as he climbed out of bed. “Are you hungry?” he asked, pulling on a pair of jeans from the floor. “I have to meet with my pack council before the general meeting later. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He pulled a shirt over his head and rolled back one sleeve to offer me his wrist. 
My throat itched at the sight of his veins. I sat up and took his arm, sinking my fangs into his skin and relishing in the taste of his warm, sweet blood pouring down my throat. He tangled his fingers in my hair while I drank, and I felt both his love and his distraction. Or maybe he was just mirroring my feelings because the dream was still too vivid in my mind.
I stayed in bed after he left and stared at the ceiling, which proved an unfortunately perfect canvass for the mental images playing in my head. I kept reliving the choosing ceremony, hearing Zeno say my name and feeling Stavros’ rage. Hatred for Illiana burned in my chest. She had told King Orrin about my trysts with Stavros. Did I blame her? Yes, yes, I did.
Those types of accusations would have ruined me had they ever left the monarch’s private chambers, a fact Iliana knew. Had that been a factor in my decision to reject Stavros? It must have been. The shame of losing the games was nothing compared to the shame of an unmatched dalliance with the Prince of the Valley.
Deep down, I knew there was more to it. I loved Ewan so wholly and without reservation, to the point that I couldn’t imagine life without him. Ever since rejecting the bond with Enzo, my passion and desire for Ewan had consumed me in this life. Giving him up was unfathomable. It would break me, I was certain of it.
And yet, losing Stavros hadn’t broken Zosia.
Had I grown weaker over my lifetimes, or had she known something that I did not? Something that made sacrificing her heart okay. Maybe it was wishful thinking on my part, but it was the only explanation that made sense. Well, the only one that I liked.
I didn’t want to relive the conversation where Zosia told Stavros it was over, but I needed to know the truth. Otherwise, that secret would continue to cast a shadow over my current bond with Ewan. I loved him too much to let that happen. He deserved better.
We deserved better.
A knock at the door drew me out of my depressing thoughts. I stilled and listened for a heartbeat. The soft thump met my ears. Magic swelled inside me for a brief second, and I knew.
“It’s me,” Winter called out, her voice muffled by the door. “Can I come in?”
I was torn between relief and terror, both wanting to see her and scared about what might happen if I did.
“Zara?” She sang my name like a question. “I know you’re in there. Please let me in.”
My body responded to her coaxing tone before my mind made a conscious decision to open the door. One second I was on the bed, the next I made the mistake of touching the doorknob. Walter’s spell put a fresh emoji burn on my palm.
“Fucking fae,” I hissed, teeth clenching as a jolt of electricity spread throughout my entire body.
Our bond made it so that I felt her through the door. My pull to her was almost as strong as my draw to Ewan and much more intense than when I was mortal. The scent of cinnamon and snow drifted beneath the tiny crack at the bottom of the door. I could practically taste the sharp bite of her blood on my tongue.
My fangs descended as an increasingly familiar ache started in my gut. Vampire brain took over, making it so accessing her blood was my sole focus.
Let her in. She’ll make a good snack. Just a taste. She has plenty to spare.
I shook my head, fighting urges I couldn’t control. Winter was friend not food. Drinking her blood was bad. Even a taste was too dangerous.
“I’m not sure it’s a good idea,” I said, voice raspy.
She sighed so loudly I could feel her eyes roll. “You won’t hurt me. You can’t.” The knob turned, and the door swung open, forcing me to jump back to prevent it hitting me in the face. “The oath you swore to me won’t allow it.”
My fangs retreated forcibly, as if her reminder was enough to trigger the response. The thirst, however, didn’t subside. Despite Ewan’s blood flowing in my veins, I was still hungry for Winter’s blood. It sang to me, punctuated by the beat of her heart, torturing me with each thump.
I tensed as she crossed the threshold and stepped foot inside the bedroom. I backpedaled until my spine hit the wall, needing to put space between us.
“Does Ewan know you’re here?” I asked.
Her gaze bounced around the room. “Not exactly.” Winter made a face. “I mean, if I’m being totally honest, he ordered me to stay away.” She shrugged out of her jacket and tossed it on the unmade bed as her gaze scanned the room, eventually landing on the lone chair in the corner.
“The general pack meeting just started, so he’ll be busy for a while,” she said, pulling the chair over beside the bed. “He is so bossy now that he’s in charge.” She patted the bed, inviting me to come closer, but I chose to stay put for the time being.
“Did he use his alpha voice?” I asked, secretly glad that I wasn’t the only one who had noticed his newfound love of giving orders.
She laughed. “Is that the one where he sounds all deep and gravely and he talks like this?” Her voice dropped several octaves at the end in a hilariously bad impression of Ewan.
“Close enough,” I said.
Winter used her normal voice when she answered. “It was so weird. I think he believed it would work.”
The knots in my muscles eased as I imagined Ewan casting his alpha influence on Winter. He might’ve been the King of Wolves, but she was Nicasia–the only female eternal. Her power, even as a mortal, had no equal. The woman opened a gateway to another realm for Gaia’s sake. Granted, most alphas probably underestimated younger fae, but Ewan wasn’t most alphas and knew better than to think Winter would kowtow to him.
Her expression turned serious, green eyes soft. “How are you? Ewan sort of hinted you were having a rough time adjusting.”
“The dreams are hard,” I admitted. There was no point in sugarcoating it, she’d see through my lies. “That’s normal, though, right? I don’t remember everything yet. I guess that takes time. But I’m, I don’t know, aware of a lot from my past lives.”
Winter narrowed her eyes and tilted her head to the side, clearly confused. “Like, you can sense things that happened?”
I shrugged, not quite sure how to explain it. “Sort of. It’s like how you remember events from your childhood occurred but not the details. Does that make sense?”
She nodded slowly. “Yeah, I get it, I think. Mom took me to an amusement park when I was, I don’t know—five, six? We have pictures, and I look happy, but I don’t actually remember riding any rides or eating cotton candy.”
“Exactly.” I relaxed enough to step away from the wall, the hunger still front and center but not nearly as intense. “I know I lived in London while married to Hayden. Don’t ask me when or what our house looked like. I don’t even remember our names. Still, I know it happened. We had an entire life together there.” I shook my head, frustrated by my inability to recall specifics. “I don’t even know who I am anymore, you know? Am I Zosia or Zara? Or one of my other identities?”
Creases formed around Winter’s mouth as she pursed her lips. “You’re both. Well, all of them, really.”
I took an unnecessary breath. “Yeah, so that’s seven personalities trying to mesh in my mind. It’s… a lot.”
This was the most that I had spoken about the subject since waking, which was oddly cathartic. Ewan didn’t ask about the dreams or my previous lives. I had appreciated it until opening up even a little to Winter. Now, it felt like a disservice to avoid discussing the transition from mortal to eternal. Giving voice to my inner turmoil made it less scary.
She leaned forward tentatively, careful not to make any sudden moves, and offered me her hand. “You won’t hurt me.”
Deep down, I knew she was right. My ingrained need to protect her trumped my desire for her blood. I moved closer and wrapped my cold fingers around her warm ones. Her magic was like balm to my dry, itchy throat. The hunger gnawing at my insides dimmed.
“Better?” she asked, giving my hand a squeeze before pulling back. That was when she noticed the burn on my palm and frowned. “What happened?”
I rolled my eyes. “Your father happened.”
“Call him Walter.” She shuddered.
“Okay, Walter happened.” I held up my hand so she could see the emoji in its full glory.
Her lips twitched, and I felt her amusement through our bond.
I waved my hand. “Go ahead and laugh. I know you want to.”
She did. “It’s a little funny, Zara.”
I made a noise deep in my throat. “You really are his daughter, and I don’t mean that in a nice way.”
Winter laughed harder. “Vampirism sure hasn’t changed you, and I do mean that in a nice way.”
I felt more like myself than I had since waking, which was all thanks to her. Winter’s calming magic had that effect. “Well, thank you, I guess.” With much less sarcasm, I added, “And thank you for the spell. It’s helping a lot. Impressive magic by
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