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CHAPTER 1


Carrick

The feeling of impending doom brought him out of his sleep, and he was instantly on high alert.

Carrick had fallen asleep on the couch in his office, doing some late-night reading in search of any information he could find on changelings. Glancing out his office doors to the skyline, he could tell they were in the pre-dawn hours.

Removing the book off his chest where it had fallen, he swung his legs off the couch and grabbed his cell phone. Shoving it into the side pocket of the cargo pants he still sported from the trip to Faere, he moved quickly out of his office. The condo was dimly lit by sconce lighting that he left on throughout the night, but he didn’t need it to navigate across the penthouse to Finley’s suite. He could see fine in the pitchest of dark if the situation were to arise. Rather, he left the lights on for Finley’s benefit.

His stomach clenched as unease seemed to coil even tighter within him the closer he got to her room. Carrick was almost sure whatever woke him up had something to do with Finley, so he had no problem barging in on her in the wee hours.

Without so much as a knock, he threw her door open, his anxiety skyrocketing when he saw her empty bed.

He didn’t need to search the apartment, for he already knew she was gone.

Carrick closed his eyes, searching for the connection that they shared. It had snapped into place the minute he laid eyes on her at Fallon’s gallery show all those weeks ago. Finley had once been amazed that Carrick found her hiding out on the Fantasia, and he had told her that he had never lost her.

That was truer than she would ever know.

Opening himself up, Carrick spread his powers out far and wide in a muted blast across downtown Seattle, and it took only a second for him to locate her. The imminent danger she was in rippled through him like a shock wave, and genuine fear clogged his throat as he hoped he wouldn’t be too late.

Envisioning One Bean in his mind, he reached out, grabbed the coffee shop with his power, and pulled it to him. In a blink, he stepped from Finley’s bedroom into One Bean’s entryway only to find the building burning hot all around and two fireballs flying right at Finley.

Carrick released the distance he’d bent between his condo and this place while simultaneously using his extraordinary speed to move in front of Finley to protect her.

He barely got a glance at Fallon twenty feet away before he felt the heat of the fireballs and managed to turn his body toward Finley. He snatched her into his arms, curled as much of his body around her as possible, and let the fireballs slam into his back.

The fire melted his shirt, singed his hair down to the scalp, and seared the skin on his back and shoulders. The force of the blast knocked them both to the ground, and Finley cried out in pain as he landed heavily on top of her.

Carrick didn’t have time to assess her injuries. He was glad of that painful cry she uttered because it meant she was alive, and he had more important things to do at this moment.

Springing to his feet, he whirled on the Dark Fae and reveled in her look of surprise. He had just ruined her plans to kill Finley, but he braced when her expression changed from shock to fury. Finley groaned behind him, and while he was attuned to her, he refused to take his focus from the enraged creature across the burning shop.

Flames covered the walls, had engulfed all of the furnishings, and ceiling tiles were starting to crash down. The smoke was thick, and while it didn’t affect him, he heard Finley start coughing.

Carrick knew the coffee shop was a loss, but it would be a victory if he got Finley out of here alive.

He also knew he could potentially end this prophecy once and for all if he were to just kill the Dark Fae right now.

Obviously, there were risks to that since they still didn’t know what this creature’s role was. Her death could activate it for all he knew, which meant killing her wasn’t the right move.

Moreover, Carrick didn’t know if there was any connection between this changeling and Finley’s real sister in The Underworld, and he simply couldn’t take the chance that she might be destroyed as well if the Dark Fae died.

Decision made to escape rather than kill, Carrick realized he needed a distraction. He pulled forth his powers, which were stronger than any fae, and picked up a burning table with the force of his will. It hovered a moment before he sent it flying at the Dark Fae who was once Finley’s sister, and took only a moment to feel the pleasure of seeing it crash into her with such force that she went flying backward into the hallway.

He didn’t wait to see her get up because he knew she would. That was merely a love tap to a fae, and he didn’t know if she was willing to continue to tangle with him. If she did, that put Finley in more danger as the smoke and fire would kill her before Fallon could attempt to get past him.

So he spun toward Finley, heaved a sigh of relief when he saw her rising to her feet, and grabbed her by the arm to help her the rest of the way. Turning her toward the door, he put an arm around her back and said, “Come on. We have to go.”

Finley was hobbled, her first step to the door a limp, and Carrick was about to scoop her up in his arms when something slammed into their backs. This time, it wasn’t fire or a return volley of burning furniture, but rather felt like a magical wall slamming into them with the force of an ocean tsunami. It lifted them off their feet and propelled them straight toward the glass window beside the door.

Carrick barely had time to pull Finley to him, once again wrapping himself as much around her as he could, before rolling slightly so his body took the impact of the glass.

It shattered all around them, slicing into him everywhere and he knew there was no way Finley was going to escape without some cuts. Through shards of flying glass and billowing black smoke, he saw the sidewalk rushing up to meet them. Carrick managed to twist just enough that he took the brunt of the impact, coming down hard on his right side. He heard the breaking of his collarbone and ignored the pain, pushing Finley off him and bolting to his feet to face the blasted-out window.

He braced, preparing for the Dark Fae Fallon to continue this fight. Waited for her to come flying through the window.

The smoke was so thick he couldn’t see into the shop, so he garnered his power and thrust his hands toward the window. A hard gust of wind blew through to clear the inside for a quick look.

Dark Fae Fallon was gone.

In the distance, Carrick heard the wail of a fire truck, and he knew they had to leave. There was no way they’d be able to explain in any sane way what had happened here.

Turning to Finley, he found her leaning on one hip, hand to the pavement to support herself. Black soot on her face, tears streaming from the smoke, and blood dripping down her forehead, she appeared completely shell-shocked. Carrick knew she wouldn’t be able to run, so he made a hasty decision.

Despite the broken collarbone and several cuts all over his body, not to mention the third-degree burns on his back, Carrick was still able to easily lift Finley from the pavement, cradling her gently in his arms.

Just before he prepared to run in the opposite way of the rescue sirens, he felt Finley sob against him. He looked down to see her staring in grief as One Bean burned.

Carrick wished he had time to comfort her, but he needed to get them away from the scene first. He had to get her back to the condo to assess her injuries and take care of her.

Turning on his heel, Carrick ran two blocks in the general direction of his condo and then ducked into a side alley so he could better assess Finley and call for help.

Squatting, he gently lowered her to the pavement. She groaned from something that caused her pain, but eventually settled her back against the filthy brick wall.

“Sorry,” he muttered as he fished his phone out of his pocket, hoping it hadn’t been crushed during his flight through the glass window.

Breathing relief when he saw the phone was completely intact, he dialed Zaid. With terse instructions, he told Zaid where to pick them up and pocketed the phone.

Turning his gaze to Finley, he grimaced as he took her in. She was battered in a way that made him want to hunt that abomination of a Dark Fae down and kill her slowly with iron daggers.

“Where are you hurt?” Carrick asked, wanting an assessment of the injuries that weren’t obvious.

He could already see the glass had shredded her clothing, and she was bleeding from numerous cuts from top to bottom. He imagined he looked much the same, but worse. Finley had a large scrape across her cheekbone and a purple bruise starting under the eye on that side.

But he remembered her hobbling—he was afraid she had broken bones and maybe even internal injuries. He needed to know if it was prudent to take her to his condo for care or if he should bypass it for the hospital.

“My ankle,” she said, nodding wearily to her right side. “I don’t think it’s broken, though. Just sprained.”

“Where else?” Carrick pressed.

“How about every inch of my body?” she retorted with a wry smile, and Carrick took that as a good sign.

He needed a bit more, though, so he pushed. “Anything internal? Any pain in your stomach or chest?”

“Not the type that would mean a ruptured spleen,” she muttered. “I’m just really sore, but the ankle is the worst.”

He’d take her to the condo then, which was for the best. Going to a hospital was most likely going to cause quite a stir, including involvement by the police. As it stood, there was a good chance they’d be trying to locate Finley soon to let her know her shop was on fire.

Finley’s eyes closed for a moment. When she opened them back up, they were filled with misery. “One Bean is destroyed.”

“I know,” he murmured.

“I almost died,” she said.

“I know,” he replied softly.

“You saved me.” Her tone was filled with a bit of awe.

“I won’t ever let anything bad happen to you,” Carrick vowed.

He said it while looking her straight in the eye and with the purest of intent, for he cared about Finley more than she could ever imagine.

But he also knew he was most likely telling her a lie because he didn’t think he could protect her from the horror that was coming.


CHAPTER 2


Finley

You would think I’d be embarrassed to be stripped down to my underwear and bra while Carrick carefully attends to every single cut on my body. Several he had to pick out shards of glass with tweezers, and it was a painstaking process. A plate sits on my bedside table where he deposits the bloody pieces of glass, along with a bowl of warm water he uses to clean around the wounds.

But I’m not embarrassed at all because Carrick waved off Zaid’s offer to help and insisted on caring for me himself, despite the fact he is clearly seriously injured.

The first thing he did upon carrying me into the condo was take me right to my room and gently lay me on the bed. He then placed his palm on my forehead, murmured some words I didn’t understand, and immediately a sense of peace and well-being washed through me. While my injuries still hurt, the traumatization of what happened tonight feels blanketed right now.

I watch as Carrick bends over a cut on my left thigh. His focus on his work is intense as he examines the length and depth before dabbing liquid from a brown bottle without a label on it. It stings for a moment before numbing the wound quite nicely.

There’s a light knock on my bedroom door, and Zaid peeks his head in. Strangely, I’m not embarrassed to be in my underwear in front of him either, and now I’m wondering if that’s because of whatever mojo Carrick put on me with his hand to my head.

“There’s a healer on the way,” Zaid announces.

Carrick doesn’t take his attention off his work. “Good. Because some of these cuts need stitches, and I’d rather not put her through that. Plus, I want the ankle fixed ASAP. She doesn’t have time to let it heal naturally.”

Zaid nods and disappears, the door shutting quietly.

“What about you?” I ask, resisting the urge to reach out and brush away a lock of hair that’s fallen over his forehead. Normally, his hair is always perfectly swept back in gentle waves from his face, but I have to say he looks incredibly roguish with it messed up a bit.

“What about me what?” Carrick asks vaguely, more focused on my injuries than on my words.

“You’ve got horrible burns,” I point out. I’d seen his back, which is raw and blistered, when he left my room to get medical supplies. “You have ten times as many cuts as I do, and your left arm is drooping, so I know there’s something wrong with it.”

“Broken collarbone,” he replies, sounding matter of fact.

“Carrick,” I exclaim, finally getting his attention. Those beautiful golden eyes come my way. “You need a healer, too.”

I expect him to fight me on it or ignore my proclamation, but he only smiles. “You’re sweet, Finley, but my injuries are going to heal before yours are.”

To prove his point, he holds out his arm and pulls up the shredded sleeve. There’s dried blood everywhere, but I don’t see a single open cut.

“But your back,” I protest.

Carrick angles slightly toward the wall so I can see his back, which is bare because the material burned away. It’s almost completely healed except for a few patches of pink skin.

Before I can say another word, he adds, “And I can feel the fracture is almost done knitting.”

“Oh,” I murmur, having forgotten Carrick is nearly impervious to injury. He’s a demi-god, after all.

He gets back to work, moving to a large scrape on my hipbone that I think happened when we bounced onto the sidewalk. Carrick took most of that impact, but I wasn’t immune to the cement burns.

“Want to tell me why you were alone at the shop facing off with a Dark Fae at four-thirty in the morning?” he asks quietly, but I don’t miss the underlying edge of anger in his voice. Now that I’m safe, he has a handle on my injuries, and he knows a healer is on the way to handle the rest, he can focus some of his attention on my foolishness.

Trying not to get distracted when he has to push the edge of my panties at my hipbone out of the way so he can clean the entire scrape, I just admit the obvious. “I’m an idiot. I got a call from what I thought was a police officer telling me One Bean had been broken into. It never even occurred to me to question the truth of it.”

Carrick lifts his head, his expression full of mild disappointment. “You have got to stop rushing off on your own. That stupid stunt at Fallon’s gallery, and now this? You’re going to get yourself killed.”

Glumly, I avert my gaze. “I know… and then the world will perish if I’m not around to thwart the prophecy.”

“No,” Carrick barks, and my gaze snaps to his. He’s livid. “Then, I’d have to live with the guilt of not protecting you.”

I hear pain in his voice. It alarms me enough that I raise to my elbows so we can have a conversation while making eye contact. “Carrick… I’m really sorry.”

The anger in his eyes bubbles, but then it starts to wane. Sighing, he gives a helpless shake of his head as he dabs more of the liquid on the hip scrape. “You have got to be more careful. Her being able to throw fireballs like that isn’t something a Dark Fae should be able to do. That was strong magic, and we don’t know what we’re dealing with. Now, more than ever, you have to be cautious since we know this fae has decided to take you out.”

“Because she knows,” I murmur, and Carrick’s head flies back up, eyes wide. “She said she’d heard some interesting things about me, and she knew I could see under her glamour.”

“Fuck,” he mutters, scrubbing his hand through his hair. “Did she say anything about the prophecy or feather?”

I shake my head. “No. Only that she was going to kill me… and not just for being a nitwit sister who is in her way.”

Shaking his head, face flush with both sympathy and determination, he says, “I’m sorry, Finley. But you can’t go anywhere on your own from now on. No telling when she’s going to come after you again.”

I lay back down on the bed, much of that peace and well-being he’d instilled in me drifting away. My eyes pin to the ceiling, afraid I might cry if I look at Carrick. “Where would I go?” My voice is petulant and morose. “One Bean is gone. I have nothing.”

“I’ll rebuild it for you,” Carrick replies softly, and my gaze moves to his. Nodding, he reiterates, “I’ll rebuild as fast as I can, okay?”

“Well, I mean… there’s insurance we’d have to navigate, and—”

“Fuck insurance,” Carrick mutters, putting his attention back to my wounds. “I’ll have the work started immediately. And we’ll pay the employees, so they don’t have to get other jobs. But, even if we could start rebuilding tomorrow, it’s still going to take a few months.”

I stare long and hard. Where had the dismissive, uncaring man gone? The man who I, not but a week ago, thought pretty much couldn’t stand me. The man who only does things if he gets a favor in return.

My eyes narrow. “What do you want in return for rebuilding?” I ask suspiciously.

Carrick’s head doesn’t lift, but he side-eyes me briefly before scoffing. “It’s nothing more than business, Finley. I have money invested in it. The sooner we open back up, the sooner we can be profitable again.”

I don’t argue with him even though I know he’s deflecting. No businessman starts a rebuild without waiting for insurance to pay.

He’s doing it for me.

I settle back onto the pillow, taking a moment to admit this only serves to validate my feelings. Because, somehow, I’ve gone and fallen for the big, immortal jerk… and while he says we could never work out, I know he cares for me, too.

“That should hold you over until the healer gets here,” Carrick says, capping the brown bottle and setting it on the bedside table.

He stands from his perch on the end of the bed and stares down, making me feel completely vulnerable in my bra and panties because he doesn’t act like a gentleman at all. He peruses the entirety of me, and, admittedly, it might just be to make sure he got all the cuts, but he certainly takes his time with it, which causes my skin to flush.

“Why don’t you put on a robe or something?” Carrick suggests as he heads toward the door. “The healer won’t need to see your injuries to fix them.”

“Okay,” I reply, sitting up and swinging my legs over the edge of the bed. When I stand, I have to force myself not to wince or groan from the aches and pains because getting thrown through a glass window is no picnic.

After one last glide of his eyes over me, Carrick moves to the door and quietly slips out.

My first step on my sprained ankle is a doozy, and it throbs wretchedly as I hobble into the adjoining bath, where, for the first time since we got to the condo, I’m able to get a good look at myself in the mirror. I’ve got black soot in patches across my face, a nice big scrape across my cheek, and a shiner starting to really shine. My hair is a mess, and I can see sparkles of glass stuck within the curls. I’ll have to come back later and carefully get it all out.

As Carrick suggests, I wrap myself up in a floor-length robe, but as I’m limping back into the bedroom, my cell phone rings. While it had survived Dark Fae Fallon, the screen is cracked, but I can make out it’s a Seattle number calling. I’m guessing it’s either from the police or the fire department.

It’s barely six AM so I roughen up my voice, slow my words, and try to sound like I’ve just woken up when I answer.

It is indeed a police officer to tell me that One Bean had caught fire, that the fire department almost had the fire out, and it looked like the businesses on either side were spared. I didn’t have to do anything immediately as I didn’t own the building, just rented it, but there would be an investigation, and if they found arson or foul play, they’d let me know.

I think I acted appropriately shocked, even though I wasn’t. However, my grief was genuine because every time I think of my beautiful coffee shop as nothing but a shell of black cinders, my throat closes up and tears threaten to spill. The detective heard it in my voice and extended sympathies a few times before we hung up.

I had called Lisa from the car after Zaid picked Carrick and me up. She was supposed to be the one opening the shop, and I needed her to know what had happened so she could get a phone tree going to the employees. I would need to get out an email soon to assure them that their jobs would remain intact while we rebuild.

In the kitchen, I find Zaid doing what he does best, which is cooking a huge breakfast. Carrick is on an island stool with a cup of coffee in front of him while he scrolls through his phone. He had put on a new shirt, but he’s still sporting black soot on his face and dried blood on his arms and hands.

Zaid hears me come in, glances over his shoulder, and nods to the island. “Sit. I’ll get you some coffee.”

“I can get it myself,” I assure him, touched he cares and a little wowed by this sweetened version of Zaid.

“Sit,” he barks, and I jump slightly. Carrick cuts his eyes to me, an amused smile in place, and nods to the seat beside him. I move that way, trying to minimize my limp. It does no good as Carrick watches me like a hawk, lips pressed flat in dismay that I’m in pain. I’m sure he’s thinking over and over to himself what an idiot I’ve been.

Just as I’ve situated myself and made sure my robe doesn’t gape, Zaid is putting coffee in front of me. “Thank you,” I say, and he grunts back.

A chime goes off on Carrick’s phone, and he informs us what it says. “Lucien is on his way up with the healer.”

“Lucien,” I say in surprise, sitting up a bit straighter. It’s the brother I haven’t met yet.

Subconsciously, I smooth my hair down a bit because I know, without a doubt, that he’s going to be as good-looking as Maddox, who, in my opinion, is just slightly less gorgeous than Carrick. My hand comes away with a shard of glass stuck to it, which I pluck off and set on the counter.

We can hear elevator doors slide open, causing Carrick and me to swivel our stools to watch as Lucien comes into the kitchen with the healer.

My first shock is not in Lucien’s appearance, but in the fact he has Stan the Light Fae with him, held tightly by the scruff of his neck. When they step into the kitchen, Lucien gives him a hard shove, and Stan stumbles forward several feet before righting himself.

“For fuck’s sake, Lucien,” Stan says, rubbing at the nape of his neck. “Is that really necessary?”

Lucien ignores Stan, glancing at Carrick. “Sorry… he’s the best I could do on such short notice.”

“Appreciate it,” Carrick replies, then tips his head toward me. “This is Finley.”

And wow.

Lucien is super-hot. Maddox looks nothing like Carrick, but Lucien actually resembles him to the extent their facial features are damn near perfect. Lucien might actually have the most perfect cheekbones I’ve ever seen on a man, not to mention full lips that are accentuated by a five o’clock shadow. His dark hair is buzzed so short he might as well be bald, and his eyes are a steel gray.

The only imperfect thing about him is a scar that runs through his right eyebrow, but, frankly, it’s needed because he’s just too handsome otherwise.

Still, neither Maddox nor Lucien come anywhere close to how stunning Carrick is, but I can still admit his brothers are not hard on the eyes.

If there is one thing I think sets Lucien apart from his demi-god brothers—just on first impression alone—is he gives off a menacing vibe. Whereas Maddox is jovial and mischievous, and Carrick is more remote, Lucien just looks like someone that should not be messed with at all.

Lucien’s gray eyes take me in, clearly studying the woman who has become a fixture in his brother’s life, before he lifts his chin in acknowledgment.

“Nice to meet you,” I say.

“Breakfast?” Zaid asks Lucien as he flips some bacon on the built-in griddle.

Lucien shakes his head. “No. Got things to do after you finish with Stan.”

“I told you,” Stan grits through clenched teeth. “I am not healing some filthy human tra—”

That’s all he gets out before Lucien’s right hand flies, fist closed, in a vicious backhand that connects squarely with Stan’s mouth.

“Fuck,” Stan cries out as I see black blood staining his teeth, which, luckily for him, seem to be intact.

Lucien just cocks that scarred eyebrow at Stan. “You were saying?”

“Nothing,” he mumbles as he grabs a wad of paper towels Zaid seamlessly hands over to him so he can spit out the blood.

I wrinkle my nose, thinking that looks aren’t everything. Stan is a stunning Light Fae noble, but he’s such a bigoted asshole to me that it makes him incredibly unattractive. I do wonder why Stan doesn’t just bend distance and disappear if he’s so averse to helping me, but I suspect it has to do with an inherent fear of what the demi-god brothers could do to him if he didn’t help.

Stan starts walking my way, and I swivel the stool around so he can reach me a bit easier. Carrick turns, too, and actually puts an arm on the countertop, leaning forward in a way that cages part of my body within his space. I think it’s a clear message to Stan that his fist will be close by if the asshole speaks badly of me again.

Coming to stand before my stool, the royal fae glares hard. He reaches a hand out toward me, pressing his palm to the center of my chest. Still glowering—his expression telling me very clearly that if he ever ran into me on the street, I’d be dead—he continues until a low vibration hits me dead center and his hand starts to feel warm on my breastbone.

It washes through me, moving through my arms and legs, swirling in my belly, and slithering up my spine. Even my brain feels toasty as my eyes start to droop with drowsiness.

“There,” Stan says disdainfully, pulling his hand away. Immediately, the warmth is gone and I’m alert.

Holding my arms out, I lift one sleeve of my robe to see my skin is perfectly smooth without a single cut or nick. When I rotate my ankle, it’s pain-free.

Turning Carrick’s way, I ask, “My face?”

“Perfectly perfect,” he replies casually, but the fact he called it perfect makes my belly warm again.

It appears I’ve been fully healed.

“Can I go now?” Stan demands of Lucien.

He nods. “I’ll walk you out.”

The two brothers briefly grasp each other’s forearms. Lucien’s gaze shoots across the counter as he says, “Later, Zaid.”

Zaid grunts.

Then Lucien’s attention comes to me, the barest hint of a smile on his face. “Stay out of trouble.”

I salute him. “I’ve been lectured sternly and promise to do so from here on out.”

The smile cracks no bigger before Lucien pivots away, ordering Stan, “Let’s go.”

Of course, Stan gives me a hateful sneer one last time before he follows the demi-god out of the kitchen.

“Pleasant fellow,” I mutter as I swivel my stool back around just as Zaid starts scrambling eggs.

“Stan’s an asshole,” Carrick replies.

I glance sideways. “I was talking about your brother.”

“He’s an asshole, too,” Zaid says, but it’s almost with affection.

“He definitely seems more serious than both Carrick and Maddox,” I remark thoughtfully.

“Lucien is a loner,” Carrick explains. “The gods haven’t been good to him through the millennia.”

Frowning, I carefully point out. “You’re all slaves to them, right? I can’t imagine any of you were treated well.”

Carrick shrugs. “I guess it’s all relative. We all do their bidding, but they tend to choose Lucien to do their more brutal work.”

Lifting my coffee cup to take a sip, I ask, “Brutal work?”

“Trust me,” Carrick murmurs with a shake of his head. “You don’t want to know.”

I let it go because I don’t want to know right now. I’ve got way too much on my plate as it is, but maybe later when things are better, I’d like to learn about the mysteriously menacing demi-god.

As we eat breakfast, I listen with one ear to Carrick and Zaid discussing some strategies regarding Dark Fae Fallon. She’s not going to give up on taking me out. But I have a hard time concentrating on that particular problem when I’m still mourning the loss of my business.

It’s not lost on me how I was almost killed but a few hours ago and how incredibly lucky I am to be alive. But somehow, that gratitude has been pushed way into the back of my mind because my career—one I’d come to love and get extreme fulfillment from—is gone for now.

One Bean is a non-entity in my life, although there are still things to do. Carrick says he’ll pay the staff until we rebuild. I’ll need to stop some auto ship inventory and put the remaining vendor accounts on hold. We have a newsletter list, and we’ll have to send out an announcement to our patrons letting them know we’ll be back better than ever.

But after that… I have nothing to do.

Well, except save the world, but is that really a full-time job? Especially when it’s not like I can go out and do anything. At least not without a bodyguard.

“I’ve got to go into the office today,” Carrick says, knocking me out of my thoughts. I turn to face him. “I’m going to wrap some things up so I can work from home for the foreseeable future.”

“You know,” I say with a scowl. “I don’t even know where you work. Or even what you do other than give grants to new business owners and slay Dark Fae.”

Carrick smiles. “I’ll fill you in on it sometime.” His expression then turns deadly serious. “You are not to leave this condo. Zaid will be here with you, and Titus is coming to train.”

“And what about Rainey and Myles?” I query sweetly. They’re returning from Arizona tonight, and I’d really like them to come over tomorrow so I can update them on everything.

I can tell Carrick doesn’t like it, but since he’s basically made me a prisoner, he gives a curt nod. “They’re welcome to visit you here.”

“Can I show them the library?” I ask, excitement bubbling within me. They’re going to spaz out when they see it.

“Of course,” he replies, then stands from his stool. “But given that Fallon is going to be coming hard for you, I think you should urge them to get out of town again. It makes them a bigger target.”

He makes a good point, and it’s actually crossed my mind a time or two since I escaped death at Fallon’s hands. I nod and promise, “I’ll have a serious talk with them.”

Because, once again, my life has changed drastically. It’s become more perilous than ever before, and it could put them in danger, too.

Yes, I will talk to them, but I’m fairly sure I know what they’re going to say… and it’s not going to be what either Carrick or I want to hear.


CHAPTER 3


Finley

I walk back and forth the length of Carrick’s home gym, performing my dynamic stretches before Titus gets here. Currently, I’m doing stretch lunges past the whip practice dummies Carrick had moved here today from the downtown gym we’d been using. He, of course, nixed the idea of us going back there again.

Which I thought was a little odd since Titus would be with me and I would hope between the two of us, we could handle the creature who had taken over my sister’s body if she tracked us down there. But he was adamant, and I frankly didn’t want to argue with him.

Truth be told, Dark Fae Fallon burning down One Bean and trying to kill me—and very nearly succeeding—left me a bit shaken. I didn’t even mind hanging at the condo with Zaid in residence, although he stayed in his office the entire time. Still not sure what he does, but he’s not here to protect me today.

Carrick took care of that by having Maddox hang out in the lobby while he wrapped things up at his office.

Wherever that may be.

I make a long lunge, hold it while placing my hands behind my head and then leaning to arch my back. Groaning at how good the stretch feels, I marvel I don’t feel a single side effect from my injuries this morning. Stan may be an asshole, but he’s an amazing healer. Maybe I should send him a cake in gratitude or something.

Despite hiding out in Carrick’s condo, my day has been quite busy. I called Rainey and Myles to inform them One Bean had burned down. That couldn’t wait for when they came over to visit as they were going to hear it once I sent the newsletter to my patrons since they were subscribers, not to mention they have friends and coworkers who go there as well.

I wanted them to hear that jarring news personally from me, but I purposely withheld what happened, only telling them I’d fill them in on the details tomorrow. They were flying in late tonight, and we’ve made plans for them to come here tomorrow. I have so much to tell them that’s happened in such a short time.

I’ve been to Faere, found out Carrick is a demi-god, learned I have a real twin sister trapped in the Underworld, Fallon is a changeling, and, oh yeah… she is the one who burned One Bean down and tried to kill me. Plus, Carrick miraculously saved me, and I might be falling mightily hard for him, but he doesn’t return the feelings.

Phew… it’s a lot.

Sucking in a huge breath, I let it out slowly. A thousand worries on my plate, and not many I can control. I’m going to be glad to share all of this with my besties tomorrow before hopefully convincing them to leave.

I managed to contact all of my vendors for One Bean, stop auto ships, and send out a personal email to the staff, who had been apprised early this morning that there was a fire and we were closed. But I wanted to have them hear from me personally that they would be taken care of until we can rebuild.

Carrick is being tremendously generous in covering everyone’s salaries. Before he left this morning, I asked him to add the cost of those salaries onto the original loan he’d given me, and I would pay it all back to him.

I was surprised he looked a bit offended, especially since he made it clear earlier that he was only helping to rebuild because it was a business investment.

“I’ve got more money than I know what to do with,” he said drolly as he refused my offer to pay him back for the salaries. “Don’t worry about it.”

Of course, I jokingly replied, “Why don’t you just waive the loan I owe you then?”

Carrick didn’t laugh, only gave me one of those looks that said he was in full business mode. “Oh, no, Miss Porter. You’re going to work to pay that back; otherwise, you won’t appreciate it.”

That didn’t bother me in the slightest. I wasn’t serious about my request, and I always believe in paying my debts. Not sure I liked him calling me Miss Porter as it seems like that’s his way to keep things professional with us since we had “the kiss”.

Regardless, it took me half a day to do all those things and put in a claim with the insurance company. They will have an adjuster come out to evaluate it but not until after the arson investigation is done.

I do wonder what they’ll find. It won’t be an electrical issue or a grease fire, nor will they find any accelerant. It will most likely look like spontaneous combustion, but I doubt that will go on the report. It certainly won’t say “fire due to Dark Fae fireballs”.

Most likely, it will be inconclusive and as long as the insurance processes quickly, we can start the rebuild. Carrick has assured me he can get crews working immediately because, as it turns out, his conglomerate includes a commercial construction division. He explained they normally do the high rises that seem to be going up all the time, but they’ll slum it for a little coffee shop.

He was teasing, of course.

About the slumming-it part.

“There you are,” I hear Titus call as he enters the gym. I release the stretch on my back and pull out of my lunge, turning to face him. He grins, giving a slow sweep of his gaze up and down. “Back from Faere, and you don’t look any worse for wear.”

I frown. “You mean I’m no worse for wear after Dark Fae Fallon tried to kill me today, don’t you?”

Titus’ eyes bug out. “Say what?”

“Carrick didn’t tell you?”

Titus shakes his head and walks my way, coming to stand with his arms crossed over his beefy chest and concern on his face. “I was in Detroit battling a nest of dark daemons that were on a murderous rampage.”

“Oh, well… a lot has happened. Want me to fill you in now or after training?”

“Now,” he demands.

And so I do the rundown, starting from the moment we stepped into Faere to my meeting with Arwen and all I learned—including Carrick is a demi-god, but excluding the sacrifice part as I didn’t want to overly worry him—and finishing off with this morning’s escapade of Fallon trying to kill me and burning One Bean to the ground, which would cause worry enough.

Titus whistles low. “Damn, girl… you’ve had quite the adventure.”

Not sure I would call it that, but I do have a curiosity. “Why didn’t you tell me that Carrick is a demi-god?”

He shrugs. “You never asked.”

“Yes,” I retort, screwing up my face in irritation. “I did ask. I asked when we were on top of the building that night sharpening my distance skills.”

“You asked if he was a fae,” Titus replies as he moves over toward the training cabinet. “I told you he wasn’t. You then asked if he was a daemon, and I told you he wasn’t, to which you asked how old I am, changing the subject, and you never asked me again.”

My eyebrows draw inward in consternation as I think back to that conversation, and I think he’s right. I huff with exasperation as I join him at the cabinet. “You could have just said what he is. You know that’s what I was aiming for.”

“It’s a moot point now, isn’t it?” The nonchalance in his tone is infuriating because Titus is who I’m closest to. Except, well, maybe I’m closer to Carrick now because he kissed me.

I shake my head. No, that’s not right. He kissed me, but Titus has seen me vulnerable and an emotional crying mess, and I didn’t feel awkward at all while breaking down in front of him.

I think it would disappoint Carrick if I showed that weakness.

“Look,” Titus says, opening the cabinet and pulling out some throwing knives made of iron. “I’m sorry about One Bean. You kind of glossed over that, but I know it has to hurt losing that place. It was your passion.”

Damn his sweet, kind ways and the tickle in the back of my throat that threatens to become a little sob.

I hide it by holding out my hand, and he places the weapons on my palm—four in all. They’re small but heavy, wrapped in leather around the handle, and designed for fast throws at close distances. We’ve only worked with them once before, and I wasn’t bad, but I wasn’t completely accurate either.

“These are a good secondary weapon to carry since they’re small and easy to conceal, so I want to focus on them a bit more,” Titus explains.

“What else are we doing besides knives tonight?” I ask, taking one in my right hand and flipping it in the air a few times.

“Whatever else you think that you can use some extra help on,” Titus replies, shutting the cabinet. His gaze meets mine, his expression on the regretful side. “Because tonight is our last training session together.”

“What?” I practically scream, bobbling the knife so it clatters to the floor. “You can’t stop training me. Did you not hear that Dark Fae bitch almost killed me, and I am nowhere near ready to—”

“You are ready,” he cuts in, the deep rumble in his chest filled with confidence. “All you and I are doing at this point is practicing. I’ve taught you all I can, and I’ve got a job I need to get back to.”

“But… but… how will I stay sharp on things without daily training?” I feel adrift without an anchor.

“Carrick can spar and train with you,” Titus replies easily, then gives me a sly grin. “But he’s faster and trickier than I am, so I’m giving you fair warning. Also, he likes to make you think he’s sweeping low but will always go high with a back fist. Don’t fall for it.”

“Titus,” I beg, waving off his efforts to tease me into complacency. “I can’t do this without you.”

“You can and you will,” he replies somberly. “You have no choice, for I am not coming back to train with you. It’s time for you to fly on your own.”

“You’re abandoning me,” I accuse petulantly.

He levels me with a disappointed look. “I most certainly am not. I am merely done with all I can show you. But I will be back to help you or Carrick whenever you need me. When the time comes, there may be a battle. I’ll always be at your side when you need me for that. But as for training, there’s nothing left I can give you.”

I know I should take that as the highest form of compliment. To know that in just a few short months, Titus has taken what were pretty damn good mixed martial arts skills and turned me into a fierce fighting machine. I’m well versed with the whip, still have my nunchucks at the ready, and I’m not going to suck with a short sword. Any one of those other weapons in the cabinet I can use, and I can continue to practice with Carrick.

Of course, the thought of doing hand-to-hand, which leads to some grappling and wrestling on the floor, doesn’t seem like such a bad thing to me.

I actually snort thinking about that, and Titus tips his head in question.

I shake mine, not willing to share that thought, and instead smile. “I get it. Thank you for all you’ve taught me since, because of you, I’ll at least have a fighting chance out there.”

“More than a fighting chance, Finley Porter,” Titus says, pulling me into a one-armed hug that could easily snap my neck if he so chose to do. “My money is on you to save the world. Now let me get the target set up for the knives.”

Titus moves to the far end of the gym, where a lone wooden cabinet hangs on the wall. It’s shallow and has two doors, which he pulls wide open to reveal a round bullseye target about two feet in diameter and made of wood. Titus mounted it higher than my frame to more closely resemble the height of enemies I might be facing. Apparently, most Dark Fae and daemons are big.

Because the circles painted on the target weren’t overly helpful, Titus had used a Sharpie marker to draw two eyes near the center of the top ring and a red “X” about four inches down.

As a reminder, he taps the eyes first. “Strike right between the eyes.” Then he taps the red “X”. “Or land that knife here… in the throat.”

I bend over, pick up the knife I dropped, and move over to a spot on the wooden floor marked with some blue painter’s tape. Transferring three of the knives to my left hand, I take the fourth and hold the blade with the handle pointed toward the target.

Titus, in a show of confidence that I won’t hit him, doesn’t move away.

I take a deep breath, adjust my stance, and cock my arm. Letting my lungs release, I use my wrist to snap the knife away and watch it flip end over end until it sticks in the target.

Right at the middle of the bullseye, which would be about chest level.

“That would be the equivalent of a flea bite to a fae,” Titus remarks dryly. “You can’t pierce breastbone with those knives.”

I know this as he had instructed me before. But that was just my first toss.

For the next three knives, I get successfully closer until my last one strikes the throat area. Titus moves to pull them out and walks them over to me. “Again.”

I hold the knives loosely as Titus moves back near the target, and why this question is even important in the grand scheme of things, I ask him, “Are you married, or do you have a girlfriend?”

Titus turns, eyebrows lifted in surprise before a lopsided grin lands on his face. “I didn’t know you thought of me that way, Finley.”

I roll my eyes in response. “I don’t. It’s just… I’m curious how you make something like that work when you can theoretically live forever? Does that mean you could only ever be in a relationship with another human from Semper Terra who doesn’t age either?”

There is no doubt that I think I’m sly with my questions since I’m only showing a mild interest in societal roadblocks immortals might have.

But the look on Titus’ face tells me I’m way too transparent.

“Never mind,” I mutter, moving back to the tape and putting a knife in my right hand.

I’m concentrating on the bullseye so hard that Titus’ soft voice jars me. “Carrick’s not built for relationships, Finley.”

My gaze slams to him and I open my mouth to deny it, but he continues. “He’s lived far too long and been through so many awful things that he doesn’t have the capacity if that makes sense.”

I think he might be wrong about that, but he has more to say. His voice is tender with empathy as he points out the real issue. “It could never work between an immortal and a mortal. You’re a Buffy fan. You knew it was impossible between Buffy and Angel.”

“That’s because her true love was Spike,” I mutter, my eyes cast down to the floor.

“Regardless, where is the future in it?” Titus points out. “You’d have a handful of years before you got old, and he didn’t. How hard would it be for both of you to part ways after making a relationship? Or, God forbid, he stays with you until you die… what will that do to him?”

And this is where my hope lies because neither of those things applies in our situation. “Carrick wants to ascend.”

Titus frowns, taking a few strides to come back to me. “What’s that?”

“It’s where he asks the gods that made him to unmake him, so he’ll just cease to exist. It will be his reward if he helps me thwart the prophecy. He’s done with his life.”

“Oh,” Titus says, but he doesn’t really understand what that means to me.

“And I’m going to die in the prophecy,” I tell him, watching his face freeze before it clouds with horror. “At least that’s what Arwen said.”

“You didn’t tell me that a bit ago when I got the Faere recap,” he accuses. “Don’t you think it is important?”

I shrug. “I hate worrying my friends.”

He leans in, eyebrows drawn together. “And she said that’s a definite? That you’ll die?”

“Not in those words,” I admit. “But she did say that great sacrifice would be required, and it would be mine to bear.”

“Fuck,” Titus mutters under his breath. His eyes turning sorrowful, he says, “That sounds ominous but not conclusive. Still… I’m sorry you have to bear that.”

“Don’t be,” I hasten to assure him because, weirdly, since hearing this news from Arwen, I’ve somehow come to accept it. For the most part. “It is what it is, and you know, the whole world in jeopardy and stuff. But I was just thinking…”

My words trail off as I’m too embarrassed even to say them aloud and feel even more foolish to be discussing them with Titus.

“You think that since you both are on borrowed time, why can’t something happen?”

I shrug, but truth be told… he nailed it.

“Finley,” Titus says softly. “How do you even know there’s something there? I mean… Carrick’s been nothing but brusque and standoffish with you from what I’ve seen.”

“He kissed me,” I say, somewhat reluctantly. That seems pretty personal to be divulging, but I’ve already gone down the rabbit hole.

Titus’s eyebrows shoot straight up. “He did?”

I nod. “In Faere.”

“And then what?” he prompts, eyes sparkling with interest.

“And then nothing,” I reply glumly. “I got the whole lecture about how it could never work between us because of the immortal-mortal thing.”

“But that’s not necessarily the case if he’s going to ascend and you’re going to die,” he points out, then reaches out and raps his knuckles gently on my head. “Knock on wood that doesn’t happen.”

I laugh and bat his hand away.

“What does Carrick have to say about this particular point?” Titus asks. “You know… the ‘both of you might not be around for long, so why not give in to it’ sort of thing?”

Shaking my head, I admit, “I haven’t talked to him about it. No time really. But maybe…”

“Well, let’s get back to work,” Titus says, taking me by the shoulders and turning me back to the target.

He walks that way and when he makes it to the wooden bullseye, he faces me. “But my last piece of advice, Finley… if you truly are on borrowed time, don’t wait too long to have that talk or to make a move if it’s something you want. For tomorrow is never guaranteed.”
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