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      It chokes.

      It obscures.

      It burns the eyes and the throat, and sometimes, even the skin.

      But sometimes where there’s smoke, there’s fire.

      And sometimes that hidden fire is where the most sacred of treasures are hidden.
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      Darcy

      Cream sauce should go to hell.

      Or at least, cream sauce that hadn’t been watched carefully enough and left to burn, scalding itself on the bottom of the pan and creating an impenetrable layer of burnt butter, flour, and milk that she was now attempting to remove…that type of cream sauce could go to hell.

      And if she was supposed to have been the one watching said sauce while the head chef, Lex, had stepped out for a couple of minutes…then she supposed she could go to hell, too.

      Oh, wait.

      She forgot.

      She was there already.

      Good attitude, pumpkin.

      Sighing—and deliberately pushing the memory of her mom’s slightly disapproving chiding out of her mind because she didn’t need something else that made her feel like shit—Darcy set down the pan she was scrubbing and rested her chin on her chest, her arms aching.

      Obviously, it was her turn in the kitchen.

      Obviously, she wasn’t great at it, even though she truly didn’t mind being there. It was just…hard to pay attention to all the things at once. No sooner had the timer dinged on the oven for the bread to be removed than the pasta water had boiled over. And then add in the sauce, one of the littles coming into the kitchen to beg a cookie, and…well, failure.

      Not that failure was a new thing for her.

      She…left a lot to be desired, and she knew it.

      As an intermediate soldier, she only spent part of her time on patrols and actively protecting her people. The rest was passed here in the kitchen under Lex’s tutelage or in the armory, resetting targets, oiling guns, making sure the light bulbs were replaced. She did time with the kids during their lessons, helping them with the basics of elemental magic, encouraging them to learn control.

      Thankfully, she’d moved up from toilet scrubbing and baseboard dusting—and the dreaded maintenance of the flower beds.

      Her elemental specialty was fire.

      Her secondary specialty was telekinesis.

      She didn’t do plants, and any time she attempted to use the trickle of earth magic she possessed to help them grow or, hell, tried to weed the garden, she ended up with ash where once there had been lush greenery.

      Moving her from a junior to an intermediate soldier had really been an attempt to save the gardens.

      And she couldn’t be mad at it, not with the evidence of ash around her.

      So needless to say, Darcy didn’t mind her time in the kitchen. Fire was much more akin to food and cooking, even though Lex preferred good old hard work to magic in this instance, she didn’t mind that either. It felt good to use her hands, her muscles, to give her mind and all the trapdoors and landmines within it a break.

      She didn’t even mind the orders he lobbed at her that had her running around like a chicken sans head, or the pot scrubbing and dish washing that seemed to go on forever at the end of her shift.

      Because cooking—and cleaning—reminded her of her mom, and Darcy missed her, and the orders . . . well, they reminded her of her mom as well.

      A grin curved her lips before she got back to scrubbing.

      Her mom’s orders were the reason she was a good soldier.

      Ha.

      Not so much. Less good soldier and more…problem with authority.

      She knew she had a chip on her shoulder a mile wide, knew she questioned the orders given her far too often—though she had gotten better at the timing of said questions (read: doing them privately and preferably, not in the heat of the moment), but there was a reason her peers had achieved senior soldier status while she hadn’t as of yet.

      Orders. Her resistance to them. Her questioning them.

      Not ideal when the entire system relied on a chain of command. It was just…what if the orders weren’t the right ones in the pressure cooker of a situation? Her mother was gone, was dead because of a breakdown in the system, because someone hadn’t thought through all the angles, and that had left her family unprotected.

      Who could blame Darcy for wanting to make sure things were done correctly? That everyone, even those who were on the fringes, were remembered?

      No one.

      That was who.

      Of course, that questioning wasn’t conducive to a promotion.

      Sighing, she dumped out the water, squirted in some more soap and fresh water, and went back to scrubbing.

      Because in the grand scheme of things, she wasn’t in any hurry.

      She preferred things on her own timeframe, and since the extended life of a Rengalla meant that she might well live many more centuries, truly, what was the hurry?

      Or at least, that was what she told herself.

      Because the truth was that she was getting a bit…tetchy.

      The knock on the counter made her jump, her hands splashing water from the basin and soaking her front.

      She narrowed her eyes, glared at the intruder.

      Not that it would matter.

      Morgan never cared that he’d annoyed her.

      Nope. The man lived to press her buttons, to infuriate. Ever since—

      And she wasn’t going to cross that particular mental minefield. No freaking way.

      “Earth to Darcy,” he said, mouth curving into a careless smile. “Are you mooning over the latest boy band? Or maybe dreaming of whether your last name will be Carter or Timberlake?” He tapped his lips. “Oh! Or maybe you’ve gone modern, and it will be Styles.”

      “Ugh,” she muttered, not just because she was a rock ‘n’ roll girl, but because she had got caught dancing to a poppy song one time—one time!—and the years of teasing certainly weren’t worth the catchy chorus. She picked up the next pot. “What do you want?”

      He shrugged, a lazy raise of one broadly muscled shoulder. “To torment you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, luckily, I’m familiar enough with that course of action. I don’t need any more.” A flick of her hand to the door—and oops—she might have flung water and suds accidentally in his direction. So clumsy, she was.

      He laughed, the sound sliding down her spine like honey as he grabbed a dish towel and wiped off the mess she’d made of his simple black tee. Simple being a poor description. Yeah, it was plain. Yeah, it was just black cotton. But hell no was it simple, not when it was Morgan filling out the material. The man had always been too gorgeous for words and too dangerous for her self-control.

      “What do you want?” she snapped, going back to the cream sauce and finally—finally!—making progress of the scalded mess on the bottom of the pot.

      Another shrug as he picked up some dishes she’d already cleaned and left to dry on the rack and began wiping them down. Then he did the next one.

      And the next.

      The man was being helpful.

      Which immediately made her suspicious.

      When he glanced up at her, one eyebrow lifted. She mentally shook herself and continued washing the pot. Eventually, the cream sauce submitted in its final battle, and she continued cleaning the remainder of the utensils, dishes, and pots and pans.

      Scrub. Rinse. Put on the dish rack. Ignoring that Morgan was still there, still helping her by drying and putting everything away.

      Disregarding his presence—or pretending to, anyway—she kept working until her job was done.

      And still, he didn’t say anything.

      Well, that was fine. She didn’t have to say anything either. Everything that needed to be said between them had been said. Years ago. If he wanted to languish his time away in the kitchens, that was fine by her.

      For now, she had finished what she needed to get done. So, she would hang up her apron, get the fuck out of there. Because she was tired, and she was leaving. Regardless of whatever the annoying man still holding the dish towel had to say about it.

      Unfortunately, he set down the towel and followed her out into the hall.

      “Morgan,” she said on a sigh, head falling back, eyes grazing the beautiful, magical murals that coated the walls.

      He chuckled. “If I had a penny for every time I heard that tone, that sigh”—he brought his fingers to his mouth in his version of a chef’s kiss—“I’d be…” He trailed off, waggled his brows at her.

      Darcy rolled her eyes but didn’t bite.

      Morgan continued walking by her side, weaving through the quiet corridors of the Colony. It was late, well after dinner service, and most people were back in their rooms.

      But not her.

      And not Morgan, who dogged her every step.

      Until they finally reached her quarters.

      She stopped in front of her door, plunked her hands on her hips, and glared at him. “I’m tired, and I don’t have time for your bullshit.”

      Normally, he would have laughed again, would have made a snarky comment.

      But instead, he smiled at her, his gorgeous hazel eyes soft and intense, and she felt a bolt of electricity shoot through her.

      What? What the fuck was that? Had he just tried to unleash the Power of Hazel on her?

      It wasn’t going to work. She wasn’t stupid. She—

      Didn’t get any further than that because he ran the backs of his knuckles over her cheek, stepped close. “I know you don’t, Pem,” he murmured, making her frown at the name. He’d never called her that before, even when—

      She shook her head, pushed the memory of their failed weeklong relationship (yes, only a fucking week!) out of her brain, and opened her mouth to tell him to fuck right off.

      He beat her by replying, “But you should know that I’ll always have time for yours.”

      He had time for her bullshit? Hers? Laughter bubbled up in her throat. Was he fucking kidding? He’d gotten one glimpse—exactly one glimpse of her shit, and he’d dropped her faster than one of the scalding hot pots in Lex’s kitchen. “I—”

      “This is for you.”

      He shoved an envelope into her hands.

      “What—?” Confusion warred with anger.

      Before she could formulate a response, he was gone, long legs eating up the hall, disappearing around the corner. Shaken, she unlocked her door, moved inside her room, and collapsed onto the bed, where she opened the envelope.

      And felt the bottom drop out of her world.
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      Morgan

      He frowned when he glanced up from the tablet screen that was displaying the roster for the perimeter shifts and didn’t see a certain brown-eyed she-devil demanding to be debriefed on the coverage, triple-checking a system that had already been double-checked.

      Darcy might be a handful and a half, but she was always on time.

      And no one could truly fault her for wanting to make sure her fellow Rengalla were safe.

      Not after what had happened to her family.

      But maybe Dante had gone too easy on her in the beginning, had allowed her slack he wouldn’t have given the other junior soldiers, promoted her even though her attitude had proved she wasn’t ready for the responsibility.

      So, they’d ended up with a monster of an intermediate soldier.

      And…he’d—

      Shaking his head, he glanced one more time at the tablet, at the shift assignments, and then at the space in front of him, as if that might have Darcy teleporting directly there.

      The problem with that being…she couldn’t teleport—only he and his two brothers could currently do that, though some of the kids working on their secondary magic skills showed some promise in that department. Another problem being that the shield made of Bond Magic that surrounded and protected and kept their home base—the Colony—from being discovered by prying eyes, prevented anyone from teleporting in and out of it.

      He was currently out of it, as were all the other intermediate soldiers who were on patrol that day, as they were discussing expanding the shield to encompass more space.

      Months ago, the shield had needed to be shrunk. With only Daughtry and Cody having the Bond Magic that was needed for the barrier, they couldn’t maintain something so vast. But with the addition of Alex and John, Suz and Graham, his brother Mason and Gabby, now their proverbial cups runneth over with Bond Magic.

      So…expanding.

      So…additional soldiers for patrol today in order to make sure certain things were safe.

      Their enemy had been vanquished in a big battle all those months before, when the shield had been erected, when Daughtry, the only Rengalla with tertiary powers (in her case, the ability of foresight) had managed to bring the Rengalla together, to harness her powers, and to defeat the leader of the Dalshie (and save Morgan’s life, but that was a story for another day). But there still might be rogue Dalshie out there.

      The Dalshie were former Rengalla who used dark magic, who’d succumbed to its allure, and because the Rengalla’s powers had been out of balance until Daughtry discovered the key, they’d all been susceptible to losing control, to losing themselves, their friends, their family.

      And they had.

      They had all lost loved ones to the soulless monsters who thrived on the pain of others.

      So, while the Dalshie, on the whole, were all but eliminated, the shield remained in place, their young and innocent kept inside it because they still had to be careful, because they couldn’t trust in the fragile peace.

      They’d let their guard down too many times in the past.

      Until they were certain that every single Dalshie had been wiped off the planet, the LexTal, the senior, intermediate, and junior soldiers wouldn’t fully relax.

      And hell, they probably wouldn’t relax even then.

      Because they still lived in the remote mountainous region of Tennessee, and case in point, their healer, Suz, had been attacked by a fucking bear not too long before. Not to mention there were the rattlesnakes, the copperheads, the brown recluse spiders, and the black widows.

      Hell, they also had poison ivy, ticks, and fucking skunks. Less terrifying…or perhaps, more terrifying, just in a different way.

      So, no, they wouldn’t ever completely relax, not when they had innocents to take care of, to protect.

      Because the last time a skunk got loose inside the Colony…

      He shuddered; his nose still burned just from the memory of the stench.

      But none of that explained why Darcy hadn’t shown up for her shift.

      Despite the chip on her shoulder that was the size of a fucking tank and the questions she needed to have answered that often seemed to number in the thousands, she was reliable. Never late. Never called off a shift on patrol, assignment, or working in the kitchens, the classrooms, or the armory. Darcy did her duty.

      Always.

      So, for her not to be here today…something was off.

      And it was something more than because she’d worked late the night before. It was…

      Off.

      And that this had happened the morning after he’d passed on the envelope from Dante? Yeah, that didn’t sit right with him.

      As prickly as she was, she was vulnerable beneath.

      But he also had a shift to cover, a hole to fill. He couldn’t just disappear, couldn’t go and track her down, not when he was the most senior soldier in charge of this set of patrols, not when he was supposed to be overseeing everything so Daughtry, Cody, and company could scout out a good perimeter for the shield.

      He needed to be here.

      And as much as everyone liked to tease him for being a loudmouth shit stirrer, he took his responsibilities seriously. He didn’t fuck around with the people he loved—and that love extended right down to the newest lives.

      Including the one Daughtry was now carrying out the front doors of the Colony.

      Flanked by Cody and John, with Alex a step in front of her, she looked like a queen in a procession, her guards surrounding her. Which, to her chagrin, probably was the truth. Dee was powerful, more so than any other Rengalla, but…Morgan wasn’t the only one with protective instincts.

      Sweeping forward, he dodged around Alex—and the recently promoted soldier sighed but didn’t comment or try and halt him (as most people had learned was the correct way to deal with his shenanigans. Because he wouldn’t stop what he wanted to do, and because he was harmless, at least to those…say it with him…he loved).

      And Cody and Dee’s baby was his favoritest person who he loved.

      A mop of red hair, bright green eyes, an infectious smile, and Colby was fucking adorable. Almost enough to make Morgan want one of his own—minus the poopy diapers, up at all hours of the night, the fussy, the—

      Hell, who was he kidding?

      He’d be down to make one of these creatures.

      Scanning his surroundings was instinctual, something he always did, but with the tiny baby nearby, he did another scan. Then scooped up the baby and fell into step beside Cody and John.

      “We’ve got a hole on the green route. I’m going to fill it”—he blew a raspberry on Colby’s tummy—“will you be able to oversee?” he asked John. “Or should I call in Monroe?”

      Cody frowned. “Who didn’t show?”

      He didn’t like having to reveal, “Darcy.”

      Now John joined Cody in frowning. “That’s not typical.”

      “She had a migraine,” he blurted, covering for her when he really fucking shouldn’t. He knew he shouldn’t. But he also knew that he couldn’t throw her under the bus, not when something was wrong, not when he
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