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Tessa


Even as the battle rages around me, the world seems to stand still. 
With most of my group fighting off the skáth and their possessed creatures behind me to get the young unicorn stallion from their evil grasps, it leaves my focus on the king standing before me with his frustratingly contented smirk.
Neil’s body tenses in the corner of my eye, but I can’t worry about that detail right now—the one that links my darkness to something much more dangerous.
I stare at my great-grandfather, my stomach and jaw dropping to the ground at his words. 
Could Diedre have really betrayed us? Sweet, life-and-fun-loving Diedre?
My mind is numb as I scan the clearing for the dryad. Our eyes lock, and I swear her gaze is full of an unspoken apology…which screams her guilt even louder than my great-grandfather’s statement.
“No…” I whisper, struggling to believe her cruelty.
“And I see your dear Neil is still around…was that you lying, granddaughter, or did he come back to life?” The king’s smile implies he doesn’t really care either way. “It’s a pity. It would have been so much easier if we had both of you to wrap things up. Such a neat little bow.”
“Tessa!” Kali hollers over the din of screaming skáth and yelling of our friends and family.
Her voice snaps me out of my stunned immobility enough to take in the rest of my surroundings. She’s precariously hanging onto Cara, who is slicing at the closest skáth with her sharp talons.
How did this all go so wrong? We were supposed to summon the unicorns to end this prophecy… Not make it worse!
The unicorns rear and kick at the skáth surrounding the younger stallion—the poor stud straining against the shadow rope digging into his neck.
An invisible hand crushes my chest as the weight of this attack settles on my mind.
We cannot lose the unicorns, or we will never finish this prophecy. We have to win this. 
Heat flashes through my veins as the song of every beings’ rushing blood dances around me. The grass around me darkens as I pull on the magic I’ll need to end this.
But can I separate friend from foe?
Would I survive this much of a magical draw?
My chest heaves, the crispy black spreading around me as I watch more skáth fighting our friends.
“Please. Do not go down that path, Tessa.” Neil takes my hand, moving next to me even though he is still facing the king behind me. “We—I…cannot lose you to the darkness again—and the king is hoping you will do just that.”
His touch cools some of the heat flooding my body, quieting the sanguis melody surrounding me to a gentle hum. My mind clears enough to think more clearly.
“Help our friends while I take on the king.” He gives my hand a gentle squeeze. “Your water is strong. I believe in you, Tessa.”
Nodding, I send a tendril of magic out to gather the water clinging within the air. When there isn’t enough for a decent attack, I pull from the closest plants, hoping there will be rain soon enough to replace it for them. 
A small ball of water forms over my free hand. As if that were the reassurance Neil needed to get back to his task, he releases my hand to call his own elements to the fight. 
“Tessa! Use this!” Nerissa sends a blast of water in my direction. 
With a quick whip of my magic, I slow the ball from pummeling me until I can get full control of the blob. I merge the two balls and shift it to ice. 
With the flick of my finger, I break off a sharp chunk of the ice and shoot it toward the mass of skáth around the captured unicorn.
“Give him back!” I demand, storming closer to the chaotic battle. 
The icy daggers manage to slice through sides, arms—even a few faces—but none pierce my main target. 
“What the hell?” I mutter, still sending the shards.
One digs into a skáth’s back, making the demon hiss in pain and whirl toward me—heading away from the unicorn.
Better… 
With less than a dozen feet separating us, my aim improves. One shard pierces his shoulder, another his thigh, slowing his run as he yanks the piece out.
He raises his clawed hand as he gets closer, forcing me to step back with each additional launch of my dwindling ice daggers.
My heel catches on my toe with the next step, sending me squarely to my ass and briefly knocking the air from my lungs.
Azriel cuts in, squealing as his front hooves fly to attack the incoming skáth.
Thanks, Az.
The basketball-sized ball of ice is now barely larger than an egg. I send the final two shards of ice toward the skáth before scrambling back to my feet.
Of course, my Tessa. His hooves knock the incoming skáth back a couple feet. Would have been here sooner if the other rotten-hayed skáth hadn’t gotten in my way. 
The demon grunts as my shards slice through the outsides of his arms.
But after wiping the dirt off his shoulder from Azriel’s hoof, he gives a quick jerk of his body before turning his attention back to us. 
His crimson glare confirms he’s not letting the trivial wounds slow the slicing of his claws as he rakes them toward Azriel’s shoulder.
I still call them demons…but we saw what was underneath. Can we really still fight them the same way? 
Squeals from the unicorns are a sharp reminder that we don’t have a choice. After all, man fights man when they are in the wrong, right?
I yank my sword from its sheath strapped to Azriel’s side. The song of the blood rushing around us is growing too loud for me to trust using more magic right now—even the small use of water control increased the volume of music around us.
Gripping the handle with both hands, I raise the sword above my head as I race toward the skáth. With a quick downward swing, I manage to catch the edge of the demon’s arm before he jumps out of the way.
His burgundy blood drips along the sharp edge of my blade, drawing my attention.
Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes in an effort to block out the sound. I push my magic into the gems of the sword, hoping they can help protect me from even myself.
A sharp streak of agony rips across my side. The flash of white-hot pain briefly blinds me as I fall to one knee, dropping my sword to press my hands over the laceration.
“What the—” I breathe through the pain and search for what caused it.
A dark shadow slashes at me again. I drop to my belly, the whip whizzing just overhead. 
With one hand pressed to my slick side, I grab the hilt of my sword with the other and shove back to my feet.
My Tessa!
I’ll be okay. Focus on your fight.
Gritting my teeth, I brace for the next swipe of the skáth’s shadow whip. The gem at the base of my hilt reminds me I just added my magic to it. It did the job of quieting the sanguineous melody, but I had almost forgotten the other use of it.
With a focused shove of my magic, I send the green shield from my sword out and around myself just before the whip makes contact. A ripple of magic spreads across the shield’s surface from the contact, but it holds true.
A relieved smile spreads across my lips as I use the brief reprieve to heal my side. With the throbbing pain gone, I wipe my bloodied hand across a clean spot on my shirt so I can return to holding my sword with two hands. 
But I can’t fight hiding in this bubble…
Another slash of his whip across my shield makes me wince—the snap of the whip echoing around me.
Taking in our group, I know I cannot stay hiding. We are mostly holding our ground with the onslaught, but we are nowhere near saving the captured unicorn.
King Asmodeus had made it sound like the unicorn horn was the last piece they needed as well—which means we can’t let them have one.
Mom is sitting astride Cerenia while Carson rips the ground apart beneath the skáth.
Neil is looking worse for wear as he continues his face off with King Asmodeus, while the king himself appears to have barely broken a sweat.
We need progress. This is more like a stalemate…
Another swipe of the skáth’s whip against my shield makes the whole thing vibrate around me. The shield tugs on my magic, weakening it with every blow.
Azriel finally crushes the skáth before him under his hooves, letting out a victorious whinny as he does. 
I’m coming, Mine!
Spinning on his haunches, he charges the skáth that has been attacking me. He slams the demon with his full weight, sending the creature into the tree behind him.
Just as Azriel rears, two shadow ropes wrap around his neck, yanking him back and to the ground.
“Azriel!” I scream, my shield shattering around me as I race over to him.
I chop at the shadows, my blade not doing much as the two skáth drag Azriel in the dirt.
Your light, my Tessa. 
His legs flail in the air as he tries to get traction, but his pinned wing makes turning the rest of his body enough to reach the ground nearly impossible.
Fae light…right. I curse my mind for not thinking of it sooner, the chaos around us penetrating my focus. 
With a quick flash of my fae light, the shadows vanish, allowing Azriel to roll back onto his feet beside me.
We square off with the pair of skáth—the duo twirling their black ropes beside themselves, preparing for their next opportunity to strike. 
“Tessa! Behind you!” 
Before I can finish turning around, Neil is there, his arms raised as the original skáth Azriel had charged strikes. The shadow whip carves a gash across both of his forearms, but he doesn’t budge.
Instead, he sends a blast of fire back at the skáth in response.
Front, my Tessa.
I don’t get a chance to see if Neil succeeded in his counter attack as the skáth in front of us strike again. 
Azriel makes it up onto his haunches with his head held high so the loops of their ropes fail to ensnare him. 
Holding my sword before me once more, Azriel and I attack the pair of skáth—their shadow ropes not as effective with us being so close.
I cut the skáth before me on his side with my sweeping swing of the blade. His rope snaps behind me, leaving a throbbing wound on my back.
Air whistles through my teeth as I pull the sword back and shove it forward with all of my weight leaning into the strike. 
The blade slides into the belly of the skáth a few inches. Dropping my body onto the hilt, the blade angles up before I thrust it deeper.
The skáth bursts around the blade, splattering his companion along with Azriel and me. 
The distraction of the other skáth is enough for Azriel to knock him to the ground. Letting instinct rule over thought, I drive my sword into the chest of the fallen skáth before he can re-orient himself—letting him rejoin his friend in the afterlife.
“Neil…” I turn to see how he’s faring with his attacker. 
His fire is still blazing against the shadow shield the skáth has conjured around himself. 
Wasn’t he fighting King Asmodeus, Mine? Where did the king go?
The clearing where the king had been standing is empty. The entire fight is now on the one side.
The skáth numbers against our group are dwindling, but also, the young stallion is completely gone from view. 
Oh, no! Did they get the stallion out of here?
It appears so, my Tessa. We need this fight to end. 
“They got the unicorn, Neil!” I holler over the roar of his flames.
“Hounding bastards.” His jaw clenches as he adds an extra burst of flame to his attack.
Ezra sends her own flames from above. 
Even Azriel sends a vine to crack against the side of the shield.
I attempt to gather any nearby water to help the onslaught, but the heat from their flames has dried out all of the air and greenery around us.
It doesn’t take much longer, though, before their attacks shatter the shield and smash through the demon within.
Without a word, we shift our attention to the rest of our group. They are still fighting in two different groups—unicorns with Cara and Kali, while Carson, Cerenia, Mom, Diedre, Nerissa, and Storm fight off another group.
Even scared Diedre is twirling around the field with the vines of her hair whipping out around her—distracting and even sometimes whacking against the fae.
Whose side is she really on?
My gaze locks with Neil’s as I finish scanning the fight. Based on the grim set to his mouth, I can tell he’s going to recommend we split to help them out. 
Let’s head to Mom’s group. Maybe Nerissa can give me a fresh supply of water so I can be a bigger help.
With a final glance at Neil and a nod of understanding, we split up. I grab a chunk of Azriel’s mane to help me keep up with his long strides.
Sword in hand, I run around the side and swing at the distracted skáth attacking Cerenia. My aim is true—aiming straight for his neck—but the hounding bastard turns at the last moment, arm in air, forcing me to bury my blade there instead of my goal. The screech that erupts from his mouth before he finishes his turn makes me flinch as I yank my sword out of him.
Azriel wraps his vine around the demon’s neck, pulling the hate-filled skáth backward. His knobbly, pewter fingers dig at the obstruction around his neck.
A scream beside me pulls my attention as one of the skáth manages to rake his claws across Storm’s chest. 
“You bottom-feeding barnacle shrimp!” Nerissa sends another blast of water at the demon, shoving him away from Storm.
Carson takes advantage of the slip up by cracking open the ground beneath the skáth’s feet so he is swallowed up by the earth. 
A quick glance over my shoulder shows the other group seems to be winning their fight. Only two skáth are still fighting them, compared to the five they started with—which they should be able to defeat quickly.
By the time I look back to our fight, we’re down to our final three skáth, Azriel having dispatched the one we were fighting. 
“Nerissa!” I hold up a hand, hoping she gets the need again.
She sends a ball of water my way, which I latch onto and freeze as I drag it to float over my palm.
Let’s end this. 
Azriel snorts, his vine already whipping toward the next closest skáth. The demons are smart enough to stay out of reach of Cerenia’s massive jaws and claws, diving around her vines and Nerissa’s water. 
Once I add my ice shards into the barrage of attacks, the skáth scatter, fading into the shadows.
“Where’d they go?” I mutter, squinting through the trees for some sign of the demons. “Did they really just bail?”
A hush falls over our group as the other fight continues to rage behind us.
The grass rustles under my boots as I turn in a slow circle. 
Can we really be done with this fight already?
A shadow—lightning-like—slithers through the grass from behind us.
It grows and forms a skáth less than a foot in front of me. Before I can open my mouth to scream, the demon rakes his claws across my abdomen. My arms wrap around my core, my breath catching as my body processes the damage and my knees slam into the grass. 
I recognize Luxerin’s demonic smirk as he melts back into the grass.
“That should keep you weak enough for us to finish.”
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Tessa


Pain radiates from my stomach and my knees. Each breath is a struggle as I fight not to exacerbate the damage by pulling on the wound. 
“Tessa!”
The cacophony of voices only makes me curl up tighter. Sweat trickles down my face, though the sensation that should only tickle only intensifies the pain. 
What did he do? 
My thoughts are fuzzy in a way that makes it clear there was much more to that attack than a simple scratch. I squeeze my eyes shut, searching for my magic. My glowing center keeps slipping away as I grab for it.
I roll to my side, needing all of my energy to focus on taking the next heaving breath. 
“Tessa, let me see.” Mom’s soothing voice washes over me.
But the second her hands touch my arm, I scream out. Her touch is like having hot pokers shoved into my skin.
“Wait!” Kali’s voice is distant. “She may have been poisoned. Try not to touch her!”
Poisoned? Like Neil had been?
I shiver as a chill settles into my bones, making them ache like a terrible flu.
“Hang in there, Tessa. You can fight this.” Neil sits next to me, leaning on the ground in front of him as if that is the only thing holding him back from grabbing me.
“What do you mean, poisoned?” Mom’s sharp tone forces my eyes from Neil to her. “She hasn’t eaten or drank anything. Many of us have injuries from the skáth and are not curled up into a ball, crying out in pain.”
“Some skáth—though not all from what we can tell—have the ability to…inject poison with their nails when they attack.” Kali kneels next to Neil beside me, her hands hovering over me as if trying to determine what she can do. “We had it happen to Neil a long time ago, but Tessa was able to heal him.”
“So, she can heal herself, right?” Mom looks down at me, the corners of her eyes pinched—her telltale sign of worry. “This should be nothing compared to healing my cancer.”
“Tessa?” Kali settles her hands into fists on her knees. “You have grown so much stronger than when you healed Neil. You can do this.”
I shake my head, my voice eluding me in that moment. I tried. I tried to pull on my magic, and it refused to come to the surface.
You’re not focusing, Mine. Too much of your mind is distracted. 
But the fight…what about the fight? What if someone dies because they are too worried about me?
Azriel nuzzles the top of my head, his warm breath taking some of the chill from the top of my head.
The skáth have already left, my Tessa. I think that is why the prick of a general poisoned you… So they could get away without losing any more of their numbers.
I try to look around—to confirm what Az is telling me—but my friends’ bodies are too closely pressed around me to give me the visual I need.
“Yes you can, Tessa Marie.” Mom’s resolve hardens her features as she stares at me. “You are an Anderson, and an Anderson never gives up that easily. Try. We all need you to try.”
Taking a shaking breath, I close my eyes. The magic still glows brightly within my center, but like a storm cloud, it refuses to be caught.
“Hold on. We may have some brew to help.” Kali’s skirts rustle against the grass and dirt as she moves to find whatever concoction she says will be helpful.
“You can do this, m’eudail.” Neil’s soft voice has me looking up at him.
The cold shroud clinging to my body makes it hard to create a coherent thought. But those eyes—his beautiful, multi-hued eyes—draw me to him like a moth to a flame. 
Running on pure instinct, I press my lower arm tighter around my bleeding abdomen, and walk my hand across the grass until my shivering fingers brush against his. 
The initial zing of pain makes me flinch, but I don’t pull back. I need Neil…his warmth. Focusing on the heat of his fingers against mine, I pull on his heat—that fire that’s always simmering just beneath his surface.
Slowly, the trembling of my fingers ebbs—though I can’t make it stretch to the rest of me. Can I handle the pain of touching him more than this to warm the rest of me? 
Try, my Tessa. You need something. Maybe our bond makes it easier. Touching him didn’t seem to hurt you as much as your mother’s touch.
I can only manage to give him a mental nod as I focus on pushing my hand a little farther, allowing my palm to rest on the back of his hand.
The ache that accompanies the added touch is barely noticeable compared to the white-hot agony of my wound, the bone-deep throbbing within my joints, or the numbness threatening to steal the last of my thoughts.
“Can I touch you, m’eudail? Is it not hurting you?” Neil scoots closer to me, making it easier to keep my hand against him without stretching. 
“Please.” The whisper is all I can manage right now between chattering teeth.
He places his other hand on my cheek and his warmth slowly eases the clenching of my jaw. His touch causes minor irritation, but the relief of our bond seeping through the connection helps clear some of the fog from my mind, letting me focus.
“Better…” Pinching my eyes closed, I reach for my magic once more.
The pulsing glow is still slippery for me to grasp easily, but at least I can finally direct it toward the gushing wound in my abdomen.
With the blood pouring out as freely as it is, I’m already light headed—even with the pressure I have applied and lying prone instead of standing—which tells me stopping the flow is my first priority if I am going to avoid passing out.
What the hell was in that poison? The slowing of the bleeding takes way more concentration than it should have—almost setting me back to when I was first learning to heal.
“Excuse me, coming through.” Kali’s voice pulls my focus—especially when Neil’s hand leaves my cheek, the fog rolling back in.
My eyes shoot open as I look for my lifemate.
“Neil!” I whisper hiss, hoping he understands what I’m asking him for.
Do your job, you shroom-toed fae.
Azriel shoves Neil toward me with his head, making my Guardian almost fall on top of me.
Thankfully, he catches himself to avoid crushing my shoulders and head as he loses his balance.
“Can I move you onto my lap so Kali can give you the brew?” Neil rights himself, his hands remaining, hovering as if waiting for permission.
The thought of moving from my curled up position is excruciating…but the reality of being able to drink any kind of brew otherwise would be impossible.
I give the barest of nods before bracing for the next move.
“Are you sure there’s nothing I can do to help?” The pain in Mom’s voice shoots straight to my heart. 
I can’t even imagine being in her shoes right now.
I have to be strong for her. She doesn’t need to know how bad this is.
That’s right, my Tessa. You are going to pull through this stronger than ever. Just drink Kali’s brew and focus on healing.
At least the bleeding has come down to oozing instead of a full flood. I no longer need to rely on myself to hold pressure on the wound to keep from passing out—though the pressure does help ease some of the pain.
“Can you grab some wet cloths for her forehead and neck?” Kali keeps her tone gentle. “Based on the sweat beading her face, she likely has a fever and we need to keep that down if she is going to focus on healing.”
I’m distracted by Mom leaving to gather the supplies when Neil makes his move. With one smooth motion, Neil slips his hands around my arms, sliding and rolling me into position, propped up on his knees.
I groan from the blinding pain of the movement, but as soon as it is over, the pain eases—mostly.
“All right, Tessa. This won’t taste the greatest, but it should hopefully ease the pain enough for you to focus on your healing.” The cool press of glass to my lower lip warns me of the impending pour. “If you try to spit it out, I will plug your nose to force you to swallow, so please make this easy on both of us…”
She begins to trickle the liquid into my mouth, and I instantly understand her warning. The warm liquid slithers like slime to the back of my throat, but that’s not the worst part. It tastes like dirty socks roasted with two-week-old mushroom and beef stew.
I gag as Kali tilts up the vial, forcing me to drink more faster.
“Just drink it down, Tessa. The quicker we do this, the sooner you can heal yourself and the faster we can take care of the rest of our group.”
A snort that was too far away from us to be Azriel makes me turn my head.
“Oh, no you don’t,” Kali demands, placing her hand on my forehead to make me keep my head still. “Nerissa is handling the Unicorns for the moment. You can only handle one emergency at a time.”
Oh, right. Unicorns…the damn skáth got away with one of their own. They must be pissed… Oh, and Diedre.
My mind spirals as our troubles swirl around, battling for which needs attention first.
This is bad. It’s all gone wrong.
I nearly choke on the last bit of the brew as I forget to swallow fast enough to keep up with Kali’s pace.
The liquid burns my nostrils as it threatens to be expelled out my nose. 
Instead, I manage to choke it back down, my stomach recoiling at the viscous fluid as it finally settles where it belongs.
I dry heave as soon as the vial is pulled from my lips before I can swallow down the compulsion to heave any more.
“Why?” I manage to croak. 
“Well, you know they always say the worse the medicine tastes, the better it works.” Mom lays the cool rag on my forehead, my skin prickling but not screaming under the pressure.
“Well, I hate that saying,” I murmur back.
Though, I have to admit the medicine is already starting to work. The aches in my joints—while still there—are no longer locking me into place. Even the agony of the gashes through my stomach is more like a steady throb.
Taking a deep breath, I retrain my focus on my magic. It’s still harder to wrangle than it has been recently, but I manage to move it back to my stomach wounds. 
My muscles and skin tickle and twinge as they stitch back together. Bit by bit, it closes, taking even the throbbing pain away with them. 
Heat flashes from my head to my toes as the wounds clear.
The fae and the skáth both need to fall. This has gone on long enough. I groan as I shift to test my freshly healed body.
Azriel nuzzles my forehead, blowing his sweet, warm breath across my face.
My Tessa…is that what you really want?
The shattering of glass smashing against rock draws me back to the clearing—my thought snapping back to me as I realize the path they had just traveled down.
“Tessa, stop!” Kali and Mom both look at me with worried eyes.
The empty vial is shattered on the ground beside Kali—who must have been walking back to the equines while I healed, since she is already a few paces away.
I start to sit up, but Neil’s hand presses on my shoulder, keeping me in place.
“What?”
“Your other shoulder still needs tending to before you move too much,” he whispers in apology when I shoot a glare up at him.
I glance at my other shoulder, full of bright crimson smears up and down my arm, although some has already dried to a more rusty red.
“Oh.” 
The numbing brew Kali had given me is doing an impressive job since there isn’t even a twinge of pain radiating from the wound, but even in the dim moonlight I can see a fresh rivulet dripping.
My stomach wound had been enough that I completely forgot about the slice their shadow whip had created during our fight. 
Just another thing I will need to heal…
“You should wait to heal that.” Kali and Mom exchange a look that doesn’t bode well. “We can wrap and bandage that wound for now. Once you have recovered a bit more, you can try to heal it.”
“The wound doesn’t look that serious.” I glance down again to be sure I’m remembering correctly. “I could heal that easily compared to my stomach.”
“I know you can—” Kali starts.
“Tessa, your skin started shadowing again.” Mom’s hand rests on my knee.
I flinch, anticipating the rush of pain like before. Mom jerks her hand away, apologizing as she shoves it into her lap.
When the pressure only triggers a twinge of discomfort like Neil’s touch elicited, my body relaxes.
“You’re okay to touch now, Mom. Sorry. It was just a knee jerk reaction after the last one.” I offer a soft smile as I lean more deeply against Neil.
Kali heads back toward Cara, seeming content that I haven’t gone full-dark…yet.
Was that what the flash of heat was? The darkness trying to come back?
I think so, my Tessa. Your thoughts definitely started heading in that direction. And I seem to fall in line with you—no matter which path you take.
I chew on my inner cheek, processing what Azriel said along with this new discovery. At least knowing the hot flash is a sign of the darkness creeping back in will give me something to watch for.
But…how am I supposed to heal all of us after that fight if I can barely heal myself without triggering it fully?
Small healings at a time, Mine? I’m not really sure.
My heart races as that realization settles in my chest. I look around at the familiar faces surrounding me. Every single one of them has some sort of wound—whether it is a scrape, bruise or gash.
I’ve always thought of my role as being the healer… What do I do if I cannot heal them?
You are more than a healer, my Tessa. When we started this journey, you could barely do even that. Now you can also use water and fight with arrows or swords. Do not discount yourself so easily.
Azriel pushes his gray muzzle against my chest, nuzzling and nudging as if the affection itself would ease the worries plaguing my mind.
Neil presses his lips to the top of my head.
“What are you thinking that Azriel feels the need to comfort you right now, m’eudail?” 
Pinching my lips together, I debate how much of my private conversation I should share aloud right now. Or should I come up with something easier for them to swallow?
“Just worried about the darkness trying to consume me again,” I reply, the half-truth sitting well enough in this moment. 
“We won’t let that happen, sweetie.” 
Mom gives my leg a gentle squeeze. Carson comes up behind her, nodding in agreement.
Even Kali gives me a tight-lipped smile, though I can see the doubt swirling behind her tawny gaze. 
“Thanks.” 
Kali walks over, cloth strips and green paste in hand, before kneeling next to me. She lathers the green paste over the wound before closing the lid and setting it to the side.
“We can start small—just like we did when you were first starting to learn.” With steady hands, she wraps the white cloth around my upper arm. The material instantly soaks to a red hue as she adds pressure to the wrapping. “Some of the healing became so natural for you, it’s likely you go deeper than needed for basic wounds. We just need to get you re-grounded.”
Her words are much more comforting than the fact that she didn’t meet my gaze the entire time she said that. Does she actually think it will work?
I really hope so.
Kali has never steered us wrong before, my Tessa. If she didn’t maintain some doubts to keep her vigilant, I would be more worried.
Taking a deep breath, I give him a mental hug.
I don’t know where I would be without you, Az. Thank you.
Probably still wrestling that stubborn mare on the ranch, Mine. I can feel his smugness through our bond and shoot him a quick glare as Kali finishes tying off my bandage.
“For now, we have a decent amount of viburnum to help get the rest of us patched up.” Kali brushes her hands off on her skirt before standing back up. “If you are feeling well enough before I finish, you are welcome to help me the old-fashioned way.”
Her smile makes her eyes light with laughter—the lady clearly knowing me way more than should be fair at this point.
“Just give me a few more minutes, and I’ll be right there.” I sit up again, but this time Neil assists with the movement, letting his hands linger on my back for a few extra moments until I have my balance back. 
“We also have to figure out what to do about the unicorns…and Diedre.” 
Neil’s reminder is like a bucket of ice water being dumped over me. Glancing over to Nerissa dealing with all of it, a weight settles over my shoulders.
How does one handle a betrayal that ran so deeply?
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Glancing over at the dryad, it takes everything in me to keep my hand pressed against my thigh to avoid sending a blast of fire at her—even if that blast would tap the last of my magical reserve. 
Why is she even still here? After the king announced her betrayal like he did… She should have run during the fight with the skáth.
We do not know why she did it, m’anam. Maybe she didn’t feel like she had a choice.
I raise an eyebrow at my phoenix on the branches before me. Even if Diedre did not feel she had a choice, she has spent enough time with us to know she could have asked for our help—and Tessa would have willingly given it with all of us backing her.
To still follow through with whatever the skáth had told her to do anyway?
To betray us so deeply that she led to Carson’s capture…and thus Naomi’s death?
Heat pours through my veins. I keep my gaze on Tessa to stay grounded. She is the only reason I have not just fried the tree sprite. Otherwise, the only difference I see between Diedre and the skáth we just destroyed is the color of their skin.
Tessa heaves a heavy sigh, dropping her gaze from Nerissa’s current cohort.
“Yes. We need to get all of those things figured out, but first we need to make sure everyone is healed enough to have those conversations.” She gets that stubborn set to her jaw that warns me that there will be no arguing with her plan. “Kali—do we have enough viburnum and salvia to make sure we are good in case there is another attack?”
“Maybe for the worst of it.” Kali looks from her jar over to Cara and the medical saddle bag. “Salvia…there’s enough for two, and I think there’s two more jars of viburnum. I only really have scratches, so I can do without.”
My arms throb where I had stopped a shadow whip from hitting Tessa. The slices in each arm are the worst of my wounds, at least.
There are a few ribs that are likely bruised from my fight with the king, but viburnum is not a great help for them anyway.
“I should not need much. Just a thin layer on my arms,” I let Kali know.
“I’ll take that jar and help Neil and Carson, Kali,” Merry offers, holding her hand out. “I managed to avoid any real injuries, thanks to Carson and Cerenia.”
“Great. I know Nerissa and Storm need a decent amount of attention.” Kali hands off the jar, glancing at Tessa, hesitating as if she is worried about her following instructions. “I can check on the unicorns, as well.”
“Merry. You should heal Carson first, so he can help with the unicorns.” I look around for something to staunch the bleeding of my arms while I wait. “It will help to have someone who can speak more directly with them.”
We need to get larger-topped jars one of these days so more than one person can use it at a time, I grouse to my bonded. 
Minor issues that are dealt with when we are not trying to stop the realms from imploding, m’anam.
Cool hands rest on my burning forearms, making me look up into those brilliant emerald eyes.
“I’m so sorry. You got those because of me. I can just—”
I move one arm from under her touch before placing my hand on top of hers.
“I will be fine. I have survived much worse before. You are giving your gift a rest. Healer Kali’s orders.” I add a little extra heat to my hands, the chill of her skin so much cooler than normal skin should be. “You just did a major healing on yourself, and we may need you for more major healings later. Let Kali and your mother worry about the little things.”
“I know…but…sitting here with you, I’m feeling stronger already. I hate the idea of not being able to help.” Her gaze drops to our hands, the corners of her mouth turning down.
I lift my hand so I can curl a finger under her chin and lift it—forcing her to look at me.
“You are the glue that holds this group together.” I search her gaze to make sure she is listening. “Aurellia would have been doomed if you had not come sweeping in—connecting races that have not interacted in years. So, even if you sit here for a degree or two to recover, there is never a time you are not helping.”
Leaning over, I place a gentle kiss on her forehead and let my lips linger, enjoying the contact. 
But that innocent moment does not quell the fire threatening to burn me from the inside out—the one smoldering just under my skin, yearning for more of her.
Tilting her head a little higher, I kiss the tip of her nose before pressing my lips to hers. The coolness of her skin does not last long as she presses her lips more firmly against mine, her hands tightening on my arm.
“Fine,” she says, breaking off the kiss. “But I do not have a couple degrees or whatever to relax. Like you said, we need to check in on the unicorns and…and talk to Diedre.”
Just hearing her name sets the blaze alight again—and not in the passionate way it had been burning only a moment before.
“There is nothing to talk about other than telling her to get lost,” I manage to say through gritted teeth. “The king made it pretty clear that she is at fault for much of what we thought was just poor luck. Without her reporting on us, think of how much more we may—”
“I don’t work that way.” Her eyes flash a much darker color as she stares at me, instantly stealing my words.
Is the darkness really that close to the surface now?
“We have to hear her side of the story. She is still here after that skáth attack when she could have easily hidden in a tree or run.” Tessa takes a deep breath, her shoulders sagging as she exhales. “I did some pretty horrendous things while thinking it was for a good cause. You forgave me.”
“That was different,” I grumble, letting my arms fall to my side. “We can talk to her, but if she does anything that seems suspicious, I will kick her out of our group—permanently—if she does not listen.”
Tessa purses her lips, but dips her head in agreement—probably thinking she will work some miracle to avoid the situation getting to the point of needing a permanent fix.
But she does not seem to fully understand the lengths I will go to in order to be sure she is safe. I will not risk losing my lifemate like I lost my sister.
My chest aches at the thought of Naomi as we stand, brushing off the dirt from our pants before we start walking.
Jaw clenched, I keep my pace just fast enough to stand right behind Tessa. The intimidating tower to warn Diedre of exactly where she stands with us right now.
“Altair… I know how hard this is on you,” Nerissa says, her hands out in a placating gesture.
The stallion stomps and snorts, his head held high as he eyes the merfae sideways. Nerissa’s face is grim as she shoots a glance our way, a clear plea for help.
“The demon king is not going to hurt your son so long as he still needs him.” Nerissa keeps her voice steady, but the strain is showing through as the stallion does another pointed kick with his front leg. “Unfortunately, yes. We have an unfortunate history with the king of the skáth and needing to rescue his prisoners.”
“Diedre… What are you still doing here?” Tessa’s voice is soft—not at all accusatory as mine would have been.
I look between the three women, unsure of where I would be the most helpful.
“Make this quick, m’eudail.” I move closer to her as I glance back to Nerissa. “Nerissa needs your gift of persuasion sooner versus later.”
She leans back slightly—just enough for her head to brush against my chest and let me know she heard me.
The green female wrings her hands, her gaze traveling up Tessa, but never fully reaching my lifemate’s face. 
“I…like…don’t really want to leave, ya know?” The female’s voice is soft, nearly cracking as she speaks. “When I agreed to the assignment initially, I didn’t know any of you—I thought it would be easy. Keep tabs on you, let them know what our next plans were so they could stay ahead. If I did that, they wouldn’t kill my family. They would even make sure they were well cared for.”
She swallows hard. Her gaze darts to me before dropping back down.
“After…well, after the attack on Carson’s village it, like, all got so much more serious.” She swallows hard, licking her lips as she takes another deep breath.
My heart thunders in my chest, knowing where this story is heading. The wind around us picks up, blowing the leaves and her hair in a steady gust.
“I knew at that point that I, like, couldn’t keep helping them like that. But I couldn’t not help them either if I wanted my family to stay safe.” She looks up at me with pleading eyes. “You understand, don’t you? You would have done anything to protect Naomi.”
“You do not get to say her name.” I take a step closer, heart pounding as my magic floods my limbs, ready to flare.
But Tessa reaches back to grab my hand, giving it a hard squeeze. Grinding my teeth, I keep from letting my fire loose—though if we do not wrap this up soon, I cannot make Tessa any promises.
“Sorry!” Diedre takes a half step back. “I didn’t mean any, like, disrespect. I just mean, I couldn’t let my family suffer. I had to make sure they were safe first. Now that the skáth have their unicorn—which had been their primary objective if they couldn’t get you, Tessa—my family should be safe. Please let me help you…try and make up for what I did…”
“Make up for—” My fists clench, the words clogging my throat. 
“I’m not sure how you can help us now,” Tessa said. “If your family is free, it’s probably best you go find them.”Diedre looks up, tears glistening in her eyes as she stares at Tessa, as if being sent away was the worst thing that could happen to her.
I could make her punishment for such a betrayal much worse…
M’anam. If you did something like that, Tessa would somehow find a way to blame herself.
Yes…but my mission is keeping Tessa safe, and Diedre is a blatant threat to that.
“I can help! I will do, like, anything you ask of me! I’ll share anything I remember from my time with them. Or get better at fighting with my gifts.” Her arms twist and shift, elongating until they are two thick branch-like whips that taper to a wicked sharp point. “I usually just panic during a fight, so it’s hard to make the change, but if I practice enough, I know I could be an asset.”
Her voice pitches high enough that I tilt my head and wince as if that might protect my ears.
“Tessa…” Carson steps over, his voice low. “I think all of us here have done something we regret at one point or another. And we have some other pressing matters we really need to take care of.”
He jerks his head toward the unicorns without taking his eyes off his daughter.
I shake my head, in no way okay with what he is implying. We may have all made mistakes, but none of ours led to the death of one of our own. Are they really just okay with this?
Tessa’s shoulders slump, the energy to argue seeming to drain out of her.
“All right, Diedre. You can stay with us for now.” She points her finger at the dryad before adding her stipulations. “If there is anything that makes us think word is getting back to the skáth about us, we will not give you a second chance to leave. Do you understand?”
She nods repeatedly, fast enough to give me a headache.
I spin Tessa around so she is forced to look at me.
“That is it? One head nod and you just allow her to stay with us? Do you remember what she did?” I demand. It takes everything in me not to squeeze her shoulders with every drop of rage pumping through me. “So long as she stays with us, we are in danger. As your Guardian—”
Tessa puts her finger to my lips, silencing me as she offers a tired smile.
“Neil. I know you are trying to protect me, and I love that. So much, I love that… But we need allies now more than ever. The skáth are only going to get stronger—especially with having a unicorn on their side. Even more than that…unfortunately, I have discovered my own inner darkness. If anything threatens our group again, I will protect us.”
A boulder settles in my gut. Her words that were meant for comfort do just the opposite. She would be willing to let the darkness within her win once more if it means she protects someone in this group.
But what about her? What if she cannot come back a second time?
Tessa follows Carson over to Nerissa and the unicorns as I stay staring at the spot she vacated. 
Hopefully, with us nearby, we can find a way to keep her from getting so lost, m’anam. While we pray to the Moon she doesn’t slip, we’ve already seen how close to the surface the darkness resides—and considering how easily she slipped just now, it is worse after the skáth attacked her.
That is an unfortunate truth. She had been able to heal Carson without slipping…but when she healed this wound, there was a brief shift in her that left goosebumps up and down my arms.
Not to mention the constant coolness of her skin when she is not trapped in the darkness. 
That must have been what the skáth meant when he said it would keep her weak enough. She will not be able to reach her full strength without the risk of changing…of becoming one of them in the process.
“Neil?” Diedre’s voice is small as she rocks onto her heels just out of arm’s reach.
My face tightens as she pulls my focus from the plaguing what ifs.
“Against my better judgement, Tessa is agreeing to let you stay. Do not confuse that with my approval. I will be watching your every move. No more hiding in your trees so you can sneak away to pass off messages. Am I clear?” I keep my gaze riveted to her face, as if I could drill those words into her flighty mind and make them stick.
She nods rapidly, her lips pinched and a very small part of me is glad to see that hint of fear. Maybe if she is just as scared of me as she was of the skáth, she will be less inclined to pull any more stunts that risk our family.
I pivot sharply on my heel, heading over to the gathering around the unicorns.
“How is it going?” I whisper in Tessa’s ear.
“Carson is trying to soothe Altair…but he’s still pretty upset about us bringing them out of safety just to have one of them captured by the very creatures they locked away generations ago.”
“That was not our intention.”
“I know that and you know that, but from his perspective, we could all be deceivers like Diedre.”
Just hearing her name makes my chest tighten. To be compared to her after everything she did? 
I shift my gaze to the pawing, snorting stallion. It does not seem as if Carson has made any headway with him. 
Azriel is not far behind Carson. His ears pin flat against his head, teeth gnashing in warning over Carson’s shoulder when the unicorn lets his horn get too close during his head toss.
The corner of the tome Father grabbed for us peeks out of Azriel’s saddle bag.
Maybe…
Looking around I see Merry slathering Storm with the green viburnum on his chest and legs. Azriel appears to be unharmed. Cara stands behind Kali as she works on Diedre’s scratches.
And the unicorns.
With your fire, Ezra, we should have all of the elements. Maybe the answer to all of our issues is to just perform the ritual.
Do you think Tessa is up for it, m’anam? That is a lot of magic for her if she is already struggling with the darkness being so close.
You are the one always telling me I need to have more faith in our lifemates. We need to leave that call up to her. The sooner this mission ends, the sooner—hopefully—the young stallion can be returned to his herd and we can all go our separate ways.
“M’eudail… Are you feeling strong enough to do the ritual?”
She turns to look up at me, her face a mix of wonder and concern. 
“Maybe… But wouldn’t that go against the ‘healer’s orders’ like you mentioned before?” She raises an eyebrow, her tone full of the sass I have a love-hate relationship with right now.
And with the way her lips are sticking out right now, I would have loved to nip at them…or even just kiss them.
That was before I knew we were going to be staying extra high risk by keeping Diedre in our group…
“Yes, but once Kali and your mother have finished with everyone’s healings, Kali mentioned having salvia still in Cara’s sack. You could use that to give your magic the boost you need to keep the darkness at bay during the ceremony.” I send all of my tension to my fist, digging my short nails into my palm in order to keep the rest of me from showing how much this idea still worries me.
But at least this way I know I will be right by her side if things go sideways. After the last week or so, it is clear our enemies—including the Court fae for now—are getting smarter with their tactics.
“I don’t have to waste the salvia if we are getting low. I would just need to borrow some—”
“No, m’eudail. I think until we have a better handle on this darkness that wants to overwhelm you, we need to stick with the more basic measures.”
Another reminder that we are
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