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            Two Pinpricks

          

          Salem

        

      

    

    
      Traveling like this is the worst. Forget the fact tha we’ve got the handicap of a vampire with us, who can only travel by night. Push aside tha Des is moving at half his normal speed, due to recovering from the immense blood loss from his silver injury. Forget tha we’re traveling with the bound and conked out General Klein—a decorated and trusted arsehole who tried to kill Des, Alex, me, a whole slew of fae, and his own daughter—twice. Ignore tha half of our party are not welcome in fae territory. It’s the silence tha’s killing me. All tha other stuff I could figure out, but Lily’s lips haven’t opened since Alex decided he couldn’t live with her deadly abilities. I’m not sure if the tipping point for him was tha she kept it from us for so long, or if it’s tha she can only produce plants tha harm or kill. Either way, I never thought I’d see Alex take himself out of the equation. Whenever Lily’s around him, he brightens and softens and does all the things a lad in love does.

      He’ll come around.

      “I can’t,” Des admits, holding up his left hand for us to stop. “I have to sit down.”

      “We’ve only been walking two hours. We have to make the most of the moonlight,” I remind him. It’s not like Des to ask for a break, so I know he’s more injured than he’s let on.

      His breath comes out shallow, but his accent is perfectly proper, like always. “I lost too much blood. I’m not… I hate to be the one to bring up the fact that I’m a vampire, but, well, I’m a vampire, and I can’t go this long fresh off an injury without blood to get me through. I don’t know where to stop to refuel in this part of the world. I didn’t pack extra blood because I was planning on us going back to the fae palace after I unlocked the gate to the Stone Graveyard and let you all out.”

      I tighten the reins of the horse I’m walking. The poor brown beast has the snoozing General Klein draped over its back. Lily bloomed a flower to keep him dozing, and tucked it in his lapel. “I can’t even guess at where we might be able to get ye some filtered blood in fae territory.”

      Des swipes his left arm across his forehead to mop up the sweat. Faveda is tropical, but Des’ perspiration doesn’t look like it’s from heat. He’s fighting an infection. And losing. His right arm still hasn’t been able to move, and it’s been two days since we set off from the Stone Graveyard where we’d been trapped. We were trying to heal Faveda, and succeeded in ridding the land of the Gorgonell tha’s been turning their people to stone. One would think tha would grant us a parade or at least a carriage to safe lodging, but tha’s not how it’s shaking out for us.

      Good riddance.

      Lily’s been so silent tha her presence seems to fade into the background, though because we’re mated, I’m still aware of every breath she takes. She’s in agony, losing Alex to his anger, and there’s no talking her out of punishing herself. She’s not ready to speak yet, but she glides over to Des, who’s given up on standing.

      I have no idea what to do for him, other than keep him moving. “Let’s go. The longer it takes for us to reach shelter, the worse this is going to get.”

      Des glowers up at me.

      I’m not wrong. I mean, it’s not like it’s going to get easier for him to travel when there’s even less blood in his belly eight hours from now. “I’m already at worse, Salem. Vampires can’t live as long without blood as you all can go without food. And I’m coming off a silver injury, which no vampire’s ever survived. I’m telling you, I’m desperate to drink, or I’m as good as dead out here.”

      I tilt my face skyward, asking the stars for any kind of guidance. Anything at all. “What do ye want me to do?”

      Lily kneels in front of Des and tugs at her shirt collar, her eyes down and to the side as she offers him…

      My stomach tightens in warning as Des’ eyes soften. “I can’t drink from you, blue eyes. The blood vampires drink has to be filtered. You know how it goes, yeah? Vampires drink filtered fae blood just fine, but not directly from the fae. In a pinch, I can drink directly from another vampire, but it looks like I’m the only one of me in fae territory.” When Lily offers her neck again, Des places his hand on hers. “I’ll only get sicker if I drink from someone who’s got Green Lightning in their system. All fae are guarded against direct vampire feedings when they take Green Lightning. It was a nice thought, though.”

      She shakes her head, tugging at her collar again in offering.

      I don’t like this. I really don’t like this.

      Des’ eyebrows raise. “Are you telling me you don’t have Green Lightning in you? You didn’t get a booster at the palace?”

      Another shake of her head. Another reminder tha I haven’t heard my mate’s voice in days. I’m on the edge of imbalanced with her locked in this depression. I don’t have the cruelty to try to pull her out of it. Her life is pretty grim right now. To try and cheer her up would be insulting and ineffective. Her father tried to kill her—once when she was a wee lass, and again two days ago. Her fae husband left her in the same month they married. She’s in a country tha’s supposed to be her homeland, but not a stitch of grass anywhere is familiar to her. And I bet she’s waiting on us to leave her next, which I’ve tried to assure her isn’t going to happen. But I guess tha’s not the kind of thing ye can tell a woman; she has to see it practiced—daily staying with her and reminding her I’m not going anywhere.

      “No,” I finally work out. My throat is parched, and I hope I’m hallucinating what I can’t be seeing. “Ye can’t let him drink from ye, pup.” My attention switches to Des, who’s sweat through his shirt and looks paler than a person has a right to be. “I would offer my blood, Brother, but everyone knows shifters can’t sustain vampires.”

      Des’ voice comes out cautious. “Lily, you should be on Green Lightning. That’s so dangerous.”

      She shrugs. My mate shrugs tha she’s not on the one thing tha keeps her from being attacked and exsanguinated by a vampire. Then again, maybe she missed her booster because we were expecting to go back to the palace, but ended up heading in the opposite direction. Still, my gut twists at the very illegal thing they should not be entertaining.

      But Des won’t make it to Jacoba without blood. My best mate will die if he doesn’t feed soon. Everything in me is at war, so I stand stock-still with my fists clenched. We all know this is the only option, and it might not even work. The blood’s supposed to be filtered. But it’s our only shot, so I chew on my lower lip and let Lily look after my best friend in the way only she can.

      Des takes her hand with trepidation. “I’ve never fed directly from a person before. It’s not exactly something vampires are allowed to do. We don’t even have the opportunity, as you’re all on Green Lightning. Animals, sure, but not people. Are you certain you’re okay with this?”

      Worry creases her brow, but she bites down on her lower lip and nods, still unable to make eye contact.

      I don’t like this. We haven’t seen a single home, person or animal for miles, otherwise I’d bang on the door of the nearest fae for help, or hunt up some game for him to drain. The prairie has been stretching on for too long if it’s led us to this fate.

      I can see Des’ relief before he takes a single drink. “Thank you. Thank you, Lily. I wouldn’t even consider it if I wasn’t on the brink of… Thank you. I’ll do my best to be gentle. You have to tell me if I’m hurting you.”

      I hate everything about this. I tie the horse’s reins to the nearest tree, giving him a few pats on his long flank for doing the deed of toting around the passed-out General. Then I make my way over to the two, doing what I can to talk myself out of intervening.

      I’m hovering. I know it, but neither Lily nor Des calls me on it. The thought of Lily being feasted on by a vampire goes against everything in me. But the very real prospect of Des dying in my arms muddies my determination tha no harm should ever come near my mate.

      “I’m sorry,” Des murmurs, looking up at me with guilt in his eyes. “I didn’t mean for this to happen. I already consumed my emergency supply of dried blood yesterday.”

      “No,” I rule, though as I give my edict, I’m not sure I’m right. In fact, I’m certain I’m wrong to keep Des from sustenance tha comes to him voluntarily. “Ye can’t drink from her. An open wound while we’re on the road? She could get an infection. If she’s weakened from too much blood loss, then what?”

      Her body will make more, ye hovering baby. I know I’m being irrational, but I can’t sit back and do nothing. What if Des does it wrong? He just said he’s never fed from a person before. What if he really hurts her? Breaks a vein she needs tha won’t easily repair? Then what?

      It’s Lily’s hand on my arm tha stills the churning in my gut. It’s not exactly words, but she’s communicating nonetheless. The chaos in my chest settles by degrees. I take in the determination in her eyes tha trumps her fear, but doesn’t erase it completely. Her eyes tell me to go, to spare me the sight of what I know I don’t want to see.

      If she wants me to leave when she might be in danger, she’ll have to order me away, which we both know she’s too depressed to do right now.

      So I stay. My hands help her lay on the grass, making sure to choose the thickest, softest patch. Though, to be fair, all grass in Faveda is soft enough to be a pillow to cradle weary heads. Nature-affinity beings are spoiled by their surroundings. It’s no wonder they’re not bothered by the problems of the rest of the world.

      I take Lily’s lavender hair in my fist and twist it away from her neck, so Des doesn’t pick the wrong vein by mistake. Stinking moonlight. There’s barely enough light to see anything.

      Now I’m sweating, pursing my lips through panic tha churns like vomit in my gut. I’m trying to keep my cool, but it’s a bad act. When Des lays next to her, barely able to prop himself up with his one good arm, I’m unable to curb the anxiety tha spills from my lips. “Careful, Des. Just enough to keep ye going, not more than tha. You’re going to hurt her. Don’t bite too hard. But if it’s not hard enough, ye might tear more things. Precision. Quick and painless, aye?”

      Jays, I sound annoying, even to myself, but I don’t care. I care tha Lily is safe.

      Lily looks dead to the world as she lays on her back, the fire in her blue eyes dulling to a blasé “I guess this is my life now,” kind of vacant stare up at the stars. I can’t stand to see her like this. A fresh wave of fury comes over me, and I fight down the urge to beat her da into an early grave. He deserves it for all he’s done to her.

      Patience. Lily hasn’t lived in a land with laws in a long time. If she’s going to rule, she’ll need to, well, abide by the rules. Murder isn’t the best choice when imprisonment is an option.

      Though it is tempting.

      Des opens his mouth over the juncture between her neck and shoulder, but pauses and frowns up at me when a whine of terror leaks from between my lips. “You’re making me even more nervous, Salem. Seriously, I love her just as much as you do, mate. I don’t want to do this. I have to, and you hovering like this is only making things worse.”

      He’s right, but I can’t hold myself back. “I know, but I can’t leave. Do your thing, just make it quick. This is as calm as I get when a vampire’s about to suck the life out of the lass I love.”

      Des’ jaw tightens. “I love her, too, you know. I know this mate bond is new, and it’s messing with everything inside of you right now, but you have to see me, too. I have to live through this if we’re going to unite the territories.” He looks down at her innocent face, and then presses his nose into her cheek, inhaling the sweet scent of her creamy skin. Maybe some people might argue the three claw marks across the side of her face are flaws. Those people are stupid, and I’ll cheerfully beat them to a bloody pulp for saying anything bad about my mate. Des kisses her cheek with a sadness I feel deep in my bones. “She’s my wife, Salem. I’ll be careful.”

      Being mated to my best friends’ wife isn’t easy, but we’ve been managing thus far. I’m making things worse than they have to be, but I can’t stop myself.

      “I’m not even sure this will work.” Des touches his lips to the shell of her ear and whispers, “Thank you for letting me try.”

      Then, before I can give him five more reasons why he can’t do this to her, Des opens his mouth and bites down on tha tender spot in the curve on the side of her neck. A soft gasp flies from her lips in time with her eyes widening, taking in the full expanse of the starry sky. Her eyes flick from side to side as breath comes in ragged pants and rough bursts. She’s been mute and despondent for days, but now her hips move against the night air like she’s trying to get some satisfaction through the layer of denim. Her fingers tangle in his hair and tug. I’m ready to intervene if it looks like she’s trying to push him away, but she doesn’t. She holds his face tighter to her neck, giving with more enthusiasm as her eyes roll back with something tha can’t be anything other than pleasure.

      The waves of her hips and her blood are coaxing sexual moans from my best friend, who swallows with his eyes shut tight, like he’s in the best kind of pain. He undulates against her side, goading her on. It’s carnal and strange, and the first sign of life she’s exhibited in days.

      My heart is breaking, like the whole of me might be in full cardiac distress. I don’t like any man near her, and though I understand Des belongs to her, so do I. I guess I haven’t reconciled her marriages as much as I’d thought. It’s an ocean of confusion, wanting Des to live and also wanting to tear his head off. I’m shaking. My whole body is vibrating with two very different urges.

      I want to pull him off of her, but just before I’m ready to yank him back, Des rolls to the side, a trail of blood dotting his cheek as he touches his belly, finally sated.

      In the next breath, I’ve got Lily gathered up in my arms. I run her away from the General, away from Des, and away from the visual I never want to endure again. She’s limp in my arms when I finally stop running. I slump with my back against a tree, terrified and horrified. I don’t like to part with the napkins she gave me on my visits to her pub. I know it’s pathetic to keep mementos of something tha was so very nothing, but every word she said to me back when she was my waitress is precious, so I wrote it down. Every interaction for five years has a napkin dedicated to it, with my penmanship spelling out each word she spoke to me. Most of them are in my safe back home, but I keep a stash on me in my breast pocket at all times, ensuring she’s close to my heart.

      As I take one out and use it to blot the two puncture wounds on her neck, my tight scrawl stares up at me as it quickly stains with her blood. “Here’s your usual, Prince Salem. Can I get you anything else tonight?” The memory of Lily with her lavender curls bound up atop her head and her waitress apron draped across her hips smacks me across the face. I don’t want to forget tha moment, tha span of time before I pushed her to marry my best friends. I don’t regret the path we’re on, but I also loathe its necessity. I didn’t think I had a shot with her, and now this perfect creature is my mate.

      My mate tha’s bleeding in my arms.

      “I’m sorry,” I plead. “I shouldn’t have let Des do tha. The blood’s clotting okay, but it was all wrong. I’m sorry!”

      Lily still doesn’t speak; she merely lifts her hand to touch my cheek, looking into my eyes with the briefest brush of clarity breaking through her haze. I want her to speak to me, even if it’s to cuss me out. But she’s not ready, so she gives me tha small touch before she slips back into her oblivion.

      I bury my sins and my nose in her cheek, promising I’ll give her a better life than this. I rock us both, forward and back. I’m buried in untold amounts of pain because of those two small pinpricks on her neck.

      Damn ye, Alex. Ye did this to her.
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            My Mate’s Blood

          

          Salem

        

      

    

    
      The enclosed carriage I rented the second we crossed over onto shifter soil is the best use of thirty coins I can think of. I let the fae horse go in Faveda, and bound the drooling General atop the cart, high enough for shifters not to take bites out of him. Lily still hasn’t spoken, but now tha her da’s out of her sight, she closes her eyes. I tuck a gray wool blanket around her tha I bought for another five coins. I don’t like her pallor, even less when she shivers. I know fae aren’t built for the harsher shifter winters, but it’s barely autumn, so I’m hoping she doesn’t fall ill before we reach the safety of the mansion.

      She relaxes against Des, who wears a second blanket over his head to cover himself in case the doors are flung open for any reason. He’s stronger, far more himself, now tha he’s got her blood in him. But his right arm is still dead from where General Klein stabbed him with the silver blade. I don’t know what to do about it, other than get him to a healer as soon as we get home. The sun is starting to rise, so I take care to make sure the curtains are drawn and nothing can harm my best friend.

      “Don’t bite her,” I warn for the sixth time in the past two hours. “I’ll be driving, so I can’t keep an eye on things.”

      Des is a good enough lad not to be insulted. He lifts the edge of the blanket to peek out at me. “Of course. I won’t feed on her unless you’re there. It matters to me that she’s alright, too, Salem.”

      “I know. I just…” I can’t explain it, and luckily, Des doesn’t make me. He grants me half a smile as he coils his good arm around Lily, holding her tight to his side when it seems she’s determined to drift off into her depression. Then he covers both their heads with the blanket. Though she doesn’t need to be shaded from the sunlight, I know Des wants her as close as possible. Being near her is an addiction we’ve both accepted is impossible to kick.

      I shut the door, wishing it could be me holding her, and take my spot as the coachman. I know Alex and Des would’ve hired a person to drive them, but tha’s just not me. If something needs doing tha I can take care of, I do it myself. I’m not big into trust, and it takes too much of the stuff for me to hand over the reins to anyone. Especially now tha my mate’s in the carriage. If she needs to be driven somewhere, I’ll be holding the reins. I’ll lock the door for her. I’ll make sure she doesn’t get too cold.

      I’m the worst, but Lily doesn’t show her impatience with me when I have to stop the carriage every hour all day long. I make sure we’re covered in shade, of course, and I check to make sure no one’s around so they aren’t tipped off to the precious cargo I’m driving around, but I know she’s probably annoyed tha I keep checking on her.

      “We’re really okay, Salem,” Des assures me with a wry smile, his arm still affixed around her shoulders while she stares vacantly out the shaded window. “You know I’ll call up to you if we need something.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” The truth is it’s me who’s not okay. It’s too long since I’ve held her. Too many days since she’s smiled at me. No one smiles at me except the lads. But she does. She makes me want to be the kind of person who cracks jokes and says clever things, like Alex and Des do. Though I know she won’t answer, I speak to her all the same. “Lily, I’m going in to get some lunch for us. Anything ye want?”

      She shrugs, which is almost like talking but not quite.

      “Prince Salem? It’s Prince Salem!” someone shouts from behind me. I shut the door quickly, on edge until I hear Des click the lock from the inside.

      I nod to the lad announcing my presence. I don’t recognize him, but tha’s not all too uncommon. He’s younger than military age, so he’s of little use to me yet.

      “Prince Salem, we’ve been waiting for your return! Are ye going to have the troops fix the fallen section of the border?”

      I quirk my eyebrow, which is the most I’ll converse about the subject I know nothing of.

      The teenager with freckles and ruddy cheeks points westward. “Parts of it were knocked over, and no one’s fixed it yet. There’s some worry tha the fae will try to sneak across into our land and steal our plumapples.”

      Of all the things to worry about. I want to tell him to let the fae take what healing apples they need, but tha’s a thing I should probably tell my soldiers first. “Aye,” I tell the lad, whose chest puffs tha he delivered important news. He’ll make a grand soldier someday—eager to please and loyal to the throne. “I don’t suppose I could give you some coin to go in and buy us some food.”

      His rust-colored eyebrows shoot up into his hairline as his pitch climbs. “Of course! My da owns the store. Whatever ye fancy, I’ll fetch it for ye. No charge for the throne.”

      I give him a nod, but shove a handful of coins into his fist. I’m not in the business of taking things from my people. They pay taxes already; they’ve no need to pay more. “Some fruit and nuts.” I’m dying for a tall stein of ale, but I can’t let my guard down until Lily’s safe in my home. In my bed. I need to change those sheets. “Another blanket. A tin of fish and some bread.” Lily might be pale; it’s hard to tell when she’s tucked in the shade of the carriage. “Iron pills, if your da has them.”

      “Aye, your majesty. Right away!” His eyes glance up at the tarp I’ve used to cover General Klein’s body. “Fresh kill?”

      “Prisoner,” I correct him, giving him the subtle hint to hurry.

      It does the trick, because he scampers away toward the general store.

      “The lad’s either too young or too stupid to catch tha your prisoner’s fae,” says a voice from the other side of the carriage.

      Grand.

      I loathe the members of the cabinet who think they know how the territory should be run, and whine when they don’t get their way. Sir Muttrend points a gnarled finger to the General’s hand sticking out the side of the tarp, revealing pale skin and a pure white sleeve.

      “Go on, Mutt,” I tell him, tucking the General’s hand back under the covering. “It’s no business of yours.”

      “Sir Muttrend,” he corrects me, though I don’t know why he bothers. I’m never going to use his full name when “Mutt” is such a grand nickname for a man who is constantly pushing for purebred pairings and frowning on those shifters with differing animals who intermarry. As if we have the means, time or desire to enforce something like tha.

      His chubby fingers pass over the tarp and land on the dark wood of the carriage. Though I’m taller than him, he somehow manages to look down his long, hooked nose at me. “When I heard Prince Salem procured a carriage at the border, I had to see for myself what ye were hauling. It’s not every day the prince comes to us by way of Faveda, of all places. Ye usually come back from your travels via Neutral Territory.”

      “How grand tha ye have so much free time tha ye check up on me. I’ll have to tell Justice to give ye and the rest of the cabinet more to do.”

      He tsks me, as if he’s the one in charge. Like the fact tha he’s old means he can scold me. “Now, now. No need to get foul. I’m just sad no one’s helped ye with your cargo.” He bares his canines, his snarl affixed on the General.

      “Are the jail cells full?” I ask, tightening the ropes tha hold the tarp in place.

      He scratches his portly belly. “Of course not. Your brother is too lenient. There are many who deserved to be locked up tha walk free. We can start with the judges who perform the marriages of mixed-breed couplings.”

      I’m so tired of his needling. I almost want to let it drop tha I’ve not only mated outside my breed, but outside my race as well. But this hardly seems the time. Should probably tell my brother first. “A wolf shifter has every right to breed with a bear shifter, a dog, a cat or whomever. Concern yourself with the drought, not what merriment people do to forget their woes.”

      “Tha wasn’t your da’s rule.”

      Mutt’s a foul arse. “My da is dead, and so are the old ways. Your proposal to outlaw cross-breed marriages was overruled. Deal with it. Justice will hear of ye speaking out against his laws when I get home.”

      Mutt holds up his hands. “Is free speech suddenly outlawed?”

      I step toward him, and I can see his eyes once again measuring his prowess to my muscle. A man in his sixties has no business taking on a prince in his prime, so Mutt’s constantly using his best weapon—his words. Justice should take him off the cabinet, but out of respect to Da, who appointed the idiot, he doesn’t. “Go about your business, Mutt, and leave me to mine. You’ll do well to never speak poorly of my brother or my da in my presence.”

      I don’t like Mutt sniffing around my carriage.

      “Who’s inside? More
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