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RAYNA

My hair was curled, my makeup was done, my dress was on. I was ready. 

I was currently helping my best friend, Nikita, put on her wedding dress. With ginger hair and blue eyes, the woman had a very fascinating type of beauty.

Her blue-eyed, blond-haired brother was also very fascinating looking. Speaking of, I was pretty sure that was him knocking on the door.

“Whip?” I called out, just to be sure.

“Let me in.” He called back with another knock. 

“Fine.” I rolled my eyes at the demanding man and walked over to let him into the bedroom that Nikita and I were getting ready in. 

Whip’s golden blond hair was styled, his sharp jaw newly shaved. The man had an interestingly attractive face, rectangular with rounded cheekbones, a long nose, smooth lips. The muscular form of his wide shouldered, slim hipped body was covered in a dark, professional suit. 

His gaze glanced over me before landing on his sister, those electric blue eyes of his lighting right up. 

“Fuck, Nikita. You are gorgeous. Bastien is going to lose his mind.” Finn praised, heading right for his sister with his hands held out.

“Handsome.” Nikita praised, taking one of his hands and smoothing her other hand over the lapel of his jacket. 

“Here.” He handed her a small box. “I know you don’t have any jewelry, and I want you to have this. It isn’t much, just something I came across when we were clearing the house. I wanted you to have it, but I wanted to get it cleaned first.” 

“Finn.” She sighed and examined the contents before smiling gratefully. “Thank you.”

Whip pulled a bracelet free of the box and began to lock it around Nikita’s wrist. “Something tells me that these are only going to be the first in your collection.” 

“Bastien isn’t really about jewelry.” She shook her head in denial. 

“I didn’t say it would be a big collection.” Whip chuckled softly, helping her with the necklace but leaving the earrings to her. “But it will be meaningful.” 

“There, all ready.” Whip smiled, cupping Nikita’s shoulders and pressing a kiss to her forehead. “Time to marry you off.”

“I bet Nikita cannot wait for the day she gets to marry you off.” I laughed, picture Nikita carting her very stubborn, very taciturn brother up the aisle. 

“Woman.” Whip growled, narrowing his eyes on me. “I will spank you.” 

“No, you won’t.” I shook my head in denial. There was no way he was willing to get that close to me, not with his current circumstances. “I am not your type.” 

“I didn’t mean it that way.” Whip clipped out, curling Nikita’s hand into the crook of his arm.

“Uh huh.” I rolled my eyes, leading the way out. 

I was honestly starting to get used to Whip snapping and barking at me, something he rarely did in front of others. In fact, it seemed almost as if my very presence brought it out in him. Which was a big change from how he was when I first took over Stiletto. He was really nice those first couple of days, but over time that niceness disappeared. And I had a feeling that I knew exactly why.

“Finn doesn’t have a type. My brother is completely asexual.” Nikita fiercely claimed. 

“Sure, he is. That’s why I caught him fucking Lisa in the barn yesterday.” I scoffed. 

Whip winced and dropped his head, his hand rubbing the back of his neck.

Oh, yeah. 

It was right before the guys were supposed to head off for the show and I was trying to give Nikita and Charm some space. I walked into the barn to the very loud, very distinctive sounds of grunting and moaning. Whip had Lisa pressed up against the wall of the wide hall that ran down the length of the barn. She had her shirt shoved up to display the rolling bounce of her breasts. Her pants and underwear were hanging off of one leg while he had his pants lowered enough that I could see the sides of his hips and the muscles of his ass. He had her bare legs cocked over his arms, her shoulders pressed to the wall. He was powering into her, his hips slapping into her with hard, fast strokes. 

It was something that I really wished I hadn’t seen, something that had played over and over in my head for the last twenty-four hours. Just like all of the other times I inadvertently caught him fucking the other woman. 

In the truck. In the field. Behind the house. 

It was getting bad, and I was honestly hating it. I hated that the man was so stuck in my head, I hated that I had to carry Stiletto’s memories of him punishing her. I hated that those maddening memories aroused me, and I hated that he was treating me like I had the plague when he had always seemed so fascinated by her. 

I was honestly starting to hate him. 

I was also very worried about him. I had seen the bite marks covering his pale torso and neck. 

Pale. 

Whip wasn’t pale, his skin tone had a natural tan to it. Over the last day or so, I also noticed other things, like how sunken his eyes looked or how thin his face was becoming. Whip did not look good. 

“My assistant!” Nikita exclaimed, horrified, shocked, surprised. 

“She caught me at a weak moment.” Whip groaned defensively. 

“She seems to catch you during a lot of weak moments.” I shook my head knowingly. “Mind you, so does Ema.”

Yeah, it wasn’t just Lisa. I had also caught him with the dark-haired woman a couple of times. 

Not that any of them knew. Whip and his partner, uh, partners, never noticed me. Mind you, they were all usually deep in the throes of passion during those times. That and I never stuck around, the second I saw them I was getting my ass out of the vicinity as fast as I could. 

“Who is Ema?” Nikita demanded, pulling Whip to a stop just before the doors leading from the kitchen to the outside deck and the backyard that was set up for the wedding. 

“No one, really, just someone I met.” Whip’s eyes flashed while a soft smile pulled at his lips. 

“You like this woman. Like really like her.” Nikita gasped, sounding really happy for her brother. 

I silently cringed, knowing what was coming.

“I do.” Whip’s cheeks flushed with a fairly adorable blush. 

“That is freaking adorable.” Nikita smiled, giving him a hug. “I want to meet her.” 

“Uh, soon.” Whip’s mouth tightened slightly. “She’s kind of shy. But really sweet. I think you will really like her.” 

“You do realize that if you want a real relationship with Ema, you are going to have to stop sleeping with Lisa.” Nikita warned him. 

“Uh, yeah, about that.” His grimace had Nikita cringing. Here it came. “Ema is kind of open like that. She, uh, she’s kind of a voyeur. She likes to watch just as much as she likes to be watched.” 

“Ok.” Nikita drawled slowly, clearly confused as to what Finn was playing at with those two women. “Is that something you want?” 

“Honestly, I never really looked into that kind of thing, not until Ema introduced me to it. But I am finding that it is something I enjoy.” Whip explained. 

“When did you start seeing this woman?” Nikita questioned, her brow furrowed in confusion. 

“A couple weeks ago.” Whip answered. I didn’t know it was that long. Stiletto never caught him, not once. Unlike me. “She came to the circus and caught me after the show. We really connected.” 

“Well, as long as you are happy.” Nikita smiled.

“I am.” Whip assured her while I silently rolled my eyes. “I truly am, Nikita.” 

“Ok.” Nikita nodded, turning to the door and the waiting crowd. “Let’s do this.” 

“Let’s.” Whip nodded in agreement.

I reached out and opened the door, stepping through.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

The storm kicked up with such a fierce violence that it had everyone immediately abandoning the BBQ reception. Shadowed figures ran through the curtain of rain, fighting their way through the high winds to the lot and their vehicles. 

I watched as Charm and Nikita raced to the backdoor of the house at the same time Lisa raced off around the other side of the house, the one that led away from the vehicles. 

Something about that had my gut churning, my instincts screaming. 

“Inside.” Whip’s hard hand on my arm had me jarring out of my musings. 

“The animals.” I yelled over the roar of the tearing wind and sheeting rain, pulling free of his hold and following in Lisa’s footsteps.

“Fuck!” I heard him yell. 

I raced around the house, ducking my head against the anger of the storm ripping at me, ignoring the cracks of lightning snaking across the sky and lighting up the blackened night. The closer I got to the barn and the enclosures, the more I could hear the animals screaming, roaring. 

I raced across the now empty lot and pushed into the barn, slowing to a walk. 

“Fuck.” Whip snarled, shaking his wet head and closing the door behind him. 

The sounds of the animals were somehow louder in here, more disturbing. 

Whip took the lead, walking down the hall. Only instead of turning to the large enclosures set behind the barn, he turned to the back room that contained the small animal enclosures. 

Shivers ran up and down my spine, my instincts going haywire. Whip was moving strangely, not his usual prowl but more of a smooth stride. 

Something was very wrong here. 

Despite everything inside of me screaming for me to get out of there, to save myself, I found myself following Whip into the room. 

Lisa was screaming, fighting with Ema who was in the midst of opening the cages and releasing the animals inside. 

This was not good. 

Whip moved, stepping forward. 

“No, Whip.” I grabbed his arm and tried to pull him back and drag his ass out of there only for him to rip his arm out of my hold. 

He didn’t even acknowledge me, his eyes set on the two women as he walked forward almost mindlessly. At first it looked like he was heading for Ema only for his hands to whip past her and close around Lisa’s neck. 

Lisa screamed in horror as he slammed her into the cages hard enough that blood splattered from the back of her head. Her hands frantically slapped at his arms, her legs kicking out at his.

“No!” I screamed and leapt forward, yanking at his arms, desperately trying to get him to release the woman. 

He ignored me, his concentration completely focused on the woman in his hold. His electric blue eyes were glowing, hard, angry. His hands crawled up Lisa’s neck to grip the sides of her head. 

“No! Whip! Stop!” I screamed and pulled on him even harder. All to no avail. 

A loud, mind chilling crack had Lisa’s body falling limp. 

“What did you do?” I cried in horror, my trembling hands covering my mouth. 

He killed her. Whip killed Lisa in cold blood. 

A loud cackle began to fill the room, drawing my attention to the dark-haired beauty leaning back against the cages. Staring at her, I just knew, this woman was pure evil. 

No, not a woman. 

The more I looked at her, the more I saw the monster she truly was. 

Fury replaced my horror, and I moved to take out the creature. 

I didn’t make it. 

Pain ripped at the back of my head, the hand fisting my hair swinging me around and throwing me into the cages. I bounced off, landing on my feet in a stumble only for Whip’s fist to land in my face. 

Pain burst over my face as my head whipped to the side, my brain slamming around in my skull. 

Hard knuckles cracked into my head just above my ear. I fell to the ground, my head spinning with agony, those fists still falling. I tried to bring up my arms to cover my head and chest only for those hard fists of his to break two of my fingers. 

I was screaming for him to stop, my agony apparent. 

He ignored my pleas, using my arm to yank me up and once again throw me into the cages. I felt my arm pop out of my shoulder, my body violently bouncing off the bars only for him to throw me into the wall.

Before I could fall to the ground, his hand closed around my neck, squeezing off my airways and holding me still for the swing of his fist. Hard punches that cracked ribs and bruised my abdomen. 

My eyes were going black, a roar building in my ears. My heart was racing, straining with the pain inundating my body. My voice was gone, my screams turning to wheezing grunts of agony.

Then he released me. 

I collapsed to the ground and tried to curl into a ball, protecting myself as best as I could for what I knew was coming next. That’s when the kicking started. His boot covered foot delivered even more pain, lashing out over and over again. My arms, my legs, my head. 

The pain overwhelmed me. Time seemed to glitch, and everything went dark for a long moment. 

By the time my agonized consciousness returned, I was honestly amazed I was still alive. 

My swollen, blood coated eyes cracked open to see Whip and Ema kissing, making out. She had him pressed up against the cages, his shirt ripped open. Clenching my teeth against the excruciating agony clanging through my body, I slowly pushed myself up. My good arm, well, relatively good, reached under my dress and dug out the knife I had attached to my garter. 

The woman’s head had dropped to Whip’s chest, a frankly gag worthy sucking noise was coming from that connection. Whip’s chest was bowed out, his head tipped back to the cages, his face stiffened with ecstasy. 

Stumbling to my feet, I limped towards the distracted couple, my fist gripping the knife as tightly as I could with two broken fingers. 

Raising the blade, I hissed, “Bitch.” 

The second she spun to me, I brought the knife down as hard as I could. It grated right through her ribs to lodge hilt deep in her chest. 

Whip’s head snapped forward, his face stretched in agonized horror. Wild shrieks emitted from his chest, shrieks filled with soul deep agony and grief. 

The woman’s eyes glazed over, the life leaving them as she died. My aim had thankfully been true, my knife hitting her right in the heart. She collapsed to the floor with Whip following her down. 

His body was bent over hers, his hands moving over her prone form. Heartbroken sobs tore from his chest, his ragged voice begging her not to leave him. 

Seeing him like that after seeing the cold fury in his eyes as he beat me almost to death had something inside of me cracking, breaking. 

There was nothing here for me. 

It was time to leave. 

But first I needed to make sure he didn’t follow me. 

I took a moment to slam my shoulder into the wall, popping it back into the joint. 

Pain. 

So much pain radiated up and down my arm and across my chest, stealing my breath for a long, concerning moment. 

Moving to stand over Whip and the woman, I softly called his name. 

The second his head came up, twisting around to me, my foot flashed out. The pointed toe of my heel sliced up his face, the force knocking him out. 

With my arm bracing my broken ribs, I stumbled out of the room as fast as my broken, limp form could move. Sliding out the back door and into the raging storm, I stopped and crouched down when I saw Nikita and Charm leading some of the animals into their enclosures. 

I couldn’t imagine what had happened that night but right now, I needed to concentrate on getting out of there. 

I waited until they moved off to limp forward. 

I moved as fast as I could, taking the fields to the far tree line and the road beyond. I kept walking, kept moving, putting more and more miles between me and the ETR, the Earthly Treasures Ranch. 
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FINN

I woke up to one hell of a headache and an even worse heartache. 

Images from the night before rose through the pain, strangling me. They played on repeat over and over again. Lisa, Rayna. It wasn’t all there but there was enough of it to know that I was a true monster. I hurt a woman I cared for and respected, and I did it on purpose. 

All because of that damned voice that had been controlling me. It had been there, in my ears, in my head, off and on for weeks now. When it spoke to me, I found my mind shutting down and my body automatically obeying. There were large chunks of time that were missing, things that I didn’t remember doing, moments that were just gone. 

“Finn.” Nikita’s soft tone had my eyes snapping over to see her standing in the doorway of my room. It was then that I also noticed the dark brown-haired, blueish grey eyed Smoke sleeping in the chair. 

“I think I fucked up, Nikita, bad.” My voice rasped with a painful grate, my throat sore and dry. 

“What happened, Finn?” My newly married baby sister asked, limping over to sit down on the side of my bed, taking my bandaged hand in hers. 

“I could ask the same.” I eyed her leg, concerned about her injury. 

“You first.” She jerked her chin at me. 

“I don’t fucking know.” I shook my head, desperately trying to remember more. And it wasn’t even just last night. I was missing so many pieces from the last two weeks. Too many pieces. “It all seems like a fucking dream. Like shiny, unreal. For weeks now, since I met Ema. I felt like I wasn’t myself. There was this voice in my head, telling me to do and say things. And as much as I denied it, as much as I fought it...” I paused, working to swallow around the clog in my throat, the pain and horror of the last weeks choking me. “I couldn’t. I did what it told me to do. I couldn’t stop myself.” 

“Last night, when the storm hit, Lisa disappeared. I thought she had gone home. But she didn’t. Rayna and I, we went to go check on the animals. I could hear them screaming, freaking out. At the time, the voice was silent. We were crossing through the barn to the back enclosures when I heard a sound. The voice was there calling me. I found myself following it into the room. Lisa was screaming, fighting with Ema. Ema was opening the cages. I stepped up to stop her, I truly did, but the next thing I knew...” 

My jaw clenched against the next thing I could remember, a horrific memory. My teeth bared in an agonized grimace, the burn of tears sliding down my face. “Lisa was dead, and I was beating the Hades out of Rayna. I don’t...I don’t know if I was the one who killed Lisa. I wish I knew. But I do know that I was the one who tried to kill Rayna. I couldn’t stop it, Nikita, I couldn’t stop my fists and my feet, I couldn’t stop hitting her, hurting her. I couldn’t stop.” I sobbed, Rayna’s pleas and cries of pain still echoing in my ears, the feel of her flesh giving and her bones breaking under my knuckles imbedded in my brain. 

Cupping my face in her hands, Nikita bent over and pressed her forehead to mine, holding me together while I cried. Broken. I felt completely broken, raw. My mind felt like it had been raped right along with the body she forced me to use in so many fucked up ways. My hands gripped down on Nikita’s wrists, my eyes squeezing shut against the tears that continued to pour free. 

It took me a number of minutes before I was able stabilize myself enough to speak again, my voice ragged and rasping. “Rayna, I thought she was dead. Ema and I both did. I was kissing her, Ema, really getting into it. I wanted her, needed her. Everything was kind of a blur, it always was when I was with her like that. A blur of pleasure. Then something snapped inside of me. It felt like I was dying, like the world was ending. But it wasn’t me. It was Ema. Rayna had stabbed Ema, killing her, and I fucking broke. It was like I lost my soul. I was sobbing over Ema’s dead body when Rayna hissed something at me. I turned to her and the world went black.” 

I finished speaking, my chest rising and falling erratically, my lungs feeling strained, burning. 

“Do you still feel that way, like your soul died?” Nikita asked, worried. 

“No.” I gave a harsh, self-derisive laugh. At least that was something. No more voice in my head, no more grief over that monster. “Not since Rayna knocked my ass out. And thank the Gods for that. Now I am just angry and hating myself.” 

“Don’t. Don’t take that on, Finn. It’s not your burden to carry. At all. We might not have any clue whose hands killed Lisa, but I can definitively say that it wasn’t you. Ema was an Empusa.” Nikita shared. 

“An Empusa?” My face dropped with horror, going numb and cold with terror. 

Empusa’s were considered to be myths, dark stories handed down from the ancestors. Shapeshifting creatures that seduced and fed on men. 

That bitch fed on me? 

“An Empusa.” Nikita adjusted the collar of my shirt down so I could see the bite marks covering my chest and collarbone. That bitch fed on me. “She was drugging you, feeding from you, controlling you. She was the one who killed Lisa. She was the one who almost killed Rayna. Whether she used your hands to do it or not, it was all her. And Rayna saved you from that.” 

“Is she ok?” I asked, my heart shuddering, squeezing tight at the thought of the pain Rayna must be in. 

“I, uh, I don’t know, Finn.” Nikita went on to explain what happened the night before. 

The animals that Wild Gaia, Nikita’s animal rehabilitation, was housing had been released from their enclosures. Deadly animals, monsters. Nikita and Charm had been forced to hunt the animals down and return them to their enclosures, with the help of Guy, the gryphon, and Scotch, the pyra. Unfortunately, a lot of animals died before they could be returned to the safety of their enclosures. 

Then there was the arrival of Mister and the twins, Smoke and Flame, and them finding the room where everything went down. They found me unconscious, Lisa and the Empusa dead, and Rayna gone. According to them, she was still alive and now on the run. She had apparently stumbled her broken body out of the barn and disappeared in the storm of the night. 

“Fucking Hades.” I groaned, pressing my palms into my eyes. What a complete shit show. “We need to find her.” 

“We can try, but it probably won’t be easy.” Charm’s voice came from the doorway. 

Charm was now my new brother-in-law, a man who worked at the Antediluvian Extravaganza with me, Smoke, and Flame. While Smoke and Flame were the clowns and I was the whipmaster, Charm was the magician, a warlock, a magic user. 

Both Nikita and I looked over to see the dark mocha skinned man leaning his shoulder against the doorframe. Charm had dark hair and green eyes that seemed eerily bright compared to his dark skin tone. He was also my best friend.

“I don’t care.” I shook my head, feeling an undeniable need to find the woman. “We need to make sure she is ok. We need to bring her home.” 

“We will start looking.” Nikita stated, thankfully onboard with my plan.

“Last night Mister told me that he could find her. I told him no.” Charm’s statement had both me and Nikita glaring at him. “He brought up a very good point. He said that she ran for a reason. He said that she was probably terrified, heartbroken, hurt. And he was right. Even though it wasn’t Whip, he was the one she saw doing those things to her while his girlfriend cheered him on. You may want to run out there and find her, but what you really need to think about is if she even wants to be found. Is this for her? Or is it for you?” 

“Fuck.” Nikita hissed, her head dropping back in frustration. 

“Leave her alone.” Smoke grunted, stretching. “She has all of Stiletto’s knowledge in her head. She knows how to take care of herself. If she doesn’t want to be found, she won’t be.” 

“Breakfast.” Flame’s voice called from the kitchen. 

“Come on, big brother.” Nikita caught my hand and pulled me up to my feet while hopping backwards to give me room. “Food. That wicked being is dead and you are free. As for Rayna...” 

“I am still going to look for her.” I claimed, explaining more when the two men eyed me. “Not to bring her back but to watch over her, to make sure she is ok and safe. I owe her nothing less.”

There was no way I was leaving her out there in the world, all alone, not without me watching over her. 

Not Rayna. 

“Now there’s a plan.” Charm grinned. 

“I like it.” Smoke agreed. 

“These eggs are getting fucking cold!” Flame bellowed. 

“And there is our cue.” Charm led the way out. 

Luckily, I had built up some connections while working the various jobs I was forced to take before we inherited the ETR from my bastard of a grandfather. After breakfast, I headed to my office and looked up one of those contacts, a man I met when I was working in a garage. He came in one day with his motorcycle smoking. He was in a rush, and we were busy. 

I got fired that day because I set aside what I was working on to help the anxious man get back on the road. He was very thankful and gave me his number, telling me that if I ever needed anything to give him a call. 

Today was the first time I had ever used that number.

“Hello.” A male voice rumbled over the phone. 

“Uh, Aster. I don’t know if you remember me, but my name is Finn.” I winced out my introduction, praying that this man hadn’t just been fucking with me. 

“The man who got fired for fixing my bike. You saved not just my ass that day but my girl, Masen’s. What can I do for you, Finn?” Relief had me squeezing my eyes shut. 

He remembered me. 

“I need help finding someone.” I told him. 

“And I need a description.” He stated bluntly. So bluntly that I found myself smiling. 

“The thing is, I also need someone to watch over her, to keep me updated on how she is doing. No approach but visuals and such would be nice. I mean, I can pay. Some.” I explained, dragging my hand through my hair. 

“I still need that description, Finn.” Aster pushed. 

“Her name is Rayna. Female, 5’6, around twenty-five years old. Icy blond hair and, uh, a pair of unique green eyes. Sharp cheekbones, straight nose, pointed jaw, lush lips. Willowy with a heart shaped ass and size C-breasts. Eye catching. She is an expert with blades and might be going by the name Stiletto. In fact, there might still be a picture of her on the Antediluvian Extravaganza site. She left the ETR here in Artemis last night so she is probably still in Artemis but that could change the further she travels.” 

“What happened for her to run, Finn?” Aster asked the one question I was dreading. 

Bracing myself, I gave him the complete and honest truth, telling him everything that had happened. “I just, I need to know she is ok, safe. I need to see it.” 

“What exactly does this woman mean to you, Finn?” Aster pressed, his voice low. 

“I don’t know for sure but something deep inside of me is screaming that she is mine.” I continued with that bare honesty.

“I can contact you at this number?” Aster asked. 

“Yes. This is my personal number.” I confirmed. 

“We will call once we have eyes on the woman.” Aster stated. 

“Thank you.” I breathed, my body deflating in relief. 

“Empusa’s are bitches. People think they are myths but there is still a couple lurking in the dark spots of the world. I have dealt with one before and it was not pretty. The poor male in her grip was completely gone, his mind was absolutely obliterated while he was under her control. He never came back, killing himself seconds after I took her out.” Aster explained. “See, Finn, the more they feed from you, the more of a hold they get on your mind. Eventually, you become nothing but a mindless husk, kept alive just to do their bidding. You were lucky, your Rayna saved you from that fate.” 

“I owe her so fucking much.” I fully acknowledged.

“No.” Aster denied. “You don’t owe her anything. What she did that night was to protect herself, saving your ass was just a byproduct. As for the rest, she killed the actual person who was beating her, the Empusa just used your body to do it.” 

“I know that, deep in my mind, I know that. But with the memories I have and the feelings I am left with...what the Empusa did to me, and what she made me do, it was all so horrific, fucking mind breaking, and I am having a hard time assimilating it all.” I tried to explain the confusion and self-hatred that was mixing with the agony of having every ounce of my control stolen from me. 

“Give yourself time, Finn. Trauma like that doesn’t fix itself over night. And give yourself a fucking break.” He advised. 

“Seriously, thank you.” I sighed, rubbing my face with my palm. 

It felt like a heavy weight had been lifted off my shoulders. I had help and hopefully soon, I would know if Rayna was ok.

“It’s what I do.” Aster chuckled softly. “We will call when we find her.” 

With that he hung up. 

And I dropped my head to my desk. 
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FINN

It took Aster two days to call me with the news that he had found her. He even sent me some images and a visual. 

She had found a rundown cabin just inside the Crescendo Mountain range that ran the whole length of Artemis’ borders. She was slowly fixing it up, making it her own. 

She looked...alive. 

Each and every bruise and injury my eyes landed on had the memory of the moment I dealt those to her flashing through my mind. I ended up watching the visual over and over again, crying. 

Aster shared that his club members were taking turns watching over her. That was when I learned that he was the president of the Gods Defenders motorcycle club. A very famous club whose president was the Poseidon warlock. This meant that Aster worked for and defended the crown. 

This knowledge was a shock. 

After that, I received images and visuals every day. As the days turned into weeks, the cabin became a home and Rayna slowly healed. She looked peaceful yet also wary. I didn’t like seeing the way that wary darkness haunted her eyes or the way it stiffened her body. 

During those weeks the ETR and Wild Gaia resumed their usual schedules. I spent hours working the fields with my ranch hands, checking on the vast fields and their rows of produce. That’s what we grew here, fields of beautiful, organic fruits and vegetables. 

In between those hours, I did my job at the circus. I was the whipmaster and was needed for afternoon practices and the evening shows. Every day of the week. Although, Fridays and Saturdays had two shows in the evenings while Sundays had afternoon matinees. 

Our first field became ready to harvest. It was a long four days of working from dusk till dawn, harvesting the vegetables and clearing the field, turning the dirt and reseeding for the next growth cycle. In fact, I barely slept. I was up well before dawn every morning, getting a head start on it all, not going to bed until late into the night. 

Not that I didn’t have help, the ranch workers working from eight in the morning to six in the evening. Nikita and Charm were up early as well, hitting the fields around seven and working until nine or ten at night. 

The vegetables were all binned up and shipped off to various grocery chains and restaurants. Honestly, it was the best field the ranch had seen in decades. When our grandfather was in charge of the ranch, especially in those last years, he’d let everything go downhill to the point that Nikita and I were barely able to save it. Up until the last couple of months, we had still been fighting to clear the debt he built up and get the ranch in the black. 

Mind you, even when we lived here with the old bastard, he didn’t utilize the fields the way he should have. He also had us working those fields every single day, all day long. Which was probably why I tended to push myself so hard when it came to the ranch, it was ingrained in me, beaten into me at an early age. 

Nikita and I had missed so much schooling that when we were finally able to break free of grandfather and the ranch it took us years to play catch up. On the plus side, I eventually graduated, and Nikita got her degrees, one in animal husbandry and one in veterinarian medicine. 

Like grandfather always did, when the Antediluvian Extravaganza called about renting some property for the circus, we agreed. I also found out that the circus was hiring and was able to nail the audition. 

Hours of playing with whips were definitely paying off. 

Speaking of the circus, Smoke was no longer available to help out at the ranch due to an injury that caused him to lose his leg. He healed and now boasted a prosthetic leg. He was even back to working at the circus, clowning around for the entertainment of the audience. An amazing feat considering the fact that most of that clowning around involved a fair amount of acrobatics. 

Unfortunately, the man had become one Hades of an ornery bastard, the trauma of his loss and the struggle of his subsequent recovery frequently triggering his fiery temper. A temper that lashed out indiscriminately. 

I was sitting in the office, exhausted after another long day, when I got my next update on Rayna. The visual that was sent to me was disturbing on a whole new level. 

It started off with a man staring up into the sky, yelling and running towards a very shocked and fearful Rayna. She was wearing a pair of shorts and a tank top, dressed for the warm summer weather.

She spun around to run from the short, blond-haired man who was wearing a Gods Defenders jacket only to freeze, her head tipping up to the sky. The man slammed into Rayna, taking them both to the ground just in time for an ear-piercing shriek to stab into my ears and for a blaze of fire to turn the visual to fuzz. 

My heart was racing with fear, my soul screaming in horror. 

I didn’t even think, I just moved. 

Within seconds I was sprinting down the hall to my room, shoving a bunch of shit into my duffle bag. Carrying it out to the main room, I was brought to a halt by a hand on my chest. 

“Where are you going?” Charm demanded, his worried eyes running over me and the bag I had slung over my shoulder.

“The Crescendo Mountains.” My jaw clenched, my lips tightening, my fingers working on the handle. 

He needed to get the fuck out of my way before I forced him to move. He was wasting not just my time but Rayna’s. Fuck, for all I knew
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