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          MY NAME IS ROSIE

        

      

    

    
      “My name is Rosie, and I’m an alcoholic,” I said, holding onto the podium with white knuckles. A few strands of brown hair fell loose from the messy bun atop my head, but I couldn’t let go of the podium to brush them from my face. I waited for the obligatory, “Hi, Rosie,” before I continued. “It’s been three days since my last drink.”

      I’d said the same thing for the last six months with literally no change in my status. At every single one of the weekly AA meetings, it was never more than three days since my last hit of blood from Bastien. Sometimes it was that morning I’d broken my fast and meandered glumly into the bedroom to ask for a little snack.

      Bastien never minded. In fact, he looked forward to my meals. He loved the fact that I was the Attelage kind of Vampire, which meant I could only feed from him. Usually we got so worked up during my meals that we made love right after I drank. He was never reticent to give me as much blood as I wanted, and loved every second of it. He relished being the only one who could sustain me, and drive me as crazy with lust as we did. We’d developed a sort of unquenchable hunger for each other, not wanting to be apart for more than an hour or so. We’d spent too much time trying (and failing) to get together; we didn’t waste the gift we’d been granted.

      The thing about it was that I didn’t want to need blood. It had been a total accident that I’d been infected with Éireland’s lost magic. I hadn’t even been in Éireland, but was at my mother’s castle in Avalon when it all went down, and the lost magic was released back into Faîte. Now I was part Vampire, and part some second benign thing that hadn’t shown any symptoms. Bastien’s guess was that the second black snake-like strand of magic that had flowed into me after I’d killed my mother and accidentally set all the lost magic loose, was just more Vampire mojo. He reasoned this as the guess why I couldn’t go more than three days without gnawing on my own fingers for a hit of my husband’s blood. I wanted to be a normal wife. I wanted my stinking 30-day chip.

      A middle-aged woman named Marianne had hers now. It was her first one, and she was showing it to everyone like the coveted prize it was. I was proud of her, but part of me wished I could have that kind of discipline.

      Bastien was quiet through the meetings we attended every week, but this time as we helped stack up the chairs he paused to kiss my cheek. I loved the way his perpetual five o’clock shadow felt when it brushed against my smooth skin. “I think we should skip next week’s meeting,” he suggested. “I see how much it tears you up not to have a chip like Marianne’s.”

      I conjured up a smile that told the world I was totally in control, but Bastien saw right through it. “One day I’ll get mine.”

      “This isn’t the same thing, and you know it. You can’t live without… ketchup.” It was our super-secret code word for blood. I know. We’re total ninjas. “Living without alcohol is a fine thing for anyone’s body. You can’t survive without ketchup.”

      “We’ve been married for a year and a half now. I’ve been drinking ketchup for way too long. You’d think I’d get better at this. I mean, you got your one-year bronze chip months ago.” My knuckles tightened on the folding chair before I stacked it with the others. “Why can’t I get better at this?”

      “Me being sober isn’t the same thing as what you’re trying to do. You’re too hard on yourself. It’s those nightmares that are making you so down today. You need a solid night’s sleep.”

      “If only. Too many nights of the same creepy dream, and it still makes no sense to me.” Every night when I finally fell asleep, a voice came into my mind. He never had a face or a body, just a voice that was low and deep. It was like the best kind of radio DJ, but with an Irish brogue and a penchant for skeeving me out. At first, I hadn’t been able to understand him. Now, after months and months of the same nonsensical dream that always left me feeling disturbed and unsettled, through the random syllables I could make out a low command of “Come.”

      Nothing scary about that, right?

      Bastien got me. He didn’t freak out or demand we go back to Avalon to see if a healer could find us some answers, but held me patiently when I woke him with my tossing and turning. We made love half-asleep last night, and most nights that I woke him mid-slumber.

      “Come here.” Bastien pulled me into his embrace, kissing the square-shaped diamond he’d put on my finger. The three aquamarines on each side sparkled up at us, shining as brilliantly as they did the day we’d gotten married at the Justice of the Peace in a quiet joint affair with Lane and Reyn.

      Bastien was more relaxed in my world. He smiled easier and laughed often. When he started to hum and turn us in a slow dance only we were invited to, I fell in love with him all over again. He had the smile that could transform the dismal meeting room with drab walls and uncomfortable chairs into a ballroom with merely a slight curve of his perfect lips. He hadn’t been the type to dance to woo a woman, but he learned to waltz for me. Bastien had learned so many things, living in my world. We were inseparable and insatiable, and unapologetic on both those points.

      “You look hungry. Let’s get you home,” he suggested, corralling me past the coffee and stale donuts toward the door. “These clothes look like you’ve been wearing them for too long.”

      I guffawed. “Hello, it’s only one o’clock.”

      “I need you,” he confessed, tucking me into his side as we waved goodbye to the facilitator. “That little red number of yours that we broke in last night? I think it needs a repeat.”

      I unlocked our car and slid into the driver’s seat. “Well, it’s not going to get a replay. You ripped it clear down the middle, if you recall. Such a greedy boy.”

      Bastien adjusted his jeans as he buckled. “You can’t scold me like that. You know it makes me crazy. I’m two minutes away from throwing you down in the backseat.”

      “You know we can’t do that; you’re too loud.”

      “Me? I’m not the one the animals were worried about. That was all you.”

      I blushed at the reminder of the forty some-odd woodland creatures who pelted our farmhouse with pinecones, pebbles and sticks because I screamed so loud in the throes that they thought Bastien was attacking me. Part of my birth blessing was that I could communicate with animals and hear other unknown languages. Using my magic tired me out, which was how I got to sleep every night, since Avalon citizens usually didn’t have the need for sleep.

      Bastien was my Guardien, which meant he used loads of magic to ward our property against intruders and keep me safe. I loved sleeping next to my husband. Our simple life might seem boring to some, but we’d earned a few decades of nothing harrowing tearing us apart. People underestimate boring. Lately, it’s been my codename for bliss.

      Bastien’s hand found its way to my thigh, which was how we always drove. He still didn’t have his license, since he was a menace on the road even after all the tutorials Lane and I had given our guys. “Are we babysitting Lucas tonight?” he asked idly, staring out the window.

      “Nope. Tonight’s bowling. Wednesday night is bowling, Thursday is babysitting my baby brother. You think he’s learned a new word yet?”

      “No,” Bastien replied, repeating Lucas’ only word. Lane and Reyn got pregnant on their honeymoon. Perhaps before they’d even left on the plane for Barbados. Lucas had that gorgeous mixed-race light brown skin, chubby cheeks, Lane’s bright smile, and Reyn’s long, curly eyelashes. In short, we didn’t have a prayer. Whatever Lucas asked for, we gave him.

      Even though Lucas was my cousin and brother, we held the roles of Aunt Rosie and Uncle Bastien. Bastien was a mixture of protective and indulgent with Lucas. Did me in every time. “We should really be stricter with him. Last time I fed him he only ate a few bites of dinner, and had like, three suckers.”

      I shrugged. “It’s our right as his favorite aunt and uncle. Disciplining’s for the parents. The spoiling’s for us to do.”

      Bastien squeezed my thigh, and I could almost guess the question that flowed out from his luscious lips before it came. “You sure you want to wait three years before we have a baby?”

      “I’m sure. I like our life as it is. And if you try and hide my birth control again, you’ll only be shooting yourself in the foot. We’ve never gone a whole two days without sex, but you’ll be staring down the barrel of a drought if you do that again. I’m this close to getting the shot just to nip that in the bud.”

      “Okay, okay. Just so you know my vote, I’d get you nice and pregnant right now. Say the word, and we can pull over and make us a baby.”

      I shot him a squinty eye. “Three years. I still don’t have my degree yet.”

      “That reminds me, do we need to cut bowling short so you can study with Judah over Skype tonight? You’ve got those two finals next week.”

      “Nah. Bowling is sacred. I wouldn’t dream of calling that off. I’m mostly prepared.” Man, I hoped that was true. I’d been studying for these finals for weeks, staying after class with my professors and studying all the live-long day. I listened to recordings of the lectures over and over again until I felt confident enough to go out at night without feeling like failing grades were going to come toppling down on my head. Oh, the joys of being dyslexic.

      “You think your freaky dreams will go away once the stress of finals is over?”

      I shrugged. “Couldn’t hurt. I was thinking we should go camping or something in the mountains to celebrate my last semester being over – pass or fail.”

      “You’ll pass. You’ll do great. And I’d love to go camping again.”

      “Want to take Lucas, and give Reyn and Lane some time together?”

      “I really, really don’t. Love the little guy, but I’ve got big plans for you. Big celebrating plans that involve things children can’t be around for.”

      My lips drew to the side as if in thought. “Hmm. Things children can’t be around for. Are we going to do our taxes? No, tax season is over. Are we going to talk politics?”

      Bastien leaned over and whispered in detail several un-utterable things he’d been wanting to try. He tugged my earlobe between his teeth, making me shiver as I pulled onto the main road.

      A shudder rippled through my body in anticipation of all he was promising. “Well, I guess Lucas can stay home if we’re going to be giving that a try.”
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          BITE ME

        

      

    

    
      Bastien’s blood tasted like… It tasted like happy. In my dream that night, fresh off the bowling win, I dreamt contentedly about sucking down a whole glass of the crimson joy. He was all I wanted, and oh, how I wanted. I sipped from a wine glass, looking classy as I downed the scandal in plain sight. Bastien was swimming in the pond out back, giving me a nice view of his tightly toned body. It was such a peaceful dream that when the sky darkened and the deep voice I’d grown to loathe called out for me to “Come,” I scowled.

      “Come where? Could you be more specific, you faceless jackfish? I mean, seriously. This is a nice dream you’re interrupting.” Now Bastien was gone from the pond, the world on the periphery was fading to obscurity, and the drink in my hand was clutched too tight to reflect a relaxing day in the yard.

      “Come,” he beckoned again, his low, breathy voice holding a firm command to it.

      I answered his directive with my middle finger high in the air and plopped back down on the lounge chair where I’d been reclining. In my other dreams, I hadn’t engaged with the voice, but we were going on three months of this nonsense.

      A cold wind picked up, and the Princess Leia gold bikini I suddenly realized I was wearing gave me no shelter from the quickening storm. Leaves swirled around me like dirt devils. Then branches and stones kicked up, whipping around in the miniature tornadoes. There were four dangerous whirlwinds that I saw picking up speed around me, making me nervous as they seemed to move with purpose. They closed in, corralling me towards our woods, which didn’t look like ours anymore. Instead of the pine and oak trees that encased our property, the trees took on a Tim Burton type of personality. They were spindly, interweaving and seemed to beckon me with malicious intent. I could practically feel them breathing as my toes stopped at the edge outside the wooded area. I don’t know why, but stepping inside felt like giving the voice what it wanted, and I was just plain too stubborn for that.

      I turned around to face nature’s wrath, gritting my teeth as the sticks, rocks and leaves swirled toward me with deafening speed. I screamed, covering my body as best I could.

      Then the ground started shaking.

      Then I started shaking.

      “Come!” the voice commanded again, angry at my willful disobedience.

      “Bite me!” I shouted into the wind.

      Bastien’s voice filtered in through the heavens, bringing me relief just in time. “Rosie! Honey, wake up!”

      “Mama! Mama! You’re scaring me!” Hugh Jackman said. The wolverine that slept in the bed with us licked at my face, rousing me just enough to shove my middle finger in the air one more time at the voice before I awoke.
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          BEST FAMILY EVER

        

      

    

    
      “Get out of the mud and come play with the puppets, Lucas. Mr. Wigglebrows wants to say hello.” I put the puppet with obnoxious hot pink eyebrows on my hand and started talking with it in the worst British accent known to man. “Hello, I’m Mr. Wigglebrows. I wanted to know if you’ve been a good boy for your mummy and daddy.”

      “No!” Lucas said on default. He reached forward with chubby hands and hugged the puppet, wiping slimy, open-mouthed kisses all over the felt face of his beloved Mr. Wigglebrows.

      “You heard it here first,” I said, looking up at Lane with a scolding shake of my head. “This is the problem I have with my nephew. He’s too cute. Trouble in the making.” Yes, Lucas was my brother. Yes, Lucas was my cousin. But I lived for being the overindulgent aunt who always had toys, snuggles and treats for him.

      Lane flipped her cocoa-colored hair over her shoulder. “Don’t I know it. At least I’m firm on the no candy rule. Reyn is such a pushover.”

      Reyn didn’t miss a beat, even though he was tilling and planting in our massive garden with Draper and Bastien. “I heard that!”

      “I said it loud!” she countered, cupping her hands around her mouth to call out to Reyn as he hoed. Then she turned to me with a relaxed smile, her early forties post-baby body only curvier and more glamorous as she stretched out in the lawn chair next to mine. I don’t know how she did it. We wore matching baby blue tank tops and cut-off jean shorts, looking like sisters who didn’t have a care in the world. The faint pink line that stretched diagonal across her face was a memory of a battle long set aside. “So, camping, huh? I think that’ll be awesome. Great way to celebrate you getting your diploma.”

      “If I get my diploma. Everyone’s so sure this is a done deal, but I could fail. Everything could still fall to crap.”

      “That’s my little Suzy Sunshine. Judah said you were ready.”

      “He was just trying to end our tutoring session so he could go off with Jill.”

      “That’s one dedicated girl. After all this time, I can’t believe she stuck with him.”

      “I can believe it. Judah’s one in a million.” And I meant that sincerely. My BFF since the fourth grade had stuck by my illiterate self no matter what. We’d survived difficult classes, bullying, getting abducted, and even went through parts of Avalon together. I’d seen his good sides and his bad ones, and I understood why he was worth waiting for. I was relieved Jill saw the same immeasurable goodness in Judah, as well. He moved to Tulsa to be with her, and though I missed him every day, it was healthy for us to finally cut the cord.

      Though really, we talked on the phone or on Skype every day, and exchanged at least two dozen text messages before lunch, so I’m not sure how much separation we were actually enduring.

      Lane watched her husband hoe in the garden with unconcealed lust. “Judah’s a great person. Any idea when he’s going to pop the question? He’s been sitting on that ring for months now.”

      “He said he was waiting for the right time.”

      “And when might that be? This year?”

      “Most likely. I think he wants to get his company further along before he proposes. He’s got this whole speech prepared. He’s practiced it on me like, ten times already.”

      “And did you accept?”

      “Of course.” I raised my nose in the air like a snooty lady. “I only say yes to the best of the best.”

      “I can see that.” Her eyes fell to Bastien, who was working tirelessly in the field with my elk we’d named Bambi by his side, and Hugh Jackman on his shoulder, clinging to his flannel. “You and Bastien doing alright? You seem happy. I’ve never seen anyone so devoted to you as he is. I’m glad you guys are so tight.”

      “That’s the thing about husbands and wives, I hear.”

      “Yes, but it’s more than that. It’s the lueur, plus the love, plus your Vampire bond thing. Trying to have a conversation with him while you’re in another room is nearly impossible. It’s like he’s counting the seconds until you get back. Not in a pining way, but in a ‘she’s back, so I can breathe now,’ kind of way. It’s intense.”

      “After how long it took us to get together, I don’t blame him.”

      Lane picked up the slimed-on Mr. Wigglebrows and put him on her hand to dance the puppet around for Lucas. “I like seeing you happy, kiddo. Nothing better for a mom than to watch her daughter smile as often as you do.”

      “You’re doing that thing,” Bastien called across the field without looking up.

      “What thing?”

      “You’re talking about me. You’ve got that goofball blush and grin about you.”

      I couldn’t help the smile that beamed out from me whenever he looked my way. You try having a sexy lumberjack flirt with you and see how stoic you can be. “What do you know about it? I could be talking about Hugh Jackman.”

      Bastien paused his work in the garden to pet the wolverine on his shoulder. “Nah. You only look at me like that.” He snuck me a smile that made my toes curl in anticipation of the next moment we could be together. He had that way about him I couldn’t resist.

      Lane sniggered. “See? That’s exactly what I’m talking about. You should get married.”

      I held up my hand to display my ring. “We already did. Remember that day we wore the matching wedding gowns and married the men of our dreams? Already happened.”

      Lane sighed contentedly, watching Reyn as he planted tomato plants with her son, Draper. “Feels too good to be true. Do me a favor? If I’m dreaming, don’t pinch me.”

      Lucas wasn’t walking yet, but he could crawl to his mommy faster than anything. He flopped into her arms and rolled onto his back, pulling up his shirt so she’d rub his tummy.

      Draper raised his arms over his head and twisted at the waist, stretching out his back. His black hair fell away from his angular features, revealing blue eyes and wide lips that always smiled for me. “Mom, were there any plants in your car? I unloaded everything from the truck, but I think we’re missing a few.”

      “I’m not sure.”

      I fished around for my shoes in the grass. “I’ll go check.” I loved it when Draper called Lane his mom. She’d adopted him in Avalon after they’d been reunited from a twenty-one-year separation. She’d helped raise him, but then had to leave in the dead of night to take me to Common when I was just a year old. Draper drifted through his lowest common denominator lifestyle after Lane left, but upon her return, found himself once more. Lane just had that way about her. Draper’s jaggoff father, Duke Henri, had disowned his gem of a son, which left Draper open for Lane to adopt.

      Though Draper was around two years older than Lane’s husband, we all shrugged off the weirdness that made our oddball family work. Draper called Lane his mom, and referred to Reyn as his dad. That had taken some getting used to, but I did the same thing, and claimed Draper as my brother even though we were technically cousins. The two of us were both disowned outcasts by our fathers, and had been joyfully adopted by our Aunt Lane. My own father, King Urien, had cast me out of the kingdom I’d helped build up when he found out I’d been infected by the dark Vampire magic. Fun times.

      Reyn, who was the same age as my husband, didn’t miss a beat, scooping me in his arms the second the ink dried on his wedding certificate. “You’re my daughter now,” Reyn had insisted. Ever since then I’d tried to remember to call him “Dad”, if for no other reason than to freak Bastien out. My husband still categorically refused to call his best friend “Dad”, though technically, Reyn was his father-in-law.

      I feel like our family should be on a Narnia-inspired talk show. The roles were so mixed and weird, but somehow we all worked together beautifully.

      I leaned over and blew a raspberry onto Lucas’ round belly, giggling at the baby laugh that always lifted my spirits, no matter how high they already were. I stood and brushed off my light blue shorts, blowing Bastien a kiss that he wiped all over his sweaty face and scrubbed into his armpits before I went to the four-car garage. I peered in the bed of the truck to make sure they’d emptied it, and then opened up the trunk of Lane’s SUV to double-check for extra plants. Sure enough, there was a flat of little planters that had been left behind.

      When I leaned over to grab the long tray of twenty-four bell pepper seedlings, I hadn’t expected the voice I’d know anywhere to come up from behind me. “Now tha’s a pert little arse. Tell me Bastien’s tapping it nightly.”
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          THE MISSING LINK

        

      

    

    
      I whirled around, my heart jumping and catching in my throat. The sight that filled my vision would make most women shrink away, I’m sure. Broad shoulders, messy dark-blond hair, scars littering his tall, muscular body, and tattoos of zippers snaking up and out of his green t-shirt. The neck tattoo matched mine, along with the one on our wrists. “Link?! Are you seriously here?” I didn’t wait for an answer, but crashed into his outstretched arms. My arms wrapped around his neck as he engulfed me in the tight hug I’d been missing, squeezing me as he lifted my feet off the ground. I kissed his face all over, breathing in the woodsy scent of my old friend. “How? You said not for five years! I’m so glad you’re here. Oh, Link! I missed you so much. Tell me you’re staying for a while. Tell me my world gets to keep you as long as we like.” I squeezed his thick neck through his chuckle.

      He squinched his eyes shut, making it seem like someone hugging him was emotionally painful. He gripped me for all he was worth, as if that might make breathing easier. “Grand ye are, wee Rose. I thought I was making up how much I loved ye, but here ye are, stealing all the smiles and keeping them for yourself.”

      “Well, you’ve got a smile worth stealing, that’s for sure.” I paused to study his face up close, my brows pushing together in concern. “What happened to it? The smile that could light up a football field with a single flirt. Where is it?”

      He mustered up a good enough representation to let me know that life had given him a beating, but that he was still in there somewhere. “I saved a sliver of it for ye. I traveled long, trekking across worlds to bring ye a piece of all tha’s left of your old Link.”

      “Then I’ll be gentle with such a fragile treasure.” I placed a light kiss to his lips, like old times. “We’ll make it better, Link. You’re safe here with us.”

      “Aye. I hoped ye’d be as beautiful as I remembered. You’re lovelier still, if tha’s possible. My Common girl, just as perfect as ever.”

      “Oh, you.”

      “And your skin looks normal again, not all glowingly peachy like it did after Kerdik enhanced ye.”

      “Ah, you can thank spray-on tans for that little miracle. Does Bastien know you decided to come stay here? He didn’t say a thing.”

      “He doesn’t know. I was hoping ye might have tha extra room ye promised I could stay in if I ever came to visit ye.”

      “We have like, five extra rooms, and you can pick your favorite.” I squeezed him with my whole being, my heart singing against his.

      A horn honked from the road, but I couldn’t see the street from our garage. Bastien had insisted on a super tall privacy fence. Link slid me down until my feet tapped on the concrete floor. “The driver doesn’t take our money. Can ye help me out?”

      “Of course. Hold on. I’ll grab my wallet.” I scampered into the house through the joined garage door and snatched up my wallet, smiling gleefully at our friend returning to us. Link gave me a piggyback ride down to the cab, laughing the whole way. The sound of Link’s laugh was marvelous, bathing me in its beauty I’d been living without for far too long. I slid off him to ask the driver how much we owed for the ride.

      My head tilted to the side when I noticed a woman in an Amish-type dress sitting with her head down in the backseat. She was sitting next to a man who wore black fingerless gloves, dirty jeans and a black long-sleeved t-shirt. It was an olive-skinned, overbulked thug next to a straight up Mennonite woman. Not something you see every day. The woman’s bonnet hid her face, so I glanced up at Link with a raised eyebrow.

      Link shot me a tight shake of his head, letting me know that he’d fill me in on everything later. I shoved a fistful of cash at the driver and opened the backdoor for the woman. She didn’t look up at me, nor did she move to exit the car.

      Link leaned his head down to talk quietly to her. “Come on out, Quinn. It’s alright. This is Rosie. She won’t harm ye.”

      I held up my hands. “Oh, jeez. Of course not. If you’re a friend of Link’s you’re welcome to stay here.”

      Quinn had nervous, thin fingers that twisted the fabric of her beige apron, which was draped over her gray ankle-length dress. The bodice was more fitted than your average Amish, showing off her narrow waist and tight shoulders. She kept her head down as she reached for Link’s hand with a tremble to her hand.

      I kept my gasp to myself when I saw the burns on her wrist. They looked painful, and I began to understand why Link, who was usually a bull in a China shop, was extra careful with her as she slid out of the car and stood before him. I wanted to hug her, to let her know she was welcome here, but girlfriend looked about ten seconds from ducking and running. “It’s nice to meet you, Quinn. I’m Rosie, an old friend of Link’s. Let’s get you into the house.”

      “Aye, your majesty.”

      “Oh, right.” I always forgot about my royalty status. My title back in Faîte was the Avalon Rose, or Queen Rosie the Gentle. Morgan le Fae and King Urien had been my parents, so I was co-ruler of Province 1 after my mother died. Duke Lot ruled Province 1 for me, but my title didn’t go away.

      My gaze shifted to the hulking dude who slid out of the car and towered over me. He was easily a few inches over six feet tall and was built like Link and Bastien – broad shoulders, beefy chest, bulked-out biceps, and a neck tattoo that marked him as an Untouchable. While Bastien, Mad and Link were in their young thirties, this dude looked to be pushing his mid-forties. I hadn’t met two members of the Brotherhood, so I tried to stand straighter as I extended my hand to him. “Hey, man. I’m Rosie. Nice to meet you.” It was either Nicholai or Antonio, but I didn’t know which.

      Dude eyed my hand with a skeptical expression, which I didn’t think I’d earned just yet. “What do ye want?”

      I shifted my gaze to Link, who sighed. I quirked my eyebrow at the new guy. “One hundred million dollars, of course.”

      A muscle tightened in his jaw, but he didn’t drop his cold stare. “Figures. I’ll get on it. Not sure how long tha’ll take, but I’ll take care of it.”

      “A handshake,” I amended my demand. “I was kidding about the money, dude. All I want is to shake your hand and say hello. That cool?”

      He studied my hand, as if there was a written contract taped inside my palm that might rope him in to actually wrangling me one hundred million dollars or something. When he finally shook my hand, he said, “Tha’s not all ye want. It never is with you females.”

      I clasped my hands under my chin and faked a swoon. “Aw, my very own sexist jackhole. Can I keep him, Link?”

      Link gripped my shoulder in a half-hug. “Ye can dress him up in bows and ruffles, if ye like. When ye married Bastien, ye married into the Brotherhood. Think of us as two more strapping husbands who’ve come to see ye after a long one.”

      Yes, the Brotherhood was slightly strange in the way they viewed their women, but there was no undoing it. “Done. You got a name to go with that charming scowl, sailor?”

      “Antonio.”

      I decided on being helpful to avoid further contact with Prince Charming. “Cool. You guys got any bags in the back?” I walked around the car, where the cabbie shot me furtive looks as he opened the trunk, warning me of the weirdos I was taking in.

      I gave the driver a cheerful smile, as if to communicate there was nothing abnormal about a scarred, Irish bodybuilder who never shut up, a surly, tattooed sexist brat, and an Amish burn victim who still hadn’t uttered more than a sentence. “Have a nice day, man. Thanks for giving them a lift.” Dude couldn’t handle the weirdness I’d accumulated (and was super proud of).

      “No,” Antonio said with an edge to his command. He took the bags from my hands, as if me carrying his stuff was offensive.

      The cab drove off, and I couldn’t help the grin that beamed at having Link back. “Bastien’s going to freak. I want to get it on film.” I stuck my hand out to the woman, who was looking down at her shoes. “Hi. Quinn, is it? I want you to meet Bastien. He’s out back.”

      Quinn shook my hand, but then quickly retracted it. “Yes, your majesty,” she mumbled quietly, her Éirish accent just as thick as Link’s.

      Link waved off my inquiring eyebrow, asking him why girlfriend was so timid. “Quinn’s a little shy, but she’s alright.” His arms went around her, and I saw her rigid body language melt a little at his touch. She was lean and tall, only a few inches shorter than Link. She leaned her head on his sturdy shoulder and brought her hand up to rest on his chest. “S’okay, Quinn. I told ye Rosie would like ye. No one’s gonna hurt ye here.”

      My hand went over my mouth to cover the squeal of glee at Link actually showing manners and sweetness to a woman – and a modest one, at that. Link was an Untouchable, which was the biggest kind of warrior-like celebrity in Faîte. It meant he could walk into any room and women would fawn all over themselves trying to go home with him. Untouchables were literally above the law, and did as they wished. Quinn seemed like the exact opposite of his type, which was probably a very good thing.

      I led the way up the slight incline leading up to the house, and let Antonio stash their packs inside my front door. We strolled to the side of the house, just hidden from view of the others, who were gardening in our backyard. “Okay, I’ll wait here with Quinn, and you sneak up on Bastien. I want to get a video of his face when he sees you for the first time. He’ll be like,” I dropped my mouth open and bugged my eyes, grabbed my heart and stumbled backwards.

      “He’ll do all tha, will he? Let’s see, then. Quinn, stay right here, aye? Antonio will keep ye safe.”

      “Aye,” she answered meekly, head still down. At this rate, I doubted I’d ever get to see the girl’s face. She might have four eyeballs, and I’d never know. That would be so cool.

      I readied my camera, corralling Quinn with my arm gently around her frail shoulders so we could hide behind the bushes on the side of the house, but still see the cuteness. Antonio stood a few feet behind us, looking over his shoulder at absolutely nothing. It had taken Bastien a few months to relax out here, too. Untouchables had paranoia engrained deep down, and it took time to undo the soldier mentality that kept them always on-guard.

      Link bounded through the grass, booming out in his beautiful brogue, “Honey, I’m home!”

      Bastien dropped his hoe, his mouth falling open and eyes wide as saucers. He didn’t have the sense to brace himself as Link crashed into him with all the unstoppable strength of a freight train, bowling him clean over. Hugh Jackman hissed and swiped at Link, but when Bastien let out an elated laugh, Hugh reassessed the threat level with an irritable huff.

      “What are you doing here?” Bastien laughed, hugging his friend until the sweetness devolved into a wrestling match that flattened the area Draper had just tilled.

      “What am I doing here? I’ve come to see how soft you’ve gotten. Living in a posh house, gardening with your family in the middle of the day? What’s become of Bastien the Bold?”

      “He’s about to kick your ass! I’ll show you soft.” The two rolled around, dueling for dominance and laughs, letting out loud roars and dramatic cries of pain when the other “got one in on them.” They were totally precious. They’d missed each other – needed each other, in a sense. There was a deep vein of brotherhood that ran to a permanent place in their hearts. It was difficult for anyone else to understand all they’d been through to earn their Untouchable status.

      When they stopped to catch their breaths, Link’s smile couldn’t be contained. “Ye look happy, brother. Well-fed, too.” He slapped Bastien’s toned stomach, earning a punch to the shoulder.

      Quinn stiffened at the punch, reminding me that she was totally out of her element and couldn’t assess how much of a threat everything was at the moment. I squeezed her shoulder. “It’s alright. Did Link tell you much about Bastien?”

      Quinn shook her head, but didn’t open her mouth.

      “They’re in the Brotherhood together. You know how they are. Big, formidable warriors to everyone else, but utter goofball cutie pies around each other.” I kept my arm around her shoulders and rubbed her bicep gently to soothe her nerves. Or maybe that was making her more uneasy; it was hard to tell.

      Antonio scoffed at my sum-up. “Ye know nothing about the Brotherhood. Ye wear our mark, so ye think ye know us.”

      I turned to meet his eyes over my shoulder. There was a moment when I debated taking the high road, but I quickly veered off into no man’s land. “Oh, but I do know you. That’s what I said, right? I know everything from your shoe size to what color dresses you like to wear on a Friday night. Green, to match your eyes. Bitch of a corset, though.”

      Antonio squinted at me, as if trying to figure out how pissed he was going to get at me for dishing out instead of rolling over and quaking in my boots. “Link is young,” he said to explain away my comment about them being cutie pies.

      “Good. See that he stays that way. I’d end it all right now if Link ever started looking as surly as you do.”

      When Antonio’s comments simmered to a cool grumbling, Quinn spoke quietly to me. “Tha’s the most I’ve ever seen Link smile.”

      “Bastien loves Link. Are you two…” I didn’t know the Amish way to ask if they were hooking up. “Are you and Link together?”

      “Link is a good man,” she replied, answering nothing.

      “That’s very true. Come on. I want you to meet everyone.” I walked slowly with her, when I really wanted to bound up to Link and hug-tackle him. She had several false starts, but eventually she moved through the grass toward the others. “Hey, everyone. This is Link’s friend, Quinn.”

      Lane stood, picked up Lucas and wrapped Quinn in a hug I knew she didn’t understand. It was as if she was expecting to get jumped or something. “It’s so nice to meet you. Please tell me you’re staying for a while. We’d love to have you for as long as you’d like to visit.”

      “Aye, Ma’am. I think Link means to stay for a few days.”

      Draper introduced himself, but she flinched when he extended his hand to her. My big brother was a sweetheart, his blue eyes falling with pity when it became more and more clear that Quinn had been abused. He retracted his hand and bowed. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Quinn. I’m Duchess Elaine of Avalon’s son, Draper.” He motioned to Lane, who smiled with empathy in her eyes.

      Quinn’s intake of breath told me Link hadn’t clued her into anything. She got down on her knees and bowed her head. “Forgive me, your majesty. I didn’t know.”

      Lane didn’t wave off her apology, but placed her hand on Quinn’s bonnet. “I’m glad to meet you, my dear. This is my son, Draper, and my daughter, Rosie, and my baby, Lucas.” She motioned toward the garden with a smile. “And that’s my husband, Duke Reyn.”

      I sniggered at the title. I couldn’t help it. It was too cute. Duke Reyn. If only Avalon could see him humming a song and doing The Macarena while he gargled every morning. That’s right, Lane and I set out to educate our men on the more important aspects of life in Common.

      Lane met Antonio’s stormy eyes, her shoulders rolling back to make her look like pure royalty. “I’m Duchess Elaine of the Tenth District of Avalon.”

      “Antonio the Horrible of Éireland.”

      Lane dipped her chin to acknowledge with respect the pain his life had held. To earn your status, you had to fight your way out of the army, which was basically being jumped and beaten down by all of your compatriots. If you escaped with your life, no one could lay a hand on you again. There were only five Untouchables in all of Faîte, if that tells you how nearly impossible the whole thing is. Lane was kind to acknowledge the pain a man carried with him if he was lucky enough to survive the brutality. “Untouchables are always welcome in our home.”

      Antonio looked on Lane as if she was smaller than him. I guess technically he was right, but I didn’t like the way he sneered, as if trying to make her feel less. “I should say so. We’re welcome anywhere we hang our hat. It’s our right.”

      Lane didn’t forfeit a centimeter of her cool. “That may be true, but being welcomed and taking rudely are two very different things. I’m happy to have any friends of my son-in-law in my home – whether they’re entitled or not.”

      Antonio grumbled, as if Lane being awesome was something to be frustrated about.

      I helped Quinn to stand from her humble bowing, wrapping my arms around her because she seemed to need the reminder that no one was going to off-with-your-head her. She was stiff in my arms until we crossed the ten seconds mark. Then she seemed to believe I wasn’t going to hurt her. Her shoulders loosened and I felt her exhale.

      Lane and I exchanged a look of concern, wondering what Quinn had been through that made her brace herself like that.
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