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        Dear Readers,

        Supers go into many dangerous places, and in this book, they respond to the events of 9-11 at the beginning of Part V. These depictions are not meant to offend, but simply to show the Supers’ reactions to such events, which directly affect the safe houses.

        All the best,

        ~Hugh Harrison
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        I have loved the stars too fondly to be fearful of the night
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        Dùnadunn, the capital city of Ellandria

        Year 96 of the 6th Dynasty (The House of Wind)

      

      

      

      Hugh Harrison swept past the white towers of Dùnadunn, the silver and black banners of Clann Gael rippling in his wake as he nudged Helios onward with his heels. The griffin turned sharply, barely missing an oncoming sky carriage pulled by eight flying horses and weighed down with goods.

      Higher, he commanded the griffin telepathically. Ennìas.

      Helios roared his approval, the setting suns gleaming off his great golden head as he soared into the heavens.

      Ellandria’s capital sprawled beneath them, its stone structures and thatched roofs appearing ant-like from this height. Beyond the city limits, the mainland stretched forth in a thousand shades of green, accompanied by a riot of pinks, purples, yellows, and oranges as spring gave way to summer.

      Hugh tightened his grip on the leather reins and shifted in the stirrups as Helios reached a pinnacle and spread his wings wide, shrieking with delight and gliding high into the evening sky.

      Hugh exhaled deeply, appreciating the opportunity to get away from the shock of the past hour and its ominous implications. The meeting with his father had shaken him deeply. His mother’s illusions, so like his own, were no longer strong enough to hide the king’s afflictions, at least, to Hugh’s trained eyes.

      His father was dying.

      Memnes’ once robust frame was shrunken, his skin sallow and waxy. The king’s hands had shaken as he gripped his scepter, his breathing labored.

      “It is time to take your place.”

      Bile rose in Hugh’s throat and he shoved it back down, along with the heartache and rebellion that stirred within him. He had never wanted a crown, only a father—one he was just getting to know again after a very long absence.

      But he had no choice. Not really.

      Only the illusion of choice.

      His shoulders slumped as he glanced down at the Three Sacred Rivers that snaked far below in opposite directions, the Shaenar, the Aefraen, and the Daeona, named for the three races on his home planet—the Ellandri, the Half-Breeds or Supers, and the Humans. Over all of whom he might rule someday.

      Hugh tensed. He wasn’t ready for that. Not even remotely.

      He dragged on the reins, turning the griffin southwest, and tracing the pathway of the Aefraen back to the isles of Miramoor, where Kat awaited, most likely wondering where he was. He could feel his mate’s impatience through their bond, along with the small, luminous presence of their unborn child.

      His lips curved into a smile.

      He wasn’t ready for that either.

      The pregnancy was high risk, and she didn’t want it publicly known yet. He didn’t blame her for such caution but found it difficult to stay silent. He wanted to sing it from the rooftops and couldn’t help but wonder what their child would be like. And what powers he—or she—might have?

      A rowdy, pale-haired boy with light powers like himself? Or a petite dark-haired vixen with fighting and tracking abilities like his beloved mate? Or perhaps a child with a mix of both—or none—of their qualities? He smiled, his mind wandering down countless paths of possibilities...

      Helios suddenly veered off course, jolting Hugh from his daydreams. The griffin beat its powerful wings furiously and swerved away from the approaching beaches, toward the looming peaks of the Black Mountains.

      Hugh started. “You’re going the wrong way!”

      His protests fell on deaf ears. Helios seemed possessed, driven by some unseen force as he hurtled toward the mountains, his muscles rippling beneath his golden feathers as he tore through the sky.

      Stad! Hugh commanded telepathically, trying to regain control. Stop!

      The landscape blurred beneath them at a dizzying pace and Hugh clung to the saddle, his knuckles whitened with the force of his grip. The wind whipped his hair into his eyes, making them water, and he blinked rapidly to clear his vision.

      What in the blazes has gotten into you? He chided, hoping to break through whatever force had taken hold of his old friend.

      Helios didn’t respond. He was locked onto some distant target that only he could see.

      Hugh scanned the horizon, searching for any sign of danger or disturbance that might have spooked the creature. But the skies were clear, the landscape below serene.

      He reached out with his mind, trying to connect with Helios on a deeper level, to understand what drove him toward the mountains with such urgency. The griffin’s thoughts were a jumbled mess of instinct and adrenaline, impossible to decipher.

      Hugh gripped the reins tighter as they shot like a thunderbolt through a narrow gap between two towering peaks in the Black Mountains. His stomach lurched as they swiftly plummeted into the ravine, the rocky walls mere inches from the tips of the griffin’s wings.

      Suddenly, they slammed into something stretchy and sticky. Helios thrashed in a wild panic, his talons clawing the bindings to no avail. The strands only twisted tighter, immobilizing the mighty creature.

      Like a cocoon…

      Hugh eyed the web with alarm, wondering what large, hairy, deadly creature lurked nearby. Ellandria was full of them.

      He strained to reach the dagger at his belt, his fingers brushing against the cool metal of the hilt. He unsheathed it, with Helios still bucking beneath him, then examined the cords that held them fast and sucked in a breath.

      Not a web.

      A trap.

      The ropes were man-made, covered with a clear, tar-like substance.

      He’d heard of such snares in the mountains, the handiwork of the Gaelbròhg, sky bandits who made their living preying on unsuspecting air travelers. They were far deadlier than any beast.

      Hugh picked up the pace, slicing frantically at the tough, sticky fibers, while Helios continued to shriek in protest, announcing their predicament to anyone nearby.

      The ropes slowly gave way beneath the keen edge of the blade, but the net held fast.

      Black-clad figures emerged from the rocky passes, some mounted on small silver griffins, others advancing on foot. Their faces were covered, some wielding maces and swords that glinted in the setting suns, others with bows and arrows drawn. All moved with a deadly, practiced grace, signaling to each other in a series of strange, piercing whistles.

      Helios let out a deafening screech in response, his wings straining against the bindings. Hugh hacked at their restraints with increasing desperation. The ropes bit into his skin, leaving angry red marks.

      A volley of arrows sailed toward them, many striking true in the griffin's chest and powerful wings. He thrashed wildly, smacking Hugh into the side of the mountain and crushing his leg with a loud CRUNCH!

      Hugh reeled and cried out.

      The bandits pressed closer, their eyes flashing with malice.

      Hugh threw up a veil of illusion over himself and Helios, blending into the mountain, then scanned his surroundings, weighing his options. Even if he and Helios broke free, they couldn’t outrun the bandits in their current state. Teleporting with such injuries was a bad idea, but it was the only one he had at the moment.

      With a desperate surge of power, Hugh summoned an image of Miramoor’s pristine beaches to his mind and felt the familiar pull, as if being stretched like a rubber band. He held fast to Helios as his entire being shot forward with blinding speed, narrowly dodging another volley of arrows.

      POP!

      Hugh vaulted through the air, landing on a stretch of soft, wet sand on the isle of Miramoor with Helios atop him, pressing him into the grains. Pain pulsed through him and his vision swam, and for a moment, he thought he’d blown through a portal again.

      Darkness pressed in on him and images floated through his mind…

      A field with a circular stone gate humming to life in a swirl of colors and light…

      A great explosion hurtling him over the crowd and through the portal to Earth…

      Clutching his brother Dale, falling, falling, falling to the streets of London below…

      A wave crashed over him and slapped him in the face, stunning him back to awareness. His body stung as cold, salty water seeped into his injuries. He writhed beneath the unconscious griffin, trying to summon the strength to teleport again.

      Another wave overtook him.

      Hugh coughed and sputtered, fighting to keep his head above the surface, but the weight of Helios’ massive body pinned him down, down, down, crushing the air from his lungs.

      Darkness crept in at the edges of his vision as his body screamed for oxygen. He clawed at the griffin’s feathers, his fingers tangling in the sticky ropes that still held fast, trapping them both.

      Goddess, help me, Hugh called out telepathically as the next wave washed over him.

      The current tugged at him relentlessly, dragging him deeper into the abyss. Hugh’s chest burned, his heartbeat pounding in his ears as he sank into the sand, the weight of Helios and the world above pressing down on him like a tomb.

      His vision faded, bringing with it another memory…

      A cage breaking apart in the portal on the way back to Ellandria…

      An explosion shredding his hands, causing him to lose his grip on Kat….

      Hugh grappled with the sea for her and was met with another deluge.

      “Kat…” he choked out.

      She was the one thing that mattered.

      The only thing that mattered.

      Her face floated before him and he reached out to her, calling her through their bond as another wave hit him.

      Kat.
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      “Hey, KitKat,” Cade nudged her with his bow, pointing proudly at the archery target farther down the training field, where he’d just hit a bullseye. “Betcha can’t top that.”

      Katherine Carter straightened, a salty sea breeze playing on her lips and tousling her long black hair. “Is that a challenge?”

      The Guardian winked. “Don’t wanna get soft, do ya?”

      Kat frowned. Getting soft was all she was doing these days.

      She lifted her bow and drew the bowstring back, arrow nocked and ready, wondering for the thousandth time where the hell Hugh was. Remedial Archery had been his idea. He’d promised to return in time for the lesson, but that was hours ago. Her senses tingled. She didn’t like it. The baby seemed restless too.

      Her friends from Earth flanked her on both sides, lining the training field, each struggling with their own bows and arrows. Ashe and Lyanna, distracted by one another, frequently missed their targets. Kang watched the training from afar, while his mate Lara, her blond hair pulled back in a loose braid, took a shot and also missed. Several fire shifters fared even worse, their skills rusty from their time away.

      Lorcan moved down the line of students, towering over even the tallest of the Supers, offering guidance and corrections with an eternal patience that reflected his equally long years.

      “Keep thine arms steady,” the Ellandri teacher called out. “And doeth not forget to breathe.”

      Patrick groaned in frustration as his arrow missed its mark. “Can’t we just throw fireballs instead?”

      Lorcan pegged him with a look. “This is Archery class. One most of you would hath had in the Royal Academy, had you not been blown to Earth in the Great Explosion.”

      Kat turned and gazed into the distance, where turquoise waters lapped at the pristine beaches. The sound was a soothing lullaby that had long since lost its charm, and now grated on her nerves.

      She longed for the gritty streets of Chicago, the honk of car horns, and the tantalizing scent of deep-dish pizza wafting from her favorite hole-in-the-wall joint. And chocolate. God, she missed chocolate…

      Maybe it was the pregnancy. Maybe it was everything. On a planet full of Supers, she could feel them all, and she felt like she was drowning. Their signals encroached on her awareness day and night.

      “Somethin’s different about you lately,” Cade remarked, pulling her from her thoughts. “You’re all…glowy or somethin’.”

      Kat bristled, not ready to reveal her current condition, at least not yet. Still, she could have some fun with it.

      She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “Sleeping with a light shifter tends to do that.”

      It was technically true. Though sleeping wasn’t the culprit.

      Cade snorted. “Where is Hugh? I’m surprised he’s not stuck to your side, as usual.”

      “His father summoned him this morning to Dùnadunn. Sent a royal sky carriage that looked like something out of a fairy tale.” She groaned. “I swear I’m never going to get used to this planet.”

      It didn’t feel real. Nothing felt real here, though she’d been stuck in Miramoor for so long recovering that she’d seen little of her home planet.

      Cade laughed. “Oh, I wish I coulda seen that. What was the rush to send a sky carriage?”

      Kat shrugged. Hugh had been tight-lipped when he left, but she’d felt his disquiet through their bond. She sensed their respite was coming to a close, if the increasing missives from King Memnes were any sign.

      And then what? she wondered and returned her attention to her target. She exhaled, then released the arrow, watching it fly true and embed itself on the bullseye next to Cade’s with a satisfying thunk.

      Lorcan approached them, his pale eyes glinting with approval. “Your form is excellent.”

      “It’s coming back to me.”

      As were her memories. Life in the Wood, among the House of Earth, had not been a happy one, but it had taught her how to survive.

      She nocked another arrow and drew the bowstring. “Though I miss my Lucky Fuckers gun. Lost it in the portal explosion on the way here.”

      Lorcan tilted his head. “A lucky what?”

      “A powerful weapon on Earth,” Kat explained, taking aim. “It can put a hole in someone quick. A big hole.”

      She released the arrow, watching it soar through the air and strike the target just outside the bullseye. She frowned, her competitive nature unsatisfied with the result.

      “Lost mine too. A Glock 19.” Cade sighed, his broad shoulders sagging. “Damned shame.”

      Lorcan’s brow rose. “I hath no memory of such weapons.”

      Kat nodded. “Hugh said your people returned here from Earth over a thousand years ago. Guns hadn’t been invented then.” She drew back her bowstring, aiming for the target once more.

      Just as she was about to release the arrow, Hugh’s voice echoed through her mind.

      “Kat.”

      She froze at the desperation in his tone, then lowered the bow and closed her eyes, feeling the sensation of water engulfing him, pressing in on all sides.

      “Hugh, where are you?” she called out to him through their bond.

      But there was no response, only the faint echo of his presence, growing weaker by the second.

      Pain lanced her abdomen and Kat sat down heavily, clutching her stomach. She gasped for air, fear gripping her heart. The baby feels it too.

      The others gathered around her, concern etched on their faces.

      Cade knelt beside her. “What is it?”

      She shook her head, unable to speak as pain pressed down on her.

      “Hugh’s injured,” she finally said. “There’s something heavy on top of him. Really heavy.”

      The Guardian stiffened. “Where?”

      She homed in on Hugh’s faint but flickering presence on the northeast side of the island.

      “That way,” she said, pointing with a shaking hand. “Near the cliffs.”

      Cade gave a curt nod. “I’ll find him, but what about you?”

      She waved him off. “Just go.”

      Ashe, Lyanna, Patrick, and Damos all stepped forward. “We’ll come with you.”

      Cade looked at them in surprise. “I didn’t expect that many volunteers.”

      “Lyanna’s got medical skills and the rest of us have muscle,” Ashe offered. “Knowing Hugh, you’re going to need it.”

      Cade nodded grimly and stretched out his arms. “Grab a hold and don’t let go.”

      The others did so, and they teleported away in a flash of golden light.

      Kat let out a low moan, doubling over as another wave of pain washed over her.

      “Hold on, Kat,” Lorcan said, his voice urgent. “I’ll fetch Llynara. Just hold on.”
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      Cade materialized with the others near a cove on the north side of Miramoor, the cliffs high above them. He swept the beach with his senses, his gaze snagging on a dark shape in the distance, the incoming tide lapping at its edges.

      A faltering presence emanated from it, dim and distant, like a dying star. Recognition kicked in and Cade’s heart seized.

      “Hugh!”

      He sprinted down the shoreline. Ashe, Lyanna, Patrick, and Damos followed behind, the waves crashing at their feet.

      Cade drew closer, his keen eyes struggling to make sense of the strange, tangled mess before him. An enormous creature lay motionless, its red blood staining the shore as the sea roiled toward it. A griffin, bound by iridescent ropes around its wings and legs. Shafts of arrows protruded from its golden feathers. Each plume stretched as long as Cade’s forearm, though many were now bent and broken, matted with blood and sand.

      The griffin let loose a shrill, bone-chilling groan. Its eyelids fluttered and Cade tensed, his hand moving to the hilt of his sword.

      Everyone froze in their tracks.

      Patrick shuddered. “It sounds…pissed.”

      Cade studied the griffin in awe. He’d never been this close to one before. Wicked curved talons, black as obsidian, jutted from its massive forelegs. Sand clung to the griffin’s tawny fur, where it transitioned from feathers to flesh. Its tail, a whip-like length tipped with a tuft of golden hair, twitched spasmodically in the surf. Despite its wounded state, the creature radiated raw power. Its breaths came in shallow, ragged gasps, its mighty chest heaving with each labored inhale.

      The creature cracked open a golden eye and groaned again, as if calling to them.

      He stepped closer, placing a hand on its soft feathers, taking care not to get too close to its wounds, its beak, or its talons. The others hung back.

      Cade eyed the mangled mass of leather straps hanging from its midsection. It looked like a saddle. “It’s tame. I think it’s one of the mail griffins.”

      Ashe nodded. “Hugh used to ride one as a kid.”

      Cade stared at him for a moment in disbelief. It sounded totally crazy and totally like Hugh.

      “Okay…But then where’s Hugh?”

      He could feel him, but he couldn’t see him. His signal felt…muffled?

      The creature lifted its massive golden head slightly and let out a mournful moan, then closed its eyes and slumped back down onto the sand, looking spent.

      Damos eyed the griffin nervously. “Is he…?”

      Cade shrugged, his gaze falling to something dark that peeked out from beneath its massive frame, partially buried in the sand. He bent down and tugged at the heavy wet fabric, which was firmly embedded beneath the weight of the creature. He brushed back the sand to reveal a row of silver embroidered funnels along its edge. The House of Wind.

      A chill swept through him. “It’s Hugh’s cape. He’s under the griffin.”

      The others gaped back at him in horror, then sprang into action, lifting the griffin partially to reveal a shock of white hair matted with blood, before losing their grasp.

      Cade’s stomach lurched. The creature’s weight crushed down on Hugh with each labored breath.

      “Get it off! Now!” The command ripped from his throat.

      The five strained against the massive beast. Muscles screaming, Cade braced his shoulder against one mighty wing. Sand shifted beneath his feet as he pushed upward with everything he had.

      The griffin’s dead weight refused to budge.

      “We need more leverage.” Cade’s voice cracked. “If we don’t get him out...” He couldn’t finish the thought. Hugh’s presence flickered, growing fainter by the second.

      Just then, the tide surged forward, swirling around them and nearly covering the pair.

      Lyanna turned and raised her arms, eyes narrowed in concentration, blasting the treacherous waters with a shimmering icy dam. “It won’t hold for long, but it’ll buy us some time.”

      The men worked harder while she held back the waters with her powers, but the beast proved far too heavy. Try as they may, they couldn’t break them apart. The two seemed hopelessly entangled.

      Cade bent down, examining the strange, sticky rope that bound the pair, perplexed. “What is this crap?”

      “I have no idea,” Ashe panted.

      Cade stared at the bindings for a moment, then unsheathed a sword from his back, attempting to cut through them, but they were wound too tightly.

      Patrick shook his head. “Can’t burn it off either. The griffin might survive, but Hugh won’t.”

      “Well, shit,” Cade swore. “I’m gonna try something else.”

      He seized the sticky ropes with a firm grip and teleported across the beach.

      The bindings broke free with an enormous groan as Cade landed on the sand further down the shoreline. He shook the ropes off, then teleported back, waving the other men closer.

      “All together. In 3, 2, 1…”

      The men struggled to heave the griffin off Hugh, their muscles straining against its weight.

      Cade grunted. “Maybe we shoulda brought more people.”

      “Keep going,” gasped Damos, the effort flushing his face to match his red hair.

      With a final, desperate heave, they rolled the creature onto its side.

      Cade dropped to his knees at the sight of Hugh’s body, broken and bleeding beneath the weight of the enormous creature.

      “Oh my God,” he choked out, his chest tight as memories of his sister, Athena, broken and lifeless, flooded back unbidden. He pushed them away. They would not serve him here.

      Lyanna crouched down, hands shaking as she checked for Hugh’s pulse. “He’s alive. “Barely.”

      Blood seeped from a gash on Hugh’s temple, his snowy hair clung to his ashen face. His right leg was twisted at an unnatural angle, the bone protruding through the torn fabric of his trousers.

      Lyanna sprang into action, tearing strips of fabric from her skirt. Her nimble fingers worked deftly to stem the flow of blood from Hugh’s wounds.

      Cade hung back, a knot of dread tightening in his gut as she next tore strips of fabric from her cloak to bind the injury. Hugh looked utterly lifeless, as pale as the powdery sand beneath him. Cade hadn’t seen Hugh this bad since Nightshade’s attack, which had claimed Selena’s life and left Hugh a mere shell of himself…

      Memories of those dark days flooded back—Hugh’s anguished screams, the endless nights spent at his bedside, praying for a miracle. Hugh had never been the same since then, his once-vibrant eyes haunted by a deep, unshakable grief. He’d thrown himself into the Rogue Hunters with a reckless abandon, as if courting death itself.

      Somehow, as his Guardian, Cade had kept him alive. Barely. Escape artists made impossible wards. But Hugh was more than that. He was a friend, a brother-in-arms. Family. So was Kat, for that matter.

      Cade stiffened. He could lose them both.

      A sharp crack echoed across the beach. His head snapped toward the sound. Spider-web fissures spread through Lyanna’s ice wall as another massive wave slammed against it. Seawater spurted through tiny holes, the barrier groaning under the relentless assault.

      “The dam’s failing,” he called out.

      The ice wall shuddered. A chunk broke free, unleashing a spray of frigid water. More cracks appeared, branching outward like lightning bolts across the crystalline surface. The holes widened, salt water gushing through with increasing force.

      “We need to move Hugh,” Lyanna ordered, then turned and raised her hands, attempting to hold back the surf. “Carefully.”

      Cade signaled to a spot away from the water. Under Lyanna’s direction, he and Ashe moved Hugh gingerly to higher ground, resting his broken body on the soft sand.

      “He’s freezing,” Ashe said with concern.

      Lyanna released her icy barrier, unleashing the sea. She joined them on higher ground and examined Hugh.

      “Warm him up. Gently.” Lyanna told Ashe, then turned to Patrick and Damos, motioning toward the creature. “See what you two can do for the griffin.”

      The fire shifters looked at her, wide-eyed, then circled the unconscious creature warily.

      Meanwhile, Ashe knelt beside Hugh. Flames licked across his palms as he swept them gently over Hugh’s body, never touching his skin or clothes.

      Hugh’s skin began to pinken, and Cade let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. He placed a trembling hand on Hugh’s chest, feeling the weak rise and fall beneath his palm, then looked to Lyanna, concern weighting his chest. “Now what?”

      “I can’t do much more for them here. We need to get them to the healers ASAP.”

      Cade frowned. “We can’t teleport them like this.”

      Neither one would survive it. He wasn’t sure he would either. The griffin was the size of a damned elephant. If Hugh had landed anywhere but here, he would have been crushed instantly. The sand had been his saving grace.

      Lyanna pursed her lips, thinking. “Then by boat. We’ll need water shifters.”

      He gave her a grim nod. “I’ll bring back as many as I can find.”

      “Hurry,” Ashe said, his eyes blazing like embers.

      With a deep breath, Cade focused his mind back on the training field of the Miramoor estate. The familiar tingle of his teleportation powers surged through him, and with a crack, he vanished from the blood-stained sands.
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      “Is there any change?” a male voice asked. “Any change at all?”

      Jacob stirred, his awareness surfacing from a deep sleep.

      “Not since last time,” came a female reply.

      The voices sounded as if they were coming from just outside the door.

      But where?

      He dragged his eyelids open, squinting against the light as he attempted to focus on the ceiling. Pain bolted through his skull, flashing through his body and vision like an electrical storm. He sucked in a breath at its intensity as it passed through him. It was gone as quickly as it came. 

      His body felt heavy and lethargic as he gripped the rails of the bed and pulled himself up enough to gaze out the window at the harbor beyond, lined with skyscrapers, hotels, and apartment buildings.

      A docked cruise ship sat in the harbor. Behind it, people walked past a large building with billowing concrete sails for a roof, which was divided into sections and turned in different directions.

      A feeling of familiarity niggled in his aching brain. An opera house of some sort.

      Ferry boats and cargo ships sailed past it, some blowing horns at one another when they drifted too close, others slipped under a huge black bridge that spanned the blue waters.

      Jacob’s stomach churned at the motion of the boats crossing his vision, and he pressed his eyelids shut.

      What was wrong with him? He never got sick. Ever. He was too busy taking care of everyone else. And he certainly didn’t remember coming here.

      He blinked up at the ceiling again.

      What did he remember?

      Images formed slowly.

      A giant red rock in the middle of a desert.

      A cage.

      A portal.

      A pink-haired Rogue.

      Neve.

      She had exploded, and he’d shielded the others, then urged them to go on without him, to take her away from Earth. His entire body had felt as if it was on fire as he’d watched Dale open the portal while Elijah held her in the cage, and the others pushed them in.

      Later, Jacob had crawled toward the monolith, and when he touched it, he’d heard voices singing, calling him away, somewhere distant…

      And then someone was standing over him, someone golden and sparkly…

      “Karma,” he gritted out, surprised by how dry and scratchy his throat was, as if it hadn’t been used in…months.

      He blinked back up at the white, dropped ceiling. Had it been months?

      Jacob stared back out the window, trying to remember more, but nothing came.

      He turned his attention back to the conversation outside his room.

      “…hoping to return with better news. The council will have to run the safe houses for the time being. Hugh and Kat are certainly in no condition to do so, what with the explosion and their unexpected…condition. And I’m far too busy hopping between planets playing messenger boy.”

      Dale, Jacob thought, listening to him ramble on in his distinctively British cadence, drilling into details like only an inventor could.

      “I really must find a better way to do this, but it would require even bigger crystals, and who knows what effect it would have on that blasted time anomaly? Though I suppose, if I calculated it correctly this time…” He groaned. “Those bloody equations are so long, I’m not sure I’ve ever calculated it correctly. Fudged is more like it…

      Jacob fought back a smile. Definitely Dale.

      But that meant the others had reached their home planet with Neve, and Dale had returned. And something about an explosion and a condition?

      “Is it true then?” a woman drawled in an Australian accent.

      Her voice flowed over Jacob in a cascade of soothing notes and he sighed happily at the effect on him, knowing at once it was Kylie, the sound healer at the Sydney safe house.

      “About what?” Dale replied.

      “The baby.”

      Jacob gasped. There was a baby? Where?

      Dale chuckled. “Yes.”

      “But ‘ow?” another male voice said in an Aussie accent. “They were both seriously injured⁠—”

      It had to be Ben, Kylie’s mate.

      “Apparently, the Water of Life is conducive to more than just healing. At least on our home planet. And speaking of healing, is there anything else you can tell me about Jacob’s condition? Hugh and Kat are both anxious to know.”

      “Just that he can’t stay here forever. We need ta move him soon. He keeps shortin’ out the dampening sensors, overloadin’ ‘em.”

      Jacob’s gaze darted around the room. It looked like one of the normal patient rooms in the medical wing.

      “Maybe I can tweak them,” Dale offered. “Let me have a look at them. And at him.”

      “Not a good idea, mate,” Ben said. “He’s glowin’ like a bloomin’ Christmas tree.”

      “He’s been glowing ever since Hugh and I found him as a teenager.”

      “Not like this.”

      Just then, another wave of pain flashed through Jacob and he lifted his hand, which blazed brightly, illuminating the room.

      It was not in his customary orange glow.

      Pink? He was emitting waves of pink.

      Like Nova. Neve. Both.

      Not good. Definitely not good.

      “Right now, the only one that can get close to him is Karma. Everyone else has….reactions. Bad ones,” Kylie stated. “For the safety of the other patients, we should move ‘im to that healin’ place Jared’s in.”

      Jacob tensed. Oh my God.

      Had anyone bothered to check on his brother while he was here?

      He pulled harder on the rails and swung his legs over the bed, trying to stand, but sank back onto the mattress, weak and exhausted. His heart raced and his muscles felt weak, as if he hadn’t used them in a long time. 

      By his symptoms, he guessed he’d been in the healing sleep, but did not know for how long.

      It felt like an eternity.

      He had to make sure Jared was okay. Or at least as okay as someone could be after getting hit by a subway train. His brother was brain dead, and only their bond as twins kept him alive.

      Jacob closed his eyes and searched for their connection, but felt nothing.

      He gasped. Was Jared dead? Was that why he was in the healing sleep? Had their bond broken?

      He tried again, desperate to feel something, anything, but only felt a…wall?

      “Karma said that’s not a good idea,” Kylie warned. “No one knows how his powers will affect his twin.”

      Jacob tensed. He couldn’t feel Karma either. They were connected through Jared.

      Panic rose in his chest. Why the hell couldn’t he feel them?

      “They’re already bound together,” Dale observed. “The damage is likely already done.”

      “She’s blocking his powers through the Bond. Says they’ve changed.”

      “Changed how?”

      “I’m not sure. Nova nuked him with a boatload of energy, seedin’ his powers with her own. Who knows what that did to him? For now, she’s holdin’ them back with her powers, but she’s not sure ‘ow long she can.”

      “And then what?”

      “Worst-case scenario, they kill Jared.”

      “What’s the best case?” Dale asked.

      There was silence for a moment, and Jacob held his breath, straining to hear the answer.

      “I’m not sure there is one, mate.”

      “There must be a way. There always is,” Dale proclaimed, sounding indignant. “And if we can’t find one, we’ll invent one. Just like these sensors. And the safe houses, and the Harrison Express and…everything. Don’t give up hope yet.”

      “If we can’t even touch ‘im, ‘ow can we help ’im?”

      A wave of despair washed over Jacob, sapping what little strength he had left.

      He closed his eyes, horrified, hoping Hugh, Kat, and the other Rogue Hunters had fared better than he had as darkness reclaimed him.
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        Miramoor, Ellandria

      

      

      

      “What the hell, Hugh?”

      Kat paced their bedroom in Miramoor, a fury of blue silk and black hair. “We’re still recovering from having our asses blown to bits and you’re off flyin’ around on griffins!”

      Hugh winced as her voice pierced through his pounding headache. He tried to sit up, but pain shot through his bandaged leg, forcing a groan from his split lips. According to the healers, three weeks had passed since the attack. Three weeks of drifting between fevered dreams in the healing sleep while his body knit itself back together.

      A salty breeze drifted through the open window of his grandmother’s estate, stirring the sea in his veins and amplifying the ache in his bones.

      He glanced, bleary-eyed, toward the shimmering turquoise waters beyond the veranda’s white columns, a view that had always brought him peace and a feeling of home that grounded him. But now each glimpse of those crystalline depths sent phantom sensations of drowning through his chest, his waterlogged lungs still burning with each breath.

      “I had it under control,” Hugh croaked, though the bandages wrapping his torso told a different story.

      “Like hell you did!” Kat’s green gaze grazed his swollen eye and the bruises that still mottled his face and arms.

      He looked like hell and felt like hell but was too tired to cover it up with illusion.

      “What were you doing?” she continued. “Taking a trip down memory lane?”

      “No, I —” His lungs seized with another spasm. The salty air scraped his raw throat like tiny glass shards.

      “I know you’re restless, but that’s no excuse to be reckless!” Kat exclaimed.

      Hugh lifted a brow. She was as reckless as he was, sometimes more so. “There’s a reason Cade calls us Danger Boy and Danger Girl,” he managed to choke out. “Because we are.”

      “Yeah, well, now we’ve got a bun in the oven. And it’s not going to be a Danger Baby!”

      Hugh cracked a smile. “With our genes, that bun might not have much of a choice.”

      She turned and swatted his good leg. “Don’t you get it? We can’t be taking those kinds of risks anymore! We’re lucky to be alive!”

      Hugh’s heart clenched at the raw emotion in Kat’s voice. Her words cut deeper than any of his wounds.

      She placed a hand on her stomach, eyes glistening. “This pregnancy is already high risk. We need to keep things calm, for the baby’s sake.”

      Hugh took a deep, shuddering breath, pain rippling through him. Kat was right. He had endangered not only himself but their unborn child with his impulsive actions. They were bound together, body and soul. If something happened to him, it happened to all of them. It was a family bond he was only beginning to truly grasp.

      “I’m sorry,” he said quietly, meeting her gaze. “I was just... blowing off steam.”

      “Is that what you call it? Because poor Helios barely survived. Deb is beside herself with worry.”

      “I’ll pay them a visit soon, smooth things over.” The words slipped out before he could stop them.

      “Like this?” Kat growled, motioning toward him. “I don’t think so!”

      Hugh gazed up at his mate, marveling at her beauty even in the midst of her fury. Her eyes flashed like emerald fire, cheeks flushed with anger. Raven hair tumbled around her face in wild disarray. She was a fierce warrior goddess, ready to take on the world. His blood stirred despite his present condition as she continued her tirade.

      “…And stay away from the goddamned griffins!”

      Hugh held up his hands, immediately regretting the movement as pain lanced through his shoulder. “That’s not what I meant. I just…needed to clear my head. I needed to escape.”

      “Magicians!” Kat groaned. “We are not on Earth. You are not the Great Hughdini here! If Cade and the others hadn’t found you...” She trailed off, her voice catching.

      Hugh’s heart ached at the fear in her eyes. “I just needed space to breathe, my love, to think.”

      Kat gave him a piercing look. “To think about what?”

      Hugh let out a breath, blowing his long, white bangs out of his face. “My father feels his time is running out. He said it’s time for me to take my place.”

      Kat furrowed her brow. “He looked okay the last time he visited.”

      “My mother’s illusions hide much, but not everything. I’m to start training to manage the kingdom’s affairs as soon as possible. He also wants to throw a public feast to honor us and the Lost Children in a fortnight.”

      Kat turned and stared at him. “What the hell is a fortnight?”

      Hugh held up two fingers. “Two weeks.”

      “Why?” she asked, suspicious.

      “Because we’ve been secluded for so long that people are starting to wonder if we’re actually alive. No one outside of Miramoor has seen us in months. People want to know that we’re okay.”

      The anger drained from Kat’s face, replaced by worry and uncertainty. She sat beside him on the bed, her dark brows knitted together in thought.

      “But we’ve already done so much,” she whispered. “Look at what catching Neve cost us.”

      Hugh took her hand and laced his fingers through hers, remembering the brutal chases and the devastating explosion that had nearly killed them both. The long, hellish recovery. The dark moments when he’d almost lost her. And then, days of light, when they could both finally do normal things again—sit, walk, laugh.

      But they’d never had a chance to breathe, not really.

      And then the surprise with the baby…

      “Isn’t that enough?” she pressed. “Haven’t we sacrificed enough for Ellandria?”

      He met her gaze, his heart heavy. “Kat, I gave up everything to get back to you. I fought through hell and high water, literally, to find my way home. And I’d do it again in a heartbeat.” He squeezed her hand, willing her to understand. “But I gave my word to my father. I have to honor that promise.”

      His father had agreed to let him return to Earth if Hugh would assume his rightful place as crown prince and heir to a rotating monarchy that would soon change hands. It had seemed like a good deal at the time. But the pallor of his father’s face haunted him. Time was running short.

      Kat remained silent.

      Hugh searched her face, hoping she could relate. “Wouldn’t you do the same for your father? If he needed you, wouldn’t you be there?”

      He watched Kat’s features as she struggled with her emotions. He remembered firsthand how controlling and cruel her father, Angus, was. Her brother Shane had borne the bruises on the outside. Kat’s were buried deeper. It was that pain that had bound her to Hugh in friendship as children, and far more as adults.

      Finally, she spoke, her voice trembling slightly. “Coming out could paint a huge target on our backs.” She placed a protective hand over her stomach. “And the baby’s...”

      Hugh drew her into his arms, ignoring the pain that shot through his battered body. She was right. Memnes had made many enemies over the years, and his recent decisions had only added fuel to the fire. As members of the royal family, they were not immune.

      “Is this really where we want to raise our child?” Kat asked softly.

      “What are you suggesting?” he asked, almost afraid to hear her answer.

      Kat drew in a breath. “Maybe Earth is safer. At least until things settle down here.”

      “You can’t go through a portal right now. You can’t even teleport.” His gaze traveled down his bandaged leg. “Neither can I. We’re stuck here for now.”

      “But what if your accident wasn’t an accident?” she countered. “What if the Gaelbròhg was targeting you?”

      Hugh considered it for a moment, then vented a laugh, his ribs aching. “Darling, the Gaelbròhg targets everyone. They’re sky pirates. Ellandrian Rogues, for lack of a better term.”

      Kat crossed her arms. “Well, I still don’t like it.”

      “Neither do I. But know this.” Hugh caressed Kat’s cheek with the back of his hand. “I don’t care what planet we’re on, as long as we’re together. In a few years, the House of Fire will take the crown, my obligation to my father will be finished, and the baby will be older. We’ll be free to go wherever and be whatever we like. I promise you that.”

      Kat’s eyes glistened as she met his gaze. “You do?”

      Hugh nodded, a lump forming in his throat. “I love you, Kat. More than anything. I don’t ever want to be parted from you again.”

      She had chosen him back on Earth, pulling him back from the brink of death and binding herself to him forever. Every breath, every heartbeat, every moment of joy since then had been because of her. His father’s demands, the kingdom’s needs—none of it measured up to what he owed this fierce, beautiful woman. She was his anchor, his compass, his reason for being. The light that had guided him home through countless storms.

      Their child grew within her now, a miracle he still couldn’t quite believe. He would move mountains, fight armies, reshape worlds to keep them safe. His treasures. His everything.

      Kat smiled through her tears, squeezing his hand. “Then we move forward. Together. Wherever we are.”

      Hugh breathed a ragged sigh of relief, his entire body pulsing with pain…and something else. The woman stirred him up, no matter how battered and bruised he was.

      Danger Boy and Danger Girl…

      Kat raised a brow, then leaned forward, lowering her voice. “Now, how about those healing pools?”
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        The Black Mountains of Ellandria

        Cath Càiradinn, The House of Griffins

      

      

      

      Einarr wept into his empty goblet as a late spring storm pelted the keep with a fury, rattling the wooden shutters against the stone walls and making sleep nigh on impossible. The winds howled and swirled outside, as if to blow the entire castle away.

      It mattered not.

      Clann Grioff was no more.

      He lifted his head and stared bleary-eyed at the dusty shelves that lined the walls of his study, sagging beneath old tomes, handed from father to son, and mother to daughter. There was no one left to pass them on to, no one left to read them. Centuries of knowledge soon to be lost.

      He tugged at the ornate livery collar draped across his shoulders, designating his position as kyennard and emblazoned with a griffin, the symbol of his house. There was no one left to pass that to, either.

      He yanked the chain collar over his head and hurled it across the room. It hit the bookcase and clattered to the floor, where it belonged.

      Forgotten, abandoned.

      His clan was dying out, just as the ancient Ellandri were, with no hope of new blood, nor succession.

      Was this how that once strong, proud race felt as they watched the remnants of their people fall into the Deep Sleep, never to wake? What use was such a long life without a future? What use was any life at all on this goddess-forsaken planet?

      Einarr raked his hand through his dark, unkempt hair.

      Without hope, what was left?

      He fought off fresh tears, his eyes burning. A heavy knock on his study’s oaken door startled him and his gaze darted toward it.

      “Kyennard Einarr?” A low voice asked.

      “Go away.”

      “A message for you, my Lord.”

      “Leave it there,” Einarr barked, but the servant persisted, sliding it under the threshold.

      Einarr staggered toward the door, snatching up the parchment with shaking hands. He broke the wax seal and opened it, then read through bleary eyes. His heart sank even further. The attempt on the Crown Prince had gone wrong. He tore the letter into pieces, gritting his teeth as he imagined the consequences of sedition.

      A cell in Ezduril, or worse…the Badlands…

      Pushing himself up, he looked into the mirror hanging on the wall and stared at the shadow of his former self. Had grief driven him too far?

      He struggled with these thoughts, the weight of his daughter’s death heavy on his shoulders. With a shaky hand, he grabbed another bottle of wine and drank deeply, seeking solace in the numbness it provided.

      Sometime later, another knock at the door roused him from his stupor. He opened it to find the tall, hooded figure of Volos, richly appointed in the browns and creams of Clann Mùrach, the House of Sand.

      “Can you not let a grieving man well enough alone? Even for a fortnight?” Einarr sighed, waving him in.

      The sand shifter stepped inside and bowed his head. “We are bound in grief, are we not?”

      Einarr shot him a stony look. “Your children are missing, which means they could still be found. Mine…”

      His chest constricted, and he fought to draw the next breath.

      “My only daughter lies dead, as does her mate Senneken, while the galla who took her life roams free with her mate on the moon of Eris. My wife is inconsolable. She nearly leaped from the west tower yesterday evening and would have had it not been for the guards. I’ve half a mind to join her and end this torment.”

      He reached for the bottle of wine. Finding it nearly empty, he hurled it across the room, where it smashed into a sagging bookcase and shattered, sending pieces in all directions.

      Einarr sidestepped the mess and moved toward a wire rack in the study’s corner, retrieving another bottle, then strode back to the table, seeking to drown out his thoughts and feelings. He glared at Volos, silently wishing him to leave, but he was not a mentalist. He did not possess such skills.

      The sand shifter stared back at him. “Patience, my friend. We are remaking Ellandria into something new. Change is a messy business.”

      Einarr sank into his chair and poured himself another drink.

      Volos watched him closely, then asked, “What troubles you so? Besides the obvious.”

      Einarr’s grip tightened around the goblet, and his voice rose with frustration. “The attempt on the Crown Prince failed spectacularly. It was a disaster!”

      “In what way?”

      “Hubert escaped, though my men are unsure how. One moment they had him and his beast, and the next, he disappeared.”

      Volos clasped his hands behind his back and paced the room. “A light shifter, is he not? Like his mother and sister?”

      Einarr nodded. “True, but no one knows the full extent of his powers. Considering his lineage, they could be…extensive.”

      Volos stopped, tapping a finger on his chin. “There was an attempt on the Crown Prince when he first returned to Ellandria, at the hands of his cousin. No one knew how he escaped. Now Thaegar rots in the dungeons of Dùnadunn, and Clann Gael remains without a kyennard.”

      Einarr took a long swig of his drink, wine sloshing over the goblet’s sides as he slammed it down on the scarred table. “Perhaps it shall be Clann Grioff’s fate, too. Memnes is clever, that old hound. He’s bound to trace it back to us.”

      Volos remained calm, his expression unyielding. “You worry too much, old friend. The scandalous House of Pegasus will provide plenty of cover. Heads may roll—but I assure you, they won’t be yours. Or mine.”

      Einarr eyed him warily. “How can you be so certain?”

      “Memnes is weak. It will not take much more to push him toward his demise, but we are running out of time. If the House of Fire is allowed to assume the throne, all our hard work will be lost.”

      “Then what shall we do?”

      “Resort to more drastic measures.” Volos smiled, his dark eyes glittering. He turned toward the door and clapped his hands together. “Xia, come!”

      A willowy figure materialized from the shadows near the open door, draped in black.

      “My Lord?” replied a soft, feminine voice.

      “Make yourself known.”

      She pushed back her hood with pale, bony fingers, revealing a mass of ebony hair and sparrow-like eyes. Bluish-black veins spidered across her alabaster face, flowing with the telltale poison of Clann Nev, The House of Venom, that also stained her lips.

      Einarr drew in a breath. A Badlander.

      He blinked at Volos in shock. “How did you smuggle her past the stone singers at the border?”

      The sand shifter smirked. “Clann Càirn no longer guards the section that passes through my lands.”

      Einarr gaped at him. “How is that possible?”

      “Their kyennard has a weakness for fine things. Though his brother still poses problems.”

      “Odran runs Ezduril!” Einarr gestured toward the woman. “Have you considered the repercussions if she’s discovered here? Death will be considered a mercy compared to a stay there…”

      “Kyennard Olek sent him to Dùnadunn. With Odran out of the way, the border and the prison are no longer a threat.”

      “To us, or to the Badlanders?”

      Volos straightened. “We must use any means necessary to secure our future. If that includes Clann Nev, then so be it. The enemy of our enemy is our friend, is she not?”

      He waved a hand toward the venomous woman, who leered back, her glistening black lips reflecting the dying fire’s light.

      Einarr shuddered. “But for how long?”

      “As long as it takes to remove Memnes and his offspring from the line of succession.”

      “Their rule will be over in a few years.”

      “Which gives us precious little time to secure the throne for one who can serve our purposes.”

      Einarr stared at the strange pair, hope sparking inside of him as the winds swirled outside.

      Volos looked back pointedly. “We shall have our revenge, and the blood of the Lost Children will not have been shed in vain.”

      Einarr pressed his hand to his heart, rubbing the wound that lay deep within.

      Jaellyn would never return. Revenge was the only legacy he had left.

      He drained his goblet and bowed his head.

      “Then so shall it be done.”
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        The Road to Dùnadunn

      

      

      

      Pain pierced Shane’s temples as his stallion kept pace with the others, their dark hooves clomping along the dirt-worn path that led from the Wood to Dùnadunn and tonight’s feast.

      To his dismay, his father had insisted they ride to the capital city instead of fly, despite the distance.

      “Clann Làrr keeps its feet on the ground.” Angus had ranted yesterday when Shane dared to suggest a sky carriage. “As well as our heads. We do not stick them in the clouds as others do…”

      Shane’s legs and backside ached from the day’s journey. They’d been on the road since dawn, and he was not accustomed to riding horses. The ones here were far bigger than any he’d seen on Earth, like Clydesdales on steroids, and this one, named K’aell, or “strength”, was getting away from him again.

      He tightened his grip on the reins, struggling to stay in the saddle as he sent the animal a mental command in its own language. K’ay-uh fruss. Slow down.

      The horse eased its pace, and Shane readjusted his position.

      His powers were growing stronger, and so were his headaches. Visiting Clann Làrr, a tribe of formidable warriors, didn’t help much. Each member held strong opinions, but his father was the worst. Just being around the cantankerous man sent his mind reeling.

      “Memnes will probably gloat over some invention of that idiot son of his tonight, while the other one cavorts shamelessly with my daughter…” Angus’ thoughts flooded his own.

      His mother, Ava, who sat behind Angus on the horse ahead, looked back with concern.

      Shane could hear her thoughts, too.

      “My dear son. It has not been easy for him. I hope he is all right…”

      Life in the Wood had been a bit on the rough side—like camping, just higher up. His clan lived high above the forest floor in huts perched in enormous trees like redwoods, connected by ropes and bridges. There was plenty of climbing involved, and he was thankful for his years spent as a firefighter, scaling ladders, and sliding down poles.

      The only person in his clan that he knew from Earth, aside from his sister, Kat, was Juan Carlos, a tracker who had come through the portal with him and the rest of the Rogue Hunters. Known as Carlan here, he had taken to the forest with relative ease.

      Shane glanced back at the tracker, who was riding some distance behind him, chatting merrily with his own family as if he’d never left.

      Shane felt a twinge of envy in his chest. His own path hadn’t been so easy. Neither had most of the other Supers, who struggled to adjust to a world with foreign foods, exotic creatures, archaic customs, and no electronics whatsoever. No phones, no computers, no Internet. Nada.

      The unspoiled scenery of Ellandria was breathtaking, which made up for it. Somewhat. Shane had always loved the outdoors, but the noises here…he wasn’t sure how anyone slept. The Wood was full of strange creatures he’d never seen before and plenty he didn’t want to meet. They shrieked and howled night after night. Worse yet, he could understand their threats as they hunted each other, along with the cries of the weaker ones, as they were torn apart.

      The trees spoke too, in strange low humming voices, no matter what planet he was on, a constant chorus in his head.

      Shane kept his strange abilities to himself, often longing for the solitude of Ezduril. The dampening stones in the walls of the infamous prison made it impossible to hear the thoughts of anything around him. An oasis of blissful silence in a loud, chaotic world. The only other thing that blocked it out was fire and fire shifters—one of whom he’d grown fond of.

      Fiona.

      He smiled, conjuring up images of her flaming hair and heart-shaped face in his mind. He had asked her to marry him on Earth, when they were trapped under the snow high in the Canadian Rockies. He did not want to perish without telling her how much he loved her. That moment had given them the strength to survive the dangerous situation, and now he intended to keep his promise here.

      He’d tried to broach the subject with his new family, but they would hear none of it. His father opposed inter-house marriages, despite the fact that his own sister was mated to the Crown Prince. That just seemed to fuel his father’s fervor against it. The House of Earth and the House of Wind despised one another.

      Shane found the House of Fire more to his liking, and he’d preferred staying with Fiona and Aislinn at their quarters in Dùnadunn. His father had tolerated it when he was still healing from the portal explosion, but now insisted he return to his childhood home and learn the inner workings of their clan if he was ever to lead it.

      Shane had been stupid to agree to such a thing. He held no desire for power. He was just a guy from Tucson. A fireproof one at that, with a lot of weird powers the rest of his clan didn’t seem to have.

      He sighed. He did not fit in here, and the return of his childhood memories verified that. Life on Earth in the foster care system was a walk in the park compared to the beatings he now remembered at his real father’s hands. An attempt to toughen him up, to “be like the others.”

      Some nights, he awoke in cold sweats, reliving them all over again…

      Shane clenched the reins tighter and set his jaw, swearing to never raise a hand to his own children should he have any. It had never been a possibility on Earth, but here his people were fertile.

      Something inside of him lifted, a stirring in his chest.

      Hope.

      He did not have to pattern his life after his newly reacquainted father. He could build a new life with Fiona.

      Time, he thought as the horse jostled his sore body once again. We just need time to get used to things here.

      He had plenty. He wasn’t planning on returning to Earth. The woman he loved was here to stay, which meant he was, too. They needed to mate soon, despite his father’s objections. Otherwise, his head—and other parts—were going to explode.

      He ignored his body’s discomforts and lifted his eyes to the white stone castle that appeared in the distance, sitting astride three rivers.

      His heart stirred in his chest. Fiona had sent word via griffin that she was attending the feast, along with Aislinn, Ashe, and the other fire shifters. Her presence would be a blessed relief, even if he caught all kinds of hell about it. He’d find a way out from under the tight grip his father kept on him to spend time with her.

      Shane sighed. Mind tricks didn’t work on his old man. He was going to have to do things the old-fashioned way, which involved a lot of family drama.

      He wished for the thousandth time he had a cigarette, but there was none to be found on this planet, which agitated him to no end.

      Shane gazed up at the white castle as it drew nearer and silently prayed for strength to endure the evening.
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