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      Please, please, please let the plasma center still be open when I get there.

      I swirled the dregs out of a French press and washed the glass container with care. I was in a hurry to get to the center, but I also needed this job, so cutting corners wasn’t an option.

      With its meditation music playing on a loop and prayer flags hanging from the ceiling, The Mystic Bean gave the impression of an über relaxed workplace, a place where the employees might light up a joint on their break. It was all a façade, the manager didn’t take any guff. I only hoped that the shop would remain empty until Alan got back from break. Having to help customers would slow me down.

      “Why do you look so glum, Violet? Isn’t it your weekend? From both gigs, right?”

      Llewellyn, my eclectic Wiccan co-worker, whose real name was Rachel, wrapped her arm around my shoulder. “You must have some hot plans!”

      Her positioning made washing dishes more difficult, but I didn’t complain. Llewellyn was a friend and the reason I’d landed this job.

      “Nope, nothing happening.”

      Except for donating as much plasma as they’d suck from me, and racing to St. Francis’ Assisted Living Home to pay a bill. But after those errands, I really didn’t have anything lined up for my days off. Making plans often meant spending money, and even with two jobs, I couldn’t afford to do anything.

      Llewellyn frowned.

      “Except for going to the library,” I invented an activity on the spot to make her happy.

      She thought I didn’t get out enough, which was true. But money problems aside, I’d rather stay in anyhow. Not because I was an antisocial hermit—I enjoyed people’s company most of the time—but drowning out their inner voices in my head often exhausted me. Especially when the voices always seemed to belong to the biggest weirdos. People who, given my family history, I didn’t want to associate with.

      “Oh good, the library. For a second, I worried that you’d waste your most formative, experimental years doing something boring like smoking pot and overindulging in tacos or backpacking through Europe with five bucks in your pocket.”

      My friend rolled her eyes and brushed her long, silver hair, which had been artfully highlighted with copper, over her shoulder.

      “I like your new dye job. It’s unique,” I said.

      For a brief two-day period, she’d gone back to her natural brown color, which had been odd. I preferred the brighter look.

      “Thanks. It’s more me.” She wagged her finger at me. “But don’t think you can change the subject like that and get away with it.”

      I grinned sheepishly. It had been worth a try.

      “You know you can join our coven circle, right? You might find it interesting.” She narrowed her eyes as if she was peering into my soul. “I sense some witchy vibes from you.”

      Llewellyn had invited me to the circle at least a dozen times. I’d always declined precisely for the reason that she stated. I knew that I was different, but unlike Llewellyn, I didn’t want anyone else knowing.

      Because being too different got people locked in a padded room.

      She sighed. “Whatever. Enjoy the library. But if you want to have some real fun, hit me up. This weekend, we’re going to try to contact a different world. Ganon says that the stars are aligned, and another realm is close, so we might be able to peek beyond the veil.”

      I stifled a groan. Ganon, Llewellyn’s boyfriend, was such a tool. His presence was yet another reason not to go.

      Llewellyn didn’t notice my disdain and kept chattering about other realms. I mostly tuned it out, intent on finishing my closing duties and getting out of there. But when she paused in her speech, I met her eyes to see if she expected me to answer. She tilted her head as if she’d had a deep thought.

      “I hope they can understand us if we break through the veil. If they can’t, I guess we can always fall back on body language. I should call Ganon and see if he’s considered that.” She whipped around and strode to the back office to get witchy business done.

      I released an exhale. Sometimes when Llewellyn started talking, she didn’t stop for hours. I’d gotten off easy.

      Finishing the dishes, I grabbed a rag to wipe down the counters. Alan should be back any minute, and then I could leave.

      I’d conquered half the barista counter space when the bell on the front door rang. A funny sensation came over me, and I glanced up. My breath hitched, and the rag fell from my hand as a guy swaggered into the shop.

      With his defined, square jaw, thick black hair, perfect aquiline nose, and gorgeous brown eyes that seemed to blaze with a hint of cabernet red, he immediately intimidated me. By the way he walked and radiated power, you’d think he owned the place. And that wasn’t even taking into account all the muscles. His freaking muscles had muscles. Putting aside the distracting, massive, crimson purse he wore, he was easily the hottest guy I’d ever seen. Which was why every other time he’d come in, I’d dashed into the backroom.

      This time, however, I was the only one in the shop to help him. And unfortunately, he’d already caught me staring. My insides twisted, and I averted my eyes. The espresso machine officially became the most interesting thing I’d ever seen, but I could still feel his gaze burning through me. Demanding my attention.

      All the nerves running through me made me drop the mental barriers that I kept up around my mind. The moment they fell, a voice emerged in my head.

      Is the human just going to stand there? Or come and take my order?

      My spine stiffened. What the hell? The human?!

      I scanned the room for any aliens or animals that I might have suddenly developed the ability to hear.

      Nope. Only the hot guy stood in front of me. Another man who resembled a weasel was coming in the door, but I couldn’t have heard him from that far away.

      Maybe the human doesn’t see me?

      Hot Guy waved his arm, and my mouth dropped open.

      Holy crap. I’d heard Hot Guy. And he thought he was something other than human.

      My eyes darted to the murse. I should have seen it coming. After all, I only heard weirdos.

      “Hello?!” Hot Guy asked, as if I hadn’t seen him wave like he was trying to guide an airplane onto the tarmac.

      I hurriedly reassembled my mental barriers.

      “Um, hi. Sorry. I had a brain fart.”

      Hot Guy’s perfect features twisted into an expression that made me wonder if I had accidentally said that I ate my poo.

      “Errr, anyway.” I shuffled up to the register. “What can I get you?”

      Hot Guy glanced at the menu, which was comical given his history. For the past week, he’d ordered the same thing every day. My co-workers commented on it each time because the order was so precise and bizarre.

      A moment later, his eyes met mine, and I suppressed a shiver.

      “A sandwich with ten pieces of roast beef, ten pieces of cheese, and hot sauce coating both sides of the bread. NO vegetables. And a mocha with a teaspoon of cinnamon.”

      “Coming right up,” I said as if it wasn’t weird that he wanted a disgusting amount of meat and cheese. And so much cinnamon! What was he trying to do, anyway? Blast his taste buds off with spice?

      “That’ll be nine bucks.”

      Hot Guy twisted so that I could barely see his bag. He shuffled items around and cast a furtive glance in my direction. After a few moments of searching, he extracted a bill and handed it over.

      That’s when I noticed his tattoos. His right arm bore a line of them. Done in bright blue ink, they reminded me of Nordic runes that I’d seen in a book Llewellyn had shown me. My gaze shifted to his left arm. Tattoos were there too but done in a totally different style. A blue dragon had been drawn closest to his wrist, and a human, centaur, gryphon, and giant spider appeared as my gaze traveled toward his elbow. Each creature morphed into the next seamlessly, like on a totem pole.

      They were the most unique tattoos I’d ever seen, which said a lot, considering my place of employment.

      “This is enough, correct?” Hot Guy grunted.

      I blinked. He was still holding out the bill and waiting for me to take it. It was a fifty. Obviously more than enough for his sandwich and mocha.

      He must be foreign.

      “Yeah, plenty,” I said, taking the bill and handing him back the change, which he stuffed into his bag.

      “Interesting murse,” I said. “Most dudes I see go for a neutral shade, but the bold color suits you.”

      Even though I thought the murse was funny, it was true. Red suited him. Then again, I doubted that any hue would look bad on Hot Guy.

      He grabbed the bag as if I’d threatened to steal it, and the items inside clinked.

      I tilted my head.

      “Whatcha hiding in that thing? Barbells?”

      “Murse?” Hot Guy retorted as he held onto the bag for dear life.

      “Yeah, man-purse. Murse. They’re all the rage among hipsters nowadays.”

      “This is not a purse. It is a satchel.”

      I bit my lip. “Which is another word for a big purse.”

      His frown deepened.

      “Errr . . . I’ll have your coffee right out. The sandwich will be a few more minutes.”

      Hot Guy scowled and marched off without tipping.

      My cheeks warmed. Note to self, don’t make fun of a dude’s murse.

      I fulfilled the next guy’s order—a black cup of joe—and set to work making the sandwich and mocha. When the order was ready, I called it out and scurried away. I didn’t want to risk actually having to talk to Hot Guy again.

      He took his food to a table, where he proceeded to eat slowly. The other dude seemed content to stare out the window, so I resumed cleaning the café. Every so often, Hot Guy looked up and scowled at me, obviously still salty about my comment.

      I couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

      Finally, after what felt like a year, Alan returned from his break. I filled him in on what I’d done and had just removed my apron when Hot Guy stood, patted down his precious murse, and headed for the door.

      A sigh gusted out of me, and I released my barriers. When Alan and I worked together, I didn’t need them. He wasn’t among the odd sorts that I could hear. Heck, I probably didn’t need them with Llewellyn either, but I kept them up as a precaution because she was a Wiccan. Who knew when she’d cast a spell that might make her aware of my ability? If that happened, I’d have a crapload of explaining to do, and I preferred to keep my secret.

      I waited behind the counter to give Hot Guy a few minutes so he wouldn’t think I was following him.

      The dude who had come in right after him shot up out of his seat and rushed out the door, too.

      Can’t lose him like that idiot Sven did.

      I jumped. Well, crap. Was Hot Guy still outside? The voice had sounded a little more high-pitched. But maybe he was just frustrated? I walked to the door and glanced out the window to check.

      Hot Guy was striding north down the sidewalk, out of my range. Weasel Face headed in the same direction and looked to be in a rush. I shook my head, unsure what was happening with my ability. I was about to write the whole afternoon off as one strange mess when I noticed Hot Guy cross to the other side of the street. Weasel Face did, too. Not five seconds later, Hot Guy crossed the street again, back to the original side. Apparently, he was lost.

      The other guy followed. When Hot Guy stopped, Weasel Face stopped. And then he hid behind a trash can.

      My eyebrows knitted together, and I instinctively glanced at the table that Weasel Face had occupied. His cup of coffee stared up at me, untouched.

      I sucked in a breath as I realized that the second voice had been Weasel Face, the man who’d entered the shop right after Hot Guy.

      And judging by how strangely he was acting right now, I was pretty sure of one thing. Weasel Face was following Hot Guy.
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      “This blasted thing makes no sense!”

      I wiggled the enchanted scale Virhan had given me. I had been walking back and forth across the street, waiting for the palm-sized locator to glow and indicate the way I should go. It had been the same aggravation all week. The glowing light would waver and then disappear like the wind. Mage Virhan would not steer me wrong, yet the tool offered me no help as he had promised.

      As the high mage of Draessonia, he had more knowledge of the human realm than anyone except my father. Harnessing a dragon scale as an enhanced compass was a solid concept. The trouble had to come from my ineptitude, which I could not abide. My gut boiled with irritation.

      The buildings on each side of the road were only two or three stories tall, so I could see over them if I rose into the air. But in my other form, I would be unable to read the glittering object.

      Finding my targets should not be this difficult.

      The clouds overhead shifted like a giant gray beast rolling in its bed, hibernating with blissful ignorance of what happened below. It was no wonder with the way soggy debris littered the streets, stinking of wet dogs. The hard angles of colorless buildings created a drab landscape not worthy of notice.

      I rested my hand against my satchel. The warmth emanating through the leather gave me strength and peace. Only my mission mattered.

      The beautiful serving woman had commented about my satchel. Amusement glinted in her eyes when she called it something like a purse. The realm’s customs were still new to me, but it was clear she meant the term as an insult. How else would I carry my precious charges?

      In my world, someone in her position would never judge me. They would grovel before me to show respect due to my station. Not that woman. Her blue eyes pinned my stare, sparkling like she held a secret—like she had a right to challenge me. Annoyingly, I found myself caring about her opinion.

      I shook my head to clear the image of the pleasing purple streak that had contrasted with her fair hair. I had witnessed no one else in this realm with such markings. She would be interesting to speak with if I had time to study the realm, but I did not. All the mornings I had taken a meal in her establishment, I had kept my distance for that reason. The brief time allotted for my task did not permit such distractions.

      I inhaled and released in a slow, steady breath. Keep focused—remember the mission.

      Time was slipping away. Whatever impulse drew me to that coffee shop and that woman, I had to ignore. No matter how the glint in her eyes struck my curiosity.

      Once more, I cradled the shimmery scale in my hand and waited for it to signal the right direction. This area of town was not large, but even among a handful of humans, I should have found at least one carrying the ancient blood.

      Yet, I found none.

      It had been five days since I stepped through the portal Virhan opened for me. I feared things had gotten worse back home. Had father thwarted the coup? The danger weighed on my mind as I wandered this realm. By this time, I had expected to be home.

      If anyone died in my absence, I would not forgive myself for this delay. Were they⁠—

      A shout echoed off the buildings behind me, cutting my musings short. I twisted toward the noise and straightened my spine in surprise. The serving woman was waving her arms. Checking my bag, I ran my hand over each lump, counting. Six . . . none were missing.

      She jogged in my direction, and a flush rushed through my middle at her presence. But her reddened face and abrupt movements spoke to the soldier in me, rousing my protective instincts. She needed my assistance. Or so I thought until she halted and flapped her hands, pointing to my left.

      What strange behavior.

      A flash of movement near my shoulder gave me a split-second notice before a body slammed into me. The force made me stumble, but I righted myself with haste. Screams from other humans filled the air, and footsteps scrambled against the road’s hard surface as many hurried away. Only a scrawny male, the one who had accosted me, remained.

      His beady eyes glinted as he sneered and leapt at me once again.

      I jabbed my forearm against his chest, forcing the air from his lungs as he fell to the ground with a satisfying thunk. But he scrambled back up faster than I expected. Instantly, he brought his fists up.

      This man was quick and sneaky but also a saphead. Two hands taller and at least twice his body mass, he stood no chance against me in a fight. Why would he take such a risk?

      A growl escaped my throat as I stared him down. If he had hit my precious cargo, I would have snapped his neck.

      “Are you alright?” the woman called from a distance.

      I glanced in her direction. She was still out of danger ten paces away, but she kept darting her gaze between me and the fool.

      There was no time for me to answer as the man charged once again.

      I gritted my teeth and let out a roar. Hesitation crossed the man’s features before I reached for his throat. Like a wily eel, the lout slipped under my grasp and twisted out of reach. Louse!

      The situation required more arduous attention. I adjusted my satchel to rest against the back of my hip and shoved the scale into a pocket.

      He cartwheeled to the side, ending with a backflip as if he were a court jester. That would make sense from his ragged appearance. Charging forward, he tried to leap again, but I was prepared and grabbed his jacket. He yelped when his feet left the ground, dangling as I lifted my arm higher. Who was this man? He would answer my questions before I decided his fate.

      A moment later, only limp cloth remained in my hand as he succeeded in wriggling himself free of the coat, though he did not run. I tossed the article aside and followed his movements as he circled. He lacked sense, but I had to give him credit for the spirit. However, his courage did not dissuade me. I would end this in a manner that left him capable of speech. There was a reason he attacked me. I needed to find out what reason he had for this attack.

      He leapt again, but instead of coming straight at me, he scissored his legs and swiped my feet before he hit the ground and rolled over his shoulder. I fell to one knee, bracing myself on the ground with one hand. Small, sharp stones jammed into my skin but did not pierce the tight weave of my military-issue trousers. My angle caused the satchel to slip. I grabbed it before it swung away from my body.

      A foot caught me in the jaw, stunning me. Enough was enough!

      I pulled myself together, sucked in a deep breath, and glared at my prey. My crouched position gave me leverage. I burst to my feet and charged.

      The man ran—straight to the side of the nearest building.

      What a coward! I curled the corner of my lip as my muscles tensed. I had him! He had nowhere to go.

      In a blur of motion, he threw one foot up high onto the wall. Momentum carried him upside down over my head to land behind us.

      I spun to face him. “Who are you?”

      I did not expect him to answer. Why would he? I had allowed him to escape my grasp not once but twice. I clenched my fists until my fingernails bit into my palms. I would not fear such incompetence.

      The sound of shuffling feet echoed in the lonely corridor. A quick glance to my left confirmed the serving woman was watching from behind a green metal box reeking of refuse. It bristled that she had witnessed my weakness against such a lowly opponent.

      The man said nothing. An annoying grin flitted across his face.

      My focus snapped into place as heat boiled in my veins. I let my anger take over as I rushed to grab him. He dodged left. Aware of his cunning ways, I did not take his bait. My skilled observations proved correct when, in the next second, he pivoted right.

      I snatched him by the neck and let out a victory cry.

      He swung his body, using his core muscles, and braced his feet against my chest. My grip tightened on his neck, and I used my other hand to trap one of his legs. If he tried to squirm out of my hold, he’d only break a bone. It was my turn to smile.

      “He has a knife!” the serving woman screamed.

      I scanned the man for a weapon but saw nothing.

      Was she attempting to distract me? Perhaps I’d been the foolish one, and they were they working together. No matter; they would not hinder my mission. The hatchlings would not fall prey to ruffians.

      My eyes darted back to the woman. Had I misjudged her? She had appeared truthful each morning she prepared the delicious sandwich that went so well with my coffee.

      A glint of steel flashed as it sliced across my chest. My mind registered nothing more than a sting, a small bug bite, even when my blood trickled down my skin. As if in slow motion, I saw an athame—the black handle firmly in the palm of the wiry man.

      The knife was a problem for sure, but it was the symbol on the blade that chilled my fire as nothing else could.

      My hold slackened just a fraction, enough for the man to use to his advantage and shove himself out of my grasp. As soon as his feet hit the ground, he sprinted down a side street and disappeared. Before I could give chase, footsteps approached me from the other side.

      His accomplice.

      I spun to face the woman. She weighed next to nothing and stood just below my shoulder, but she had caused me a defeat in battle.

      “Who are you? Tell me now or die!” I spat the words and instantly regretted my temper. She had done nothing to prove her alliance with the man or deserve such harsh consequences . . . yet. I inhaled until my lungs screamed for release. My ire needed to wait until she proved herself guilty.

      She skidded to a stop with a gasp. Then, impossibly, rather than bow in contrition, she glared . . . at me!

      She should have dropped to the ground, folded herself over her knees, and trembled. Instead, she balled her fists at her side. A sour taste filled my mouth, and I lifted my lips into a sneer.

      “I saved your life, Asshat! Don’t threaten me.”

      I leaned into my heels, startled by her boldness. She created no threat, but she radiated with an energy I could not identify. As I stared, she arched a brow and slapped a hand onto her hip. The slight tilt of her head gave her an allure that I instantly shoved from my mind.

      “Why isn’t your blood red?” She jabbed her finger at my chest.

      I glanced down at my already healing wound, which had oozed a noticeable purple hue.

      If that knife had been what it appeared, I would be on the ground convulsing by now. It was a fake, but who in this realm would have knowledge of that symbol? And how would they know I had come here?

      “Are you going to answer me or just stand there like an idiot?”

      I raised my stare to the feisty servant. My satchel still rested on my hip, and I checked again that all remained well inside. Assured that it did, I stepped closer, then closer still, closing the gap between us.

      The boldness slipped from her face, and her throat bobbed as she swallowed. But then she braced herself and stood tall. Impressive.

      I fought off a smirk. She had more nerve than the jester. It made no sense for her to approach me if she had been his partner, but she was definitely bold.

      Still towering over her, I pulled my shoulders back to make myself as intimidating as possible. A tantalizing scent of hydrake flowers and apples blended with the pungent coffee aroma from her shop as I leaned closer. Within inches of her nose, I halted and focused on her eyes. Though the way a charge of energy bolted through my chest, getting so close may have been a mistake.

      “How did you know he had a knife?”

      Her lips pursed into a tight line as she tried to keep her strong facade. Perhaps she finally understood her place? Except that her wide blue gaze dropped to roam over my chest and shoulders.

      After a moment, it stopped at where the false athame had ripped my shirt, and she lifted her hand to touch me.

      I grabbed her wrist, holding only tight enough to stop her. Her soft skin melted against my fingertips. How could such a fiery woman have such a delicate wrist?

      I bounced a peek to the skies to clear my thoughts. I would not allow her to distract me further.

      “No one touches me without permission.” My snarl came out more harshly than I intended. Old habits. “Explain how you knew about the knife.”
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      I gasped. Hot Guy had touched me. No. He’d grabbed me—like he owned me or something.

      Oh, hell no.

      “The knife?” he pressed.

      I yanked my wrist away from Hot Guy—who I renamed Anger Issues Guy—and took a step back.

      “Are you freaking kidding me? I just saved your butt! Is this how you thank someone who helps you? By interrogating them?”

      My eyes strayed once more to the place on his chest where Weasel Face slashed him. Seconds before I’d thought I could actually see it healing and although I’d thought I was crazy then, now I wasn’t so sure. The injury had almost completely healed, leaving behind only a thin crevice of purple marring tanned skin.

      Normal cuts didn’t bleed purple or heal like that. I’d once had a paper cut that had persisted for a freaking week. But this dude had been slashed by a dagger.

      An honest to God dagger!

      This neighborhood was going to shit.

      I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Plus, you never answered my question, and I asked first. Why isn’t your blood red?”

      He sneered. The expression hardened his handsome face and was intimidating—although, I definitely wouldn’t let him know that. I’d grown up rough and tumble and had dealt with jerks way worse than him.

      Well, unless he was an assassin. And judging by the way he’d fought off Weasel Face, I hadn’t ruled that option out yet. But if that was the case, I was screwed anyway.

      He must have realized that I wasn’t going to budge, because he glanced down at his injury, which by now had healed, and wiped off a smear of blood.

      “It is the mark of my kind.”

      The mark of his kind? What the actual hell?

      “Like, where you were born?”

      “And my race and high rank in society.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Talk about snooty! “Okay, where are you from then?”

      He pressed his lips together. “My turn to ask questions. How did you know that man had an athame?”

      “Athame . . . you speak strangely,” Something was very off about him. “What’s your name?”

      Studying other cultures was a hobby of mine. Since I knew little about my own family’s past, I overcompensated by learning about others and where they came from. As a result, I could often figure out a person’s lineage, or at least a portion of it, from their surname. Plus, if I needed to report him, having a name would come in handy.

      He grunted.

      “If you answer me, I might tell you how I knew about the dagger.”

      He shook his head. “In my homeland, others do not order me around. I am coming to realize that things might be different here.”

      Called it. Totally a foreigner.

      “No question about that,” I agreed. “Your name?”

      “You may call me Rone of House Ignatius. I hail from Baskara.”

      That wasn’t anywhere near Portland. We didn’t have fancy family houses in the Pacific Northwest, just old money and rich tech transplants. It sounded like Rone might be Eastern European, and perhaps from a noble family. Both would explain the odd accent and how he obviously thought he was better than others.

      “Well, Rone, I’m Violet.” I sidestepped him as I spoke, hoping to ease away.  “Just Violet, because I don’t need fancy titles to feel important.”

      I had no intention of telling Rone that I’d heard Weasel Face think about a dagger before he attacked. As far as I was concerned, I’d saved his butt, and he should be grateful.

      “Good to meet you. Anyway, I have places to be.”

      I took two steps before he grabbed my wrist again. A squeal ripped from my lips and I whirled around to tell him off but stopped short.

      His eyes sparked with anger as he brought his face closer to mine. “Tell me how you knew about the knife. And what you are.”

      My stomach dropped to my knees. What I was? How did he know that I was different?

      I shook my head. Now wasn’t the time to clarify. Now was the time to get the eff out of here.

      “I saw the knife. In the coffee shop.”

      Rone’s eyes narrowed. “You are lying.”

      “I’m not.” My voice cracked. “And if you don’t stop grabbing me, I’ll call the police.”

      Laughter boomed from Rone, but he didn’t let go.

      “I’m serious!” I said, and wished that I actually had a phone to make good on that threat.

      He glanced around the empty street before turning his attention back on me.

      “How? No one is nearby. They all ran off while I fought that lout with the dagger. The same dagger that you somehow knew he had right before he attempted to maim me with it.”

      He leaned closer, and scents of cinnamon, pepper, and wood fire washed over me. If he wasn’t interrogating me, I’d happily sniff him all day. If that wasn’t weird, that is.

      “Tell me how you knew of the athame, or I might have to bring in those police you speak of. Perhaps you and that man worked together to attack me? You saw the funds I carried when I paid at your shop.” With his other hand, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the change I’d made for him.

      My mouth fell open at his nerve. “I’m sorry, but you think I’d rob you for forty dollars? Well, actually twenty after Weasel Face and I split it?” I rolled my eyes. “Geez, dude. I’m hard up, but I’m not a criminal. And if I were one, I’d definitely steal more than a twenty!”

      Rone’s lips tightened.

      A shiver spider walked down my spine as he repositioned himself to loom over me.

      “You will tell me.”

      My chest constricted, and something inside me shifted. An overwhelming sensation made it hard to breathe. Blinking, I noticed that my vision had begun to blur.

      Rone’s hand gripped me harder, and the discomfort intensified. Panicking a little, I allowed my mental barriers to drop.

      Even if I have to use fire, I will make her tell me.

      Fire!? Holy balls! I had to get out of there.

      I tried to pull my hand away, but Rone was too strong. So I did the only thing I could think of that might get him to drop his guard.

      “I can read minds,” I screamed.

      As I thought it would, Rone’s grip on my wrist loosened. I ripped out of his grasp and sprinted away.

      “Violet! Wait!” Rone yelled.

      Hell no, I wasn’t an idiot. I picked up the pace, and made it around the corner before Rone caught up with me. I nearly ran into a wall as I darted to the side, trying to put space between us. My eyes narrowed as I glared at him, which was when I noticed that his breathing was measured, not ragged and fast like mine.

      Ugh, of course, he could run without being winded. He might be crazy, but physically, the guy was perfect.

      “Violet! You said you can read minds?”

      “Yes! I’m a freak!” I wheezed as I pushed harder to get away. “Now leave me alone!”

      I waved my arms as we ran by a group of people. I hoped they’d notice how frantic I was and would call the cops for me.

      But Rone didn’t leave. He didn’t even look bothered by my antics. In fact, he did the exact opposite of backing off, and threw his body in front of mine, making me grind to a halt.

      “And you heard him think about the athame?”

      Unable to suck down enough air to form words, I nodded.

      Rone had one hell of a single-track mind. Maybe if I gave him what he wanted, he’d leave me alone?

      He glanced around as if he didn’t want anyone to overhear. “Can you read everyone’s mind?”

      My stomach screwed up tight. This was one of my most guarded secrets. Only Mom knew what I could do, and now I’d blurted it to a total stranger.

      And yet, this stranger wasn’t looking at me like I was insane. He looked . . . curious.

      “No. Just some people’s. They’re usually weirdos like you.”

      “Violet . . .” Rone’s tone had softened, and his eyes roamed over me like he was trying to figure me out.

      His mood swings were almost enough to give me whiplash. Although, there was an upside to this reversal. Now that his anger had dissipated, a wave of attraction replaced it, rolling over me, and soothing the frantic adrenaline rush.

      “Uh, yeah?”

      I was suddenly mesmerized by the changes in him. Especially the way his cabernet eyes seemed to light up as he looked at me.

      “You are a supernatural, are you not?”

      I jerked back. Oh, hell. He was as crazy as Mom.

      “You are the first I have come across in this world,” Rone continued, oblivious to my incredulity. “Are you a witch? Or of the fae-born?”

      “Sure. I’m a supernatural, and you have wings.” I rolled my eyes. “Stop talking gibberish.”

      His eyebrows knitted together as he cocked his head. “I cannot access my wings in this form.”

      I threw my hands in the air. There was always something wrong with the hot ones, and Rone was clearly no exception.

      Counterintuitively, knowing that he had a few screws loose instantly made him less scary. After all, I had plenty of experience with mental instability in my life. My mom . . .

      My heart stopped as what I’d planned to do after work came rushing back. I glanced down at my watch, one of Mom’s old ones that made me remember better times, and gasped.

      Crap! The plasma center was closed.

      But I still needed to visit Mom . . . she expected me around this time every week. Hopefully, I could dodge Micah and pay back what I owed him next week.

      My eyes lifted to meet Rone’s. I didn’t have time for this nonsense anymore.

      “To be clear, I’m a basic human. But I’m also a basic human who has to catch her ride. So this is where I suggest that you seek a therapist, and leave you. Good luck with. . .”

      What? Living in crazy town? Random street fights? Your gross sandwich orders?

      “Your life,” I settled on, and stomped off to catch my bus.
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      This woman, Violet, had connections to the supernatural world, even if she denied it. I would investigate the reason for her lies another time. For now, I could use her help.

      A good leader utilized all of his resources during a mission. I needed to keep that bit of training in mind because Violet could help me with my quest.

      According to Virhan, the most respected High Mage of all time, dragonbloods—should be present in a significant percentage of the human population. Virhan had served my house through three crowning cycles; if he said there were my kind in this realm, there must be. I simply must not be using the scale he provided correctly. Perhaps this woman’s assistance would be better.

      With that in mind, I followed Violet. After several furtive glances over her shoulder, I increased the distance between us. When she sat on a bench on the side of the road, I approached with care and stopped a few paces from her.

      Activity in the area had resumed after my fight. People milled about, but I could see no reason for the resting spot.

      “Does your driver meet you at this spot? Why is he not waiting for you? Have you called for him?”

      Violet twisted to look at me. Her gaze narrowed as if my question confused her.

      Although Virhan tried to prepare me for my quest, many parts of the societal structure of this realm were unclear. As was my apparent error.

      “My driver? I take the bus. You have to wait for its timing. And I don’t call anyone. I can’t afford a cell phone right now. I just show up at the right time to get where I need to go.”

      She pointed to a scrolling screen of red letters streaming information. The abbreviated codes made no sense, and the moving letters threatened to give me a headache. I dropped the subject and observed how she handled the situation. This realm was too bright, loud, and flashy.

      I had been in plenty of situations where waiting was necessary. Standing watch on the outer wall was a requirement for all first-year military trainees. It was dull; nothing ever happened out there. The experience was an exercise in how to control one’s mind more than anything else, and that I could do easily.

      Once I settled into a comfortable stance, I steadied my breathing to conserve energy.

      After a time, Violet shot up and spun to face me. I leaned away, blinking. Her energy leaked into the air, spiking it with her floral scent and giving no doubt that she had lied about her heritage. But it was the way her eyes narrowed, and her lips pressed flat that made me curious. What had made her angry?

      “I want you to know that despite all this,” she gestured to my person, “you don’t scare me. But seriously . . . why are you still here?”

      “I have an important mission. The survival of my race depends on finding others of my kind among humans.”

      “Ha! Are you for real? I’m not asking about your life mission. Why are you standing here with me?” She placed a hand on her hip. “I have places to go, and I don’t need you following me around. Go wherever you were heading before you got into that street fight.”

      “I have decided that it is in my best interest to stay with you.”

      Her face hardened, and I tried a different approach.

      “I realize that you do not serve my house, but since you can hear the minds of others, I request your services.”

      Violet thrust her hands between us and shuffled her feet backward. “Listen, I don’t provide services. I realize that you’re not from here and don’t get our culture, but back off, man.”

      She dropped her hands but continued to edge away. “Clearly, you have a few screws loose, and I don’t want to turn you in. I think you should leave.”

      Once again, I did not understand her hostility or reluctance. Or this talk of screws . . . Serving the crown was a privilege. How did she not understand that?

       “Would you prefer my race suffers?” I pleaded. “Dragonbloods hid in your world for protection. Their existence here ensured the survival of my kind. They will be honored to offer safety for others like them as soon as they are found. You have skills that will help me.”

      “I have nothing you, or anyone else, needs. Whatever your mission is, it doesn’t include me.”

      Frustration churned inside me. She did not grasp the seriousness of my situation.

      “I only have a short time to find those who can bond with the hatchlings. To disregard your mind-reading skills would be senseless. Help me, and my homeland will honor you. If you wish to part ways after that, it will be your choice.”

      She was silent for a moment as if considering my offer.

      “There’s something I need to do first, and it’s personal. How about we meet up later, and I can help you then?” She shrugged and darted a glance to the road.

      A large vehicle carrying many others within it trundled up the street and screeched to a halt in front of us. Violet hurried through the opened doors.

      I hesitated at first, contemplating her suggestion, until I realized I had no way of contacting her and hastened to follow.

      The vehicle shook as I stepped aboard. The man sitting in a chair behind a large wheel appeared as if he had been squished in that position for some time. I ignored him and followed Violet down the cramped aisle.

      Violet glanced over her shoulder and stopped when she saw me. Her back slumped, and she groaned before spinning around, muttering something that sounded like ‘. . . not pulling a fast one on you.’

      Human turns of phrases were so odd. I asked her to repeat herself, but the man in the chair interrupted me.

      “Hey, buddy, pay or get off,” he demanded.

      I faced him and let a low growl echo from my chest.

      He wisely leaned away from me but pointed to a screen.

      The human language and that of my people were similar. Some terms and modern sayings were unfamiliar to me, but mostly it was the customs I didn’t understand.

      Why would I need to pay to ride in this crowded and unpleasant contraption? Were there no private carriages?

      Violet appeared at my side. “Since you insist on coming, give the man the fare.”

      Silence had descended within the coach. A glance over Violet’s head proved that every patron of the bus was watching me. I pulled out a few bartering papers from my pocket and arched an eyebrow at Violet, hoping she understood that I did not know how to use them. I didn’t want to admit my helplessness in such a public manner.

      Wordlessly, she pulled two of the bills from my hand and slid them into a slot under the screen. Two coins fell into a tray.

      “Grab those and come sit down.” Violet spun and stomped away.

      The seats were too narrow for my large frame. Violet inched closer to the wall, keeping a sliver of space between us. When the bus lurched forward, I grabbed the seat in front of me, thankful it was unoccupied. A snort came from Violet, and she tried to hide her grin by staring out the window.

      Despite a few curious peeks in our direction, the other patrons resumed their conversations, creating a similar dull hum as a tavern full of defeated warriors.

      “Are you ashamed of your supernatural heritage?” I asked, trying to ignore the tight quarters and the pungent scent of onions wafting from a man across the aisle.

      Violet snapped her head around and scanned the bus.

      “Don’t talk like that,” she hissed. “There are no such things as supernaturals, or different realms, or any of that other nonsense you’re spouting. Keep your mouth shut until we get where we’re going.”

      While no one in my realm would ever speak to me as Violet did, I was beginning to find her brazen attitude entertaining. However, accepting her command was a different thing altogether. As a prince, I accepted only my parents’ commands.

      “Where would that be?”

      “I’m going to visit my mom. It’s probably best you’re coming, you’ll fit right in there.”

      “I am popular among the common people.”

      Again, Violet snorted a laugh.

      Although I did not understand the humor, it made her eyes sparkle like the waters of Kiptara Lake. Her softened gaze sent a warm flare through my chest.

      We settled into silence. The bus lumbered past countless city blocks that I had yet to search.

      The city was larger than I had expected. Was it divided by class or profession? Perhaps I had not found any dragonbloods because they were in a different sector. Violet radiated a sense of contentment, so I would wait to ask her more questions until we were alone again.

      I fidgeted against the hard, unyielding seat under me and the one rubbing into my knees in front. As the ride lumbered on, the more my irritation grew. I disliked confinement in any situation, but this was like being an animal caught in a trap. The continual starting and stopping of the vehicle had my nerves on edge.

      My attention snapped to Violet when her fingers tapped on my shoulder. Right away, her breath hitched, and she jerked her hand back as if I had burned her. She pointed to the open door, wide-eyed. I hurried to my feet so that my hot skin would not affect her.

      I needed to keep better control of my emotions in this realm and take precautions against others touching me when frustrated or angry.

      I exited the bus first and handed the driver one of the papers from my pocket for his trouble. It startled him, but he thanked me profusely as I left. The fresh air rushed into my senses, and I enjoyed the reprieve from the odorous transport.

      “People don’t do that here,” Violet said as she moved to my side.

      “Do what?”

      “Tip the bus driver. Especially not with money like that.”

      “Money?”

      Violet pointed to my pocket. “You know, money, bills, cash . . . there are a lot of names for it.”

      My eyebrows narrowed, which elicited a sigh from her.

      “The paper you’ve been paying everyone with.”

      Ah, money, so that’s what they called their bartering papers. I made a note of that. “He did not appear offended.”

      “A Benjamin—sorry, a one-hundred-dollar bill—wouldn’t offend anyone. If you have money like that to throw around, why don’t you have a car? Or do you have your own driver—is that what you meant before?”

      “I have no personal vehicle in this realm.”

      It was odd how the humans placed such importance on their system of payment—and transportation.

      Suddenly, an idea struck.

      “Would you help me if I paid you to do so?”

      She eyed me sidelong, a curious expression on her face. Her lips twisted while she contemplated my offer.

      “How much are we talking about?” she finally asked.

      It made sense that she would wait to see how much I had, so she could make an informed decision. I reached into my satchel and pulled out a stack of bills, holding them up for her to see. “Would this be enough?”

      Her eyes widened, and a mischievous grin tugged at her cheek, suggesting we had struck a deal.
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      “Let’s get this straight. I have the next three days off from both of my jobs. I can work for you until my next shift at The Mystic Bean, but,” I held up a finger and whipped around to face Rone while I walked backward, “I won’t do anything illegal. And I swear to god, if you try to grab me again, I’ll knock your block off.”

      I balled my fist and shook it so he understood.

      Rone’s lips lifted in a smirk that insinuated his annoying disbelief that I might actually hurt him.

      Okay . . . who was I kidding? I couldn’t challenge those muscles. But kicking him in the nuts would be easy-peasy.

      “I get paid the moment the job is done. Are you cool with those terms?”

      The smug look vanished from his face, and his eyebrows furrowed. “ ‘Cool’?”

      “That means three days of no stealing or any other shady stuff,” I specified further. “If you cross a moral boundary that I don’t approve of, I’ll tell you. Are those terms agreeable to you, My Lord?”

      I stopped walking and performed an ironic curtsey that seemed to fit his out-of-touch, fancy persona.

      His face lit up at the gesture, and he bowed in the middle of the street.

      I made a memo-to-self never to do that again.

      “I agree to your terms,” Rone said as he rose. Then he lifted his hands palm-up, extended them into the space between us, and looked at me expectantly.

      “Ummm.”

      I lifted my own hands and lowered them onto his, palm to palm. I barely had time to notice that his skin was very warm, almost hot, when Rone squeezed my hands and bounced them up and down three times.

      “Our pact is sealed,” he announced.

      I arched an eyebrow as I reclaimed my hands. “Wonderful.”

      I had a job for the weekend. One that paid better than two months at my other gigs. A part of me felt a little bad about taking advantage of a foreigner who didn’t understand our money, but I squashed that good samaritan and buried her deep down. A girl had to do what she had to do in desperate times.

      And boy, were these desperate times.

      We’d turned the corner onto the assisted living home’s street when I realized that I should clue Rone in on a few things.

      “So, since you’re not from here⁠—”

      “Yes, Baskara is very far away,” Rone interrupted me.

      “Obviously,” I muttered. “Anyway, you should know that the place we’re about to visit is . . . different. My mom lives there, and some things you see might make you uncomfortable. If you don’t want to come inside, I get it. We can meet up somewhere at a certain time.”

      Rone shook his head. “I wish to remain with you. Once you have accomplished your familial obligation, we can begin work right away.” He patted his murse.

      Oh boy, can’t wait.

      “Okay, stick close by me. Don’t go opening doors to the rooms we pass.”

      Rone gave a thoughtful hum that told me I needed to keep an eye on him.

      When we reached the home, I checked in with the receptionist and listed Rone as a guest. Since I was on the approved visitor list, the receptionist processed us quickly and buzzed us back.

      Cracking the door open, I glanced left then right. Mom’s room was at the very rear of the building. The location was nice for her, because there was less road-noise, but sucked for me, because that meant there was a huge chance that a certain someone would spot me.

      I just wanted to get in, say hi to Mom so she wasn’t inconsolable for the next two days, and then begin whatever ludicrous job Rone had for me. Was that too much to ask?

      “Come on.” I waved for him to follow.

      As we made our way through the plain white hallways, we passed dozens of rooms. The doors were closed but featured large, shatter-proof windows so the staff could see inside. Those windows also ensured that we saw lots of sadness.

      To live here, you had to have lost all your mental faculties. Few luxuries existed, and none in the residents’ personal spaces: only a bed, a chair, and a dresser occupied the bedrooms. Some rooms were even padded for protection. And nearly all the occupants moaned, screamed, giggled, or talked to themselves as we strode by.

      “Are these humans in distress?” Rone asked after passing one room in which a woman sobbed.

      “A lot of them are physically fine, but mentally, yeah, they are sorta in distress. They need others to care for them, and sometimes—because they might hurt themselves—that looks a little different from what most people would expect.”

      I thought of Mom, who was more often than not bound to her bed. A lump rose in my throat.

      “But it’s for their own good,” I croaked.

      Rone looked like he was about to reply when the one person I’d been hoping to avoid turned the corner and pointed straight at me.

      “We need to talk, Violet,” Micah said, his chocolate brown eyes sparking.

      The thought of running flashed through my mind, but it vanished as quickly as it came. Ditching Mom was impossible, and Micah was her primary caregiver.

      “Hey, Micah,” I said as nonchalantly as possible. “What’s up?”

      Micah crossed his arms over his muscular chest. “You know what’s up. Are you ever going to pay me? I planned on using that dough tonight.”

      My teeth dug into my lip. “I’m sorry, I don’t have it.”

      I was in the wrong, but paying rent and eating had to come first.

      His lips pressed together. “What happened now?”

      As he spoke, he glanced over my shoulder to where Rone waited silently.

      “I planned on getting what I owed you after work, but . . . stuff came up.”

      There was no way in hell I would tell him about the streetfight, and all Rone’s crazy talk. I still thought the guy was nuts, but he’d promised to pay me a lot of money to work for him, so I needed him outside the home, not inside.

      Micah rolled his eyes. I was in for it.

      “Doesn’t it always with you, Vi? You know I don’t have a large salary either. I want to look out for you, I really do. But I need to look out for me, too.”

      “I understand.” My cheeks burned. I hated owing anyone anything. “I’ll have what I owe you next week. Promise.”

      Rone stepped forward and looked down at me. His eyebrows knitted together as he took in my sheepish expression.

      I considered removing my mental barriers to see what was in his nutso mind but refrained. People deserved their privacy.

      “Might I be of assistance?” he asked.

      Micah cocked his head. “If you got money and want to pay Violet’s debt, you can help.”

      “So this is a funding issue? Not a dough issue?”

      Micah’s eyes narrowed.

      Of course, Micah would use the one slang word I hadn’t taught Rone. I rushed to cover for my new employer’s strangeness.

      “He’s not from here,” I told Micah before turning to face Rone.

      “I borrowed money to pay one of Mom’s bills two weeks ago.” My cheeks scalded at the admission.

      “How much?” Rone held out a fistful of bills.

      “Only forty.” I took the wad of cash from him and extracted two twenties before handing back the rest. “It can come out of my pay for the weekend.”

      Rone beamed like he was Mother Teresa, eliciting a chuckle from me. He was just so . . . odd.

      “Your boyfriend?” Micah asked as I handed the money over.

      “A dude I met at The Mystic Bean who has odd jobs for me to do. We’re going to get started right after I hang with Mom.”

      “He’s not dangerous, right?” Micah asked, eyeing Rone with narrow eyes.

      I would bet a lot of money that Micah was studying the tattoos that lined Rone’s arms. Arms he had crossed tightly over his chest as he sized Micah up in return.

      “Nope,” I said and hoped it was true.

      He seemed so under control now. Like before had been an animalistic response, and now he was back to being a gentleman.

      Micah looked unsure. “Okay, I’ll take your word for it. Your Mom has been asking for you for the last half an hour.”

      I sighed. Mom had gone off the deep end five years ago, but somehow, she always remembered my Friday visits. It didn’t matter if I visited often, or not at all during the rest of the week. In her mind, Friday was our day.

      “Thanks,” I said before turning to Rone and gesturing for him to follow.

      I inhaled deeply as we approached Mom’s door, and opened it using the fob that allowed me to access her quarters at specified times.

      As soon as I opened the door, tears pricked in my eyes.

      “Hey, Mom,” I said, trying to keep my tone calm as I took in her position.

      She rocked on her bed with her eyes closed, arms wrapped around her legs. It was a way that she self-soothed, but seeing her like this always broke my heart.

      Mom’s eyes popped open at the sound of my voice, and she tried to hop off the bed, but the bindings around her wrists restricted her motion. Her eyes began to water, and she reached for me. After shutting the door, which automatically locked us in, I rushed to her side and loosened the bindings.

      “Rone, will you press that button?” I pointed to a yellow knob on the wall that told the staff someone was with Mom and she was unrestrained. He complied while I slipped the straps off her wrists.

      Not every patient needed them, but the bindings and the button were precautions the caregivers had deemed necessary after Mom had attempted to break out three times.

      I didn’t totally agree with them but seeing as this home was one of the few that accepted Mom’s financial assistance, allowing me to afford an apartment for myself, I wasn’t in a position to argue.

      Honestly, I was just happy she had a safe place to sleep, food to eat, and people who cared nearby. Emotionally, I couldn’t handle being here every day, but Micah and a few others took fantastic care of Mom.

      “What did you do today?” I asked as I perched on the edge of her bed.

      She pointed to a box across the room that Micah put all her drawings inside. Recently, she had become obsessed with drawing, although she never drew when I was around—or let me see her masterpieces.

      “You drew, huh? That’s cool. How about reading? Finish any romance novels today? Or fantasy?”

      Mom shook her head. She was a prodigious reader but was limited to the e-books the library could provide. Unfortunately, those were far too few.

      “So, TV?”

      Beaming, Mom reached for the remote.

      I sighed. It looked like I was in for another Friends rerun. I could quote at least a dozen individual episodes by now.

      “You might as well get comfortable,” I said to Rone, who was still standing by the door. “We’re not getting out of here until I watch at least two episodes.”

      I pointed to the chair in the corner of the room as I snuggled next to Mom on her bed.

      Rone’s eyebrows furrowed, but he followed my instructions, perching on the chair on the far side of the room. His cabernet gaze latched onto Mom as if he couldn’t look away. After half of the first episode, he spoke.

      “I apologize, but I do not understand what I am seeing. Is something wrong with her?

      I sighed. I shouldn’t have brought him here.

      “She’s mentally unstable and has been since I was fourteen, although she wasn’t this bad right away. When I turned sixteen, I couldn’t manage her any longer and had to seek help. No one can pinpoint what’s wrong, but they all agree on a few things. She can’t live alone or do things most people can. There’s too great a risk that she’ll hurt herself.”

      I shot Mom a glance, expecting to see her captivated by the awkward flirting between Monica and Chandler. Instead, she was staring at Rone.

      I gaped. Nothing broke the iron-clad grasp of Friends. Well, apparently nothing except the sound of Rone’s voice.

      “Mom? Are you okay?”

      She raised her finger and pointed it straight at Rone.

      My eyebrows knitted together. “Have you met him?”

      There was no way I would believe it if she said yes, but that she acknowledged him at all was remarkable.

      Rone rose. “We have never met, Madame—” he paused and turned a questioning gaze on me.

      “Ayers. Sandy Ayers,” I supplied.

      “Madame Ayers,” Rone finished smoothly.

      “However, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance now.” He bowed.

      For a moment, Mom stared at him, her lips opening and closing as if she wanted to speak.

      Then, out of the blue, she let out a blood-curdling scream.

      I leapt up, and Rone rushed toward us.

      “Stay away!” I yelled, but he didn’t listen.

      Instead, he moved closer, and although I was trying to shield Mom from him, he rounded the opposite side of the bed and extended his hands as if to touch her.

      This freaking guy.

      “No!” I tried to swat his hand away. “Don’t touch her. She might hit you.”

      I probably sounded ridiculous. Rone had gotten in a streetfight and healed from a dagger cut. Still, I didn’t want Mom responsible for hitting and injuring someone. The stigma against her illness was terrible enough, she didn’t need more restrictions.

      But unlike most people, who wouldn’t even be able to look at Mom during her good moments, Rone inched ever closer, as if mesmerized.

      Screams kept ripping from her throat, one after the other, rebounding off the empty walls, and increasing my heart rate by the second.

      Tears began to roll down my cheeks, and I wiped them away. I hated seeing Mom like this.

      I was about to push Rone back and insist that he wait in the hall when he did the unthinkable.

      He reached out and cupped Mom’s face.

      Her screaming stopped, and she lifted her hand to land on Rone’s. My mouth dropped open so wide that I thought it might come unhinged.

      What the actual hell?!

      Then Mom spoke.

      “Water is the essence of life, and fire is the essence of power. Bring them together, or all will be ash.”

      My hands flew to my heart as I memorized the gibberish and waited for more. It was precious—the first real sentences I’d heard her utter in months.

      And as her mouth snapped shut, it seemed that was all I would get.

      Realizing that Rone had pulled something out of her I couldn’t, I swiveled to face him.

      “What did you do?! How did you make her do that?!”

      “I did not⁠—”

      The door to the room flew open, and Micah appeared alongside three other attendants.

      “Out! Both of you! Out now!”

      “Why?” I wailed as Micah wrapped his hand around my upper arm and hauled me off Mom’s bed.

      “We heard Sandy screaming. You know you can’t be here when she’s like that, Vi. Especially not with a visitor who she doesn’t know well.”

      “But Rone calmed her down!”

      Confusion flashed across Micah’s face, but he shook his head and it vanished.

      “It doesn’t matter. We abide by strict protocol here. Whenever a resident expresses fear, pain, or trauma, all their visitors must leave.”

      “Screw the rules! She spoke, Micah!”

      “Spoke?” He sounded like he’d never said the word before.

      “Yeah, like, real words.”

      “And they made sense?”

      A pit formed in my stomach. “Well . . . kinda?”

      Micah’s full lips flattened into a thin line, and he maneuvered me to the door.

      “Not convincing enough, Vi. Sorry, but you two need to leave.”
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      Twilight graced the skies as Violet and I walked away from her mother’s home, and an image of my own mother entered my mind. The idea of anyone trapping her in a small room, alone, wrenched my heart. How could Violet allow such conditions for hers?

      Though, the way she’d been so eager to accept my help once I offered to pay her debt made me wonder if she had a choice in the matter. Perhaps that was just the way the human realm treated their elders.

      A shudder rolled through me, chased by an ache for Draessonia. I had power and control there. Everything made sense.

      The number of times I’d been confused since meeting Violet was enough to last me the remainder of my life.

      “Thank you.” Violet’s voice sounded small and distant in my ears.

      Perplexed, I turned to her.

      She’d hunched her shoulders and shoved her hands into her pockets.

      “For what?” I had paid Micah, but I didn’t think that’s what she referred to.

      “For helping to calm Mom. It usually takes drugs to bring her down when she gets riled up like that.”

      I had felt a connection to Sandy when I touched her. Although Violet refused to admit her supernatural ties, her mother held the same vibration that denoted magic.

      “Is it common for the women of your realm to be in that state?”

      Violet huffed. “No. That’s part of my mom’s condition. It
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