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This book, the final one of The Grid Series, was long overdue. As in years overdue. I had every plan to do a quick release right after the previous title in the series, Sundown. However, life is funny when you make plans. It decides on one you didn’t see coming. Not only was I dealing with my autoimmune diseases, but Cancer also decided to join in. Then, while in that battle, I lost my job, and while I was fortunate to put cancer in my past, unemployment was in my present and future. 

None of these are reasons—more like excuses and speed bumps to getting this book done. But the pressure I felt was a very real reason. After all, these characters and their world had been a part of my life for twelve years, filled with failed marriages, destroyed friendships, and more. They were there for me. Reno and the whole cast supported me in bad times and cheered me during the good. 

As I embarked on the journey of writing the final book, I was acutely aware of my readers' expectations. I knew that the last book, my loving goodbye to this series, had to be done right. I needed to tie up all the twists left dangling from the other books and ensure that everyone (minus a certain someone) got their HEA. I am deeply grateful to my readers, especially the hardcore group of The Grid Series, for their unwavering support and understanding during this challenging time. 

It didn’t help that I left Sundown with a cliff-hanger-type ending. Sorry about that. So, back to the point of this foreword: I wanted to give the readers a small summary of where we were and where our Grid crew is now. 

Spoiler alerts if you have not read the other books. You can skip this and dive in blind. Brave soul! For the rest who need the reminders, here you go. 

Last chance...

In the pages of Sundown, our Grid crew was thirteen years in the future after Reno’s terrible decision. Edge Academy was the last holdout in San Francisco against demons and the armies of Lucifer. Sundown was in charge of the body he shared with Reno and Madness during that time. Food and supplies are scarce. Lucifer has taken and held Bounce in the High Council chambers. 

And everyone held a collective, figurative breath of hope that Reno and his Witch, Emma, would return. Sundown felt ill-equipped under pressure to make that happen. Somehow. Until he meets a beautiful, blind woman named Deja Bloom. She brought a new feeling he’d never had to deal with before. Love. He stopped angrily demanding Reno return, wanting to keep the forbidden love that broke the one carnal rule Reno demanded from day one. Do not use the body for sex. 

Nor the heart for love. 

Sundown broke the rule. And for a while, things were good. He had a life. A love and then, a surprise to everyone, a baby. A little boy with Deja’s dusky skin, curly black hair, and Sundown’s red-hued eyes. 

But, as with all things in my Grid world, happiness should be both enjoyed and come as a warning—it won’t last. The same would be said for Sundown’s never-imagined life of his own. 

Allatou, perhaps acting on her father’s orders or her own ambitions to get his approval, attached Edge. It was a brutal battle, and the Baileys almost lost their son, Matty, after he saved Marcus’ daughter from a deadly blow. With the help of Allatou’s magical apples, Jess makes the horrible decision to use them to save Matthew. Dooming his and Beth’s son to be a servant to Allatou in the palace. But he wouldn’t be the only one to go. Kyra, in a desperate act to save her mother, cursed their whole family to reside there with Marcus, who served Allatou under Murder’s control. 

The O’Briens almost lost their daughter, and even though a blast took away her hearing, she thankfully survived. 

But Lucifer finally had who he believed was “The Light.” The one thing that could destroy all from the dark. Or all of the Light. 

But the cost was heavy. 

Deja Bloom was killed. 

The readers and I always wondered what would happen if Reno did indeed face losing his Witch. We found out in Chaos. 

In Sundown’s book, we were thrilled to see Sundown have his own life, even at such a considerable price. But we’d never been given the chance to imagine how losing it and the woman who gave it to him hit the dark half of our Candyman. 

We sobbed to learn what we dared not imagine.

Sundown no longer wanted to be a split. Or alive. Or anything at all.

In one colossal move to end them all, as Reno once did inside of Jess’ head, Sundown’s actions caused a massive exhale of the painful, excruciating breath all Edge held. 

Reno and Emma’s return. 

Their children were now grown, their world was crumbling, and humanity was on the edge of extinction. Once the joy of awakening faded, Emma had only one person to blame. 

Reno. 

And now, everyone is looking for him to fix it as they hoped he would. To find the other Keepers and their Heartbeats. Missing for years, although the traces of their kills fed into the fear the citizens had for the highest of the nightmare food chain. All but Jade, who hid as much as possible in Edge. Helping where she could. And missing her own Heartbeat, Tyrus, who had to go with his family to Allatou’s palace. 

So... 

What happens now?

Sure you want to find out? 

Turn the page. 
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Chapter One
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“It’s not that difficult, brother.”

“Stop calling me that, asshole.” Bounce glared at Lucifer, fangs bared. Once again, the bastard asked questions. And once again, Bounce would not answer. Could answer? Sure. Would? Fuck no. 

“What good does it do to keep the locations secret? Have you not noticed,” Lucifer stated with a dry laugh, “that the world is in horrible shape? I can assure you, just as your precious Grid Headquarters fell, so did the pitiful little outposts you had around the world.” Lucifer approached the energy shield between them. “And if you disclose their locations, I will let you go. Free to descend below to starve and remain unwashed with what's left of your cute, always annoying yet charming, ragtag Grid,” he said with an exaggerated eye roll, “heroes. Just tell me. Perhaps I’ll spare those I find in those holes. Maybe even spare those below. It’s that simple, Bounce.”

The only thing keeping Bounce from ripping the newly self-appointed High Chair of the Council’s throat out. And then spit down the gaping hole with glee as the bastard gurgled his way to death. 

“As I have said every time you ask, no. I’ll never tell you. Can we please,” waved a hand around his cell, “find a new game to amuse you? This one isn’t getting you a single move forward.” Bounce scoffed and then laughed. “And here I thought you were a master at game playing.”

The one thing to know about an egomaniac like Lucifer is never to make them the brunt of a joke.  A never, fucking ever, laugh at them. 

Lucifer let out a snarl of anger. And just as Bounce predicted, the energy field vaporized. He entered the cell in a blink before using a massive push of power to send Bounce slamming into the wall. Breath cut off. Pain seized his chest. His heart struggled to beat another thump. 

Lucifer came in close until only inches separated them. “You are right. Thank you for reminding me.” That cruel mouth curved into a deadly smile. Bounce instantly regretted toying with the Dark Lord. “Perhaps it’s time I take the board in a new direction.” 

The power hold was released as Lucifer stepped back. Bounce crashed to the marble floor. Gasped for air. Hand clutching his chest in pain.  Yet somehow, he found the ability to laugh again. “You always underestimate my Grid. The people on it. Their hearts and souls. Strengths and honor. There’s nothing you can do that will make them surrender.” Pushed up to stand on shaking arms. “They can handle whatever move you make.”

Lucifer sneered at Bounce. “Really? Let’s just test that, shall we?”

The energy shield reappeared as Lucifer left the call. Too fast for Bounce could once again attempt to follow and escape. He then paled, hearing Lucifer roar for his guard.

“Prepare for an attack on Edge. It’s time we take what I want.” 

****  
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Two weeks. Maybe three. But with no window to see beyond the Council’s prison exterior walls, the passage of days and nights was impossible to discern. Bounce wasn’t entirely without a source to learn about his people and home. However, even the patient General of the Council grew annoyed with the increase in Bounce’s demands for information since Lucifer’s last visit. The news since didn’t help Bounce’s gnawing sense of dread. Lucifer left that day and did not return. It was also odd that Alaric commanded to remain here rather than with the half dozen guards ordered to go. 

Something caused a dramatic change. One Bounce could not discern from the limited view of his chambers. Guards rushed down the halls, and what appeared to be some type of evacuation began. He watched through the energy barrier into the hall as other prisoners—all having pissed off Lucifer in some form or another—were rushed from cells and away to a location beyond that one. However, curiously, Bounce remained in his. “What is happening?” 

The guards continued to ignore both him and the question. The prisoners cried and begged not to be killed. Tortured. Whatever their minds conjured, Lucifer planned for them. Bounce knew if the bastard wanted any of his ass-kissers dead, they’d already be rotting. 

“Fucking rude.” Frustrated, he paced the room, eyes locked on the activity beyond it. Within minutes, the place felt empty and cleared. Quieter than Bounce had ever heard. Until firm steps approached, the General of the Guards appeared opposite the energy field. “You’re about to have company, Bounce.” 

Alaric, a tall and broadly muscled male with red-tinted auburn hair held back with a tie, commanded the Elite Council guards with hardcore discipline. A face matching his reputation with sharp cheekbones, a dark brow over intensely green eyes, and a neatly trimmed beard. Somehow, the man kept a baritone voice accented with the brogue of a Highlander after being resurrected as a High Guard. Like everyone who served the Council, their minds were wiped clean when tapped for a role. Perhaps the fact that Bounce knew not of his past allowed for a natural camaraderie with the General—a commonality among men of honor. 

He'd risked keeping Bounce discreetly informed of events both within the Council and below in the realm of mankind. They also shared a hatred of Lucifer, as did a dozen of Alaric’s closest soldiers—all secretly loyal to Omega, despite a blood oath sworn to the Council and the leader seated in the Highest Chair. That leader was now Lucifer after a bloody coup. 

Bounce leaned against the wall close to the barrier to duck his head and speak quietly to the General. “Who? Judging by everyone's urgency, it must be someone important. And if so, why do I remain?”

Alaric brought a hand up in warning for quiet. Both men waited for two guards to pass before returning to their conversation. “We were told it’s one of your Grid people.” Lifted his eyes to Bounce’s. “And rumor is, the one Lucifer has determined is The Light. Allatou learned of him herself. Had her soldiers capture him as a big proverbial kiss her father’s arse.” 

Bounce stiffened and stood upright in alarm. A frozen sensation slithered up his spine in dread.  No. It could not be. No way in hell. The singular duty he’d assigned to Evan and Jess if Grid ever fell was always to protect Eli Sundown. Or all would be lost. Perhaps the intel was incorrect, and they’d taken someone else. It was a case of mistaken identity due to a tattling tongue that knows no better. Bounce bared his fangs and hissed, “Have you seen him? Can you describe him?” 

“I only know that he’s a young human male. I haven't seen him myself. However, I did take responsibility for his security.” Alaric’s eyes slid to his with a smirk. “And since I am also in charge of yours, it made sense to place him in the chambers next to yours. Lucifer has forbidden anyone from touching him. He is not to be harmed. He should be arriving any minute.”

Bounce let out a slight sigh of relief. Alaric’s wise oversight ensured that if Eli Sundown had been captured, he would be close to Bounce. The General would help keep the boy safe. Hearing the shuffling of boots, Bounce moved to the left side of the opening to look down the opposite end of the hall. A squadron of four of Allatou’s soldiers carried someone unconscious between them. Each man bore injuries and wounds. For a brief moment, he felt a glimmer of hope that they might have a case of mistaken identity. As he had last seen Eli, this was no child but a young man. 

But there would be no mistaking the brown-red hair. The lean shape of his father, and when he caught a glimpse of the face, Eli Sundown, who looked a great deal like Reno. The nose of his mother. His eyes were closed. Blood dried on his chin from a split lip. “He’s been beaten?” Bounce would undoubtedly slaughter whoever dealt the blows when the first chance presented itself. 

“He took on six of her men.” Alaric snorted, barely containing the glee at Allatou’s army suffering a severe blow. “I doubt the injuries are from being beaten. From what I’ve heard, he defended himself.  He fought fiercely, and they had very little chance. Took them all down at once. Two may die, and the others are hurt.” 

Bounce’s stomach churned at the summary of Eli’s capture. The young Sundown demonstrated his powers. But why? Why had the boy been put in such a position? This spurred more nauseating questions—how were his people? How did they fare? His mouth opened to ask, but Alaric moved away to assist those carrying Eliam to the neighboring cell to Bounce’s left.  

Two of Allatou’s soldiers stepped out into the hallway. Bounce could overhear their conversation. He resisted the urge to burn his arm off to the bone if it meant he could grab the two of them in a chokehold. 

“Damn kid. We weren’t expecting him to put up a fight. Who would have thought a blind one could?” one said in amazement. 

“He fucking blasted us. I don’t think Ivan and Reynolds will survive. If they do? They’ll be scarred for life. That blind kid is a fucking freak. No wonder the Dark Lord wants him locked away,” the second soldier added. “I wish they hadn’t told us not to hurt him. But whatever, the kid went down.” They nudged each other with snarky expressions of twisted triumph. “And so did a lot of the traitors at Edge.” Both men laughed as they walked down the hall. Finding glee as if the loss of life was nothing more than a game prize. A casual incident of war rather than the destruction of families. 

Bounce’s chin hit his chest, and he squeezed his eyes shut. Rage does you no good. Focus on Eli. He’s here. He’s alive. But the others? 

God damn it. Apparently, it had been a violent capture. He expected nothing less from his Grid family, which horrifyingly translated to a number of them being hurt or possibly dead. He caught the eye of one of the remaining soldiers as he exited Eli’s cell. “How many were hurt? Killed?” 

“What business is it of yours, prisoner?” The soldier barked with a scowl at Bounce. He bowed up as if he, too, wouldn’t be incinerated if he stepped through the energy barrier. A bully, clearly. Bounce’s mouth almost watered at the thought of the asshole succeeding. He’d rip the man apart. To use his body as a shield to get through the sizzling doorway. Rescue Eli. Then beat the shit out of whoever allowed the boy to be taken. The guard spat on the floor. “Why should I tell Lucifer’s pet a single thing?”  

Bounce bared his fangs. “I’m no one’s pet. Why don’t you come here and discover how true that is?”

Alaric intervened by stepping between the doorway and the guard, giving Bounce a warning look. The guards sent below were Lucifer’s personal; they were not those who secretly plotted with Alaric against the Dark Lord and were loyal to Omega.  “He’s Grid, concerned for his people. Pretend I asked the question and answer.” Alaric gave the soldier a tight smile. “It will help him see that your Mistress of Hell is winning over the humans.” 

The soldier saluted Alaric and seemed to take delight in informing him smugly. “She is. She’s toying with them. I don’t know how many were hurt or killed. It’s the second deadly attack we’ve launched on their pathetic stronghold.” The bastard smiled and pointed at Bounce. “And Murder personally led the charge.” He laughed. “And one of your Grid scum told my Mistress where the freak was hiding at Edge.”

Bounce stared at the man, speechless, in disbelief at the news. Sure, the Powers had been going dark before he left. But for Marcus to allow Murder to run the show? To betray them all at that level? By Omega, how could things have gone so horribly wrong so fast? None of what the man said offered him comfort, not that he expected it would. But the news was far more dire than just Eli being captured.  Bounce sagged, his ass hitting the end of the cot as he sat. 

Once he and Alaric were alone, the General whispered, “I will find out what I can. The boy isn’t seriously hurt. He passed out after fighting what they described as a bright light. It burned them and everything around them. Additionally, he manifested energy balls. Apparently, that exhausted him, and that’s the only reason they could apprehend him.” 

Bounce hissed and shot a warning glare at Alaric. He liked to think they had become friends, but he had given up on such notions of positivity during his years of imprisonment. 

“Listen to me. He must be protected. Whatever you’re planning.” Alaric shot him a look of surprise for a moment, confirming that the man, indeed, had some plan in mind. Good. “Whatever it is, you must take Eli with you. Lucifer cannot get his hands on him.” He stepped as close as he dared to the energy field. “If you are loyal to Omega, you must ensure Lucifer can’t turn the boy or kill him. All will be lost if either of those happens. Mankind. You. Omega. Everything good.” He growled, his hands clenched at his sides. “Everything will be lost. There will be no redo.”

Alaric frowned and lowered his head, silent as if lost in deep thought. Then his green eyes lifted, holding Bounce’s for a few weighty moments. “Are you saying that boy really is The Light? The one prophesied to remove all darkness from the realm of man and restore faith in all?  To purify that which is evil to good? And what is not...” Alaric frowned again, raising a hand to knead his forehead. “It is a myth. Or it's supposed to be.” 

Bounce opened his mouth to confirm, but did he truly trust the General? Alaric wouldn’t be the only Academy Awards-worthy snake acting in Lucifer’s expansive play for world domination. Sucking in his bottom lip to bite, he met Alaric’s gaze, choosing to walk a thin line of belief if it meant protecting Eli. He neither confirmed nor denied it. “Do you want to take the chance that he isn’t, and find out later you were wrong?” 

Alaric snarled with wide eyes. “Fuck.”

Bounce exhaled. “Exactly.”
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Chapter Two
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Eli felt like he’d fallen off the banister at home as a little kid. But Tilt licked his face then. Mom and Dad would pick him up. Their faces flushed with worry. His dad freaked out while checking him over. Mom’s hands lit up with healing energy to find any injury. His big sister laughed and told him it took more than a towel as a cape to fly. It was a great memory, even if he’d hurt all over, hitting the marble-tiled floor from two floors up. His family made that pain nothing in the glow of their affection and care. They made being blind seem like a special gift rather than a disability. Best parents. Ever. 

But all that was now nothing more than the vapors of a painful memory. It's not his current reality. Nor had it been for a very long time. 

That fact snapped his brain into awareness. A frantic heartbeat later, he bolted up to sit. A hand touched a wall. A room. He was in a room. One with walls covered in smooth, cool stone. Or perhaps marble. He sensed the warmth of glittering gold veining it. Bare feet sank into a thick, plush white rug beneath them. “Where am I?”  Damn, even whispering hurt. 

Standing, he regretted it instantly. The movement made his head throb in pain. His whole body felt weak and drained. He tapped his powers to try to use his abilities to learn more about this place. No. Why? Wait. Drained, Fighting. He’d fought. His breath caught and hung painfully. Attack. There had been an attack at Edge. Deja. The soldiers burst into Sundown’s shack. Him fighting. She, too, held tight to his hand. Knowing it helped him see what she couldn’t.  Yells and energy guns were firing. Even Sundown’s cat, Snowball, attacked. Eli swayed on his feet, closed his eyes, and tried to recall what happened next around the pain in his brain. He remembered shoving Deja into the bathroom. And then... 

****  
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One minute, he and Deja were laughing, gathering braille books for story time, and the next, chaos and the sounds of battle broke out beyond the shed. Deja’s first thought was for Sunny, who remembered her little boy was at Edge. She rushed towards the door of Sundown’s place, only for Eli to hear it crash in. Men yelling. She cried out and reached for him, finding his hand. Images flooded his mind and moved Deja behind him.  Snarling as he faced off the intruders, “Who are you?” 

He felt a heat flush under his skin as his powers automatically activated with a perceived threat. No, no, no. That would be bad-bad. Small house. Deja. Not to mention how pissed his uncle would be if Eli blew up the shack. Tap it down, Eli, like your dad showed you. Like mom would do. Just...

His little mental pep talk worked—until the men began to fire their energy rifles. His powers surged, and he let it. He fired balls of energy at them, somehow managing not to hit Snowball when the mangy cat joined in the battle to protect Deja, who was throwing whatever she could grab at the soldiers.  

More of them flooded in. In the confined space, his skills as a fighter were limited. A huge shoving match broke out. The soldiers tried to grab him. He’d turn them to ash with a yell. He also yelled for his Uncle Jess. Uncle Sundown. And, embarrassed to recall, he begged his dad to please help.

But no help came. Eli caught a glimpse of more soldiers on the grounds of Edge. More fights. More battles other than the one he faced. 

And no help. Only a blind woman, a cat who had already hightailed it, and he. His track record of being a hero was a very, very low number of zeros. 

Deja found her walking stick and screamed as she hit anything close to the business end of it. But it couldn’t block a blast getting past Eli’s energy. She grunted, and blood bloomed dark red on her stomach. 

He was failing again. 

Just like he failed to protect his mom.

“Not. Fucking. Again!” 

Shoving Deja into the small bathroom, he frantically pulled her hands off of him. She begged him to let her help fight the bastards. He slammed the door shut between them, hoping it would shield her. Turned towards the soldiers, somehow more crowded into the space. Eli ground his teeth, yelled, and shot power forward and outward. Windows shattered. Sunny’s cute drawings fluttered on the walls. Some were ripped from the pins holding them. The door splintered and flew out of the crooked opening like a tornado swirled within the shack. Maybe one did. Perhaps it’s what Eli felt he became—ripping and shredding. Rage and white energy. The soldiers now scrambled to escape and screamed in pain. 

Eli began to laugh—a strange, deep sound to his ears. 

And it only made his powers burn brighter. 

Until everything went black. 

**** 
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“I blasted. Huge. I went too far,” he choked out in a strangled voice—an explosion of his powers without any control. The higher the threat level, the more the powers took over. Did whatever the situation called for to allow Eli to survive, even if it burned him out. Left him drained and unconscious. Like when Epsilon attacked his mom at Grid Headquarters. And unlike Eli, his fucking abilities didn’t single out only the threats. Everyone and anyone could burn. 

“Oh god,” he groaned and began to pace. Breathing quickened. Fingers fisted his hair to tug on the roots. His heartbeat was too fast. He remembered with sickening clarity when the heat inside of him began to burn. How many did he kill? Did Deja get hurt? What if Sundown rushed in? Or his sisters? Cousins. Aunts or uncles? Did he kill the people he loved? His friends? Eyes squeezed shut. Bent at the waist with hands on his knees. Even with the pitch black behind his closed lids, the light, although weak, began to brighten from the inside. But it felt different. Frantic. Eli got a strange sense of claustrophobia, like when he’d been locked up in his Uncle’s attic. But this time, for some reason, his abilities felt boxed up. And he was not a fan of the feeling. 

“Eli, calm down.” 

Eyes snapped open. He felt the panic ease back a bit. “I know that voice.” Stood upright to twist around. Detected a door in the corner. He stepped quickly over to open it and smelled soap. Water. Clean air. Bathroom. An empty one. And not the location of whoever spoke. 

“Where are you? I know you; I know I do.” Bumped into a piece of furniture. Hands ran over it. Wood. With a chair. Desk? Table? In front of him, he felt the air from an opening that crackled with energy. Yeah, he didn’t think touching that would be a good idea. Turned back in the direction of the bed. Cocked head to the side and heard a soft hissing sound. Smelled a different air. With an exotic scent. Cologne? No. More natural. Biological. Not manufactured. 

Climbed up on the plush mattress atop the bed. Made up with the slickness of silk linens. Ran hands up the wall to find a grate over an opening near the ceiling. Cool air touched his face, and the scent was more potent. “Hello? Are you still there?”

“I am. And yes, you know me. Although I haven’t seen you since you were a child. You often ran the halls of my Grid.”

Eli blinked. He focused on fuzzy memories kicked up in his mind. A tall man. A Rubik’s Cube. Always making him and his sister feel safe. Came to the house for dinner. Hugging his mom. His dad and the man talked in private into the night. He blinked and gasped. The man with the funny name. It used to make him giggle when he was little. 

“Uncle Bounce? Is that you?”  Pushed his senses outward. This couldn’t be Hell. His father and uncles spoke of the place. They said it smelled terrible. This place smelled clean. Fresh.  And hadn’t the Grid Boss been taken by the High Council? But why bring Eli here? Wherever here was. It made no sense. That, and maybe he’d hit his head passing out. “Where are we? And why am I here?” 

“Yes. It is I. I’m pleased you remember me. I am, however, not pleased they were able to bring you here. You’re in the High Council,” snark filled the man’s tone. " Guest chambers. A nice name for prison cells.” Concern flooded Bounce’s voice. “Are you hurt? What happened at Edge?”

“Not really hurt. Just the usual run over by a truck feeling after using all my powers.” Eli rested his aching forehead on the wall.  Let out a ragged exhale. “Allatou’s guards showed up. Looking for me. I was at Sundown’s house.” He stopped himself from saying anything more.  What if this wasn’t really Bounce? Maybe it was a trick. Sure, his parents trusted Bounce. Frowning, he tried to think like his Uncle Evan—use just enough of the truth to sniff out a lie. “You knew about Sundown, right? And how, uh, he’s gotten some things? Not allowed things?” 

“Are you speaking of Deja? And their child?” Eli heard a sigh. “Yes. I know. I have a friend who keeps me informed here. Someone I believe we can trust.”  Let out a small chuckle. “E taught you well. That old truth, then a lie trick. He’d be proud.” 

Eli let out a choked sound. Relief washed through him. With his knowledge of Sundown’s “rules” and E’s teachings, he had to really be the Grid Boss. But with the feeling and the small calm it brought, exhaustion slammed into Eli. 

“I tried to save her. But she got shot. And I don’t know if I hurt her fighting back or not. Or anyone else. But I did try...” Just like his mom. He’d tried so fucking hard that day. He’d always thought and never told anyone—maybe he was why she’d gone to sleep that day. And not woken up.  That his blast of uncontrolled power somehow burned his dad away. Even years later, the thought he’d been plagued with a little boy still haunted Eli’s older self. 

“You sound so much like your father. He always doubted himself as a hero. I’m sure you did your best, just like he would. But I need you to listen to me,” Bounce paused with a “Shhh” sound.  Eli heard soldiers pass in the hallway and guessed they were the cause because once the footfalls faded, Bounce continued in a whisper, “Whatever you do. No matter how tempted you are. Do not use your powers. That’s what Lucifer wishes. Believe nothing he tells you. He will try to ingratiate himself with you. Do not fall for it, Eliam. Do you understand?” 

“Lucifer? Did you say Lucifer? Oh shit, this is not good.” Another memory surfaced in Eli’s thoughts. His dad and sister. Huddled in a blanket fort. Had he been four? Maybe five? It’d been the week after their home was invaded. Marcus killed to protect Eli and Sophia. But then, Uncle Muffin came back. 

“Listen to me, you two, okay?” His dad smiled. They were wearing their pajamas and having a slumber party. Mom worked the late-night shift at Medical, which meant waffles for dinner and cartoons that Sophia or his dad narrated for him. Then, they slept in the living room with their dad. Mom would come home in the morning after work and join them. Those times were his and Sophia’s favorite. 

“There’s a man, and the ones on his, um, team are behind what happened to Uncle Muffin. The lead bad guy is named Lucifer.  He’s the actual Devil. And he’s going to try to say he’s related to you guys and me. Grandfather or something. And that might be true. But you can’t listen to him. He’s a very, very bad man. He only wants to hurt me. You. Your mom. Okay? So if he ever gets close to you.” Dad reached out to put a hand on Eli and Sophia’s necks, allowing Eli to see. He met their eyes and wore his most serious face. “Run. Run as fast as you can. You hide until me, your mom. Uh, any of the people that come to dinner on Sundays get you. Okay? Understand?”

Bounce had been at so many of those Sunday dinners and could be trusted.  Eli’s breathing sped up too fast. His heart started to beat too hard. “So Lucifer is in charge of here and Hell. Shit. But why did he want me?” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Bounce, why does the Devil want me?” None of it made sense. Marcus, their childhood bodyguard, used to work for the Devil once. He’d warned them about Lucifer, too. He taught them how to notice things regular kids never needed to know.  “I don’t know what’s going on, Bounce. I’m trying not to completely freak out here.”

“Eli, listen to me. Calm down.” Bounce’s voice sounded so calm. It helped. A little. “Why don’t you tell me what’s happened with our families? The Grid people. How long has it been? You’ve grown a great deal since the last time we’ve seen each other.”  Eli could feel the man’s smile in the tone. “Your cell is next to mine for a reason. We are not without alliances here. I promise you I will do what I can to use those to keep you unharmed. Try to relax enough not to freak out.” Chuckled. “I can’t count how many times I’ve said those same words to your father, Reno.”

It shouldn’t, considering everything, make Eli feel happy if he reminded someone of his dad. But it did. Every single time it happened. Eli swallowed and nodded his head. Slowly sucked in a breath to ease his chest. “Yeah. Uh. Okay. But I’m going to want the truth, Bounce. For most of my life, I’ve been sheltered. Hidden away. Even at Edge.  Not able to do my equal share. Why was I treated any differently? Made to feel like...” didn’t want to say the word, so he didn’t. His dad hated it. He remembered that sharply, even after all these years. A kid in playgroup called him that once, and his dad went livid. Playgroups became another thing Eli got pulled from. The word was banned as if it were a curse word in their home. Yet, he’d been treated as if it applied to him, too. Confusing as fuck not knowing why. 

Freak. 

“I want to know why, Bounce. Will you finally tell me the truth? Because no one else has?” 

Silence. For a moment, Eli wondered if he’d imagined Bounce speaking to him. When it finally did come, it hit hard, even if Eli guessed it. “Yes. It’s part of the reason. I will tell you all of it. But first, catch me up. Please? I’ve missed everyone so much.”  A heavy sigh followed, and Bounce’s voice held a heavy sadness. “I am starved to know how my family is. Please.”

Eli closed his eyes and turned to lean against the wall. Slid down to sit on the bed. He pulled his knees up to his chest before resting his forehead on one.  “It’s been thirteen years. And a lot has happened. A lot. A lot.”
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Chapter Three
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Reno felt no pity for the boards nor the hammer he’d beaten up trying to put nails in the damn things. All the windows of the big Spanish-style mansion shattered from the freak storm Madness either didn’t understand or refused to explain. Reno continued in his attempts to reach Sundown. Nope. No one was home there. 

It’d been decided he’d stay here and remain “dead” and hidden. He’d agreed—not exactly willingly, but majority rule and all that. Only the few that remained from The Grid were aware he lived. Or came back. Or whatever it was called. Did he know? Nope. It didn’t help, but he couldn’t explain it either. As far as the rest of Edge’s civilians knew, Sundown died on the same day as his woman, Deja Bloom, who died during the attack. Reno’s dark side was taken out after the event by making the makeshift clinic location look like a bomb had gone off.  Sundown left a trail of bodies in his wake, cracked walls, and tons of questions without answers.

“So fucking tired.” Dropped to sit on the floor with back against the wall. He couldn’t sleep. Not well. And not for long. It was funny when he considered how sleep didn’t happen for thirteen years. But it wasn’t just being here. It was the same damn dream, and it played every night. Witch forgives him, kisses him, meets his kids and Sunny, and has a perfect night with a blanket fort. 

Until he woke up. And the nightmare of what really happened that first time he saw Witch slammed into place.

****  
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Three Weeks Ago

Reno tracked Witch as she paced in front of the door. All he wanted to do since she walked in was hold her. Kiss her. Tell her how sorry he was. Jess and Evan stood right outside of the door. Both protested when she said she wanted to see him alone. Did they think he’d hurt her? Did she? 

“Witch,” he stood to move in front of her. “Stop. Can we just talk? Or you talk, and I listen?” He reached down to take her hand in his shaking one. Hers remained lax in his hold. And more frightening, his heart remained still in his chest. Okay, he tried not to freak out too much about that. They’d both just come back. It would take time, right? “Come sit by me. Let’s talk. Get past all this. Work together, like we always have.”

“Get past all what? You say that like I had any say so in it. Like I hold some of the blame.” Jerked her hand from his and let out a small laugh. It was a weird sound. Not like her usual one. 

“I didn’t say that. I said we need to fix this out together. Figure it out together.” Reno felt fear—he didn’t recognize this Witch at all. She’d never been this cold to him. Angry, yes, but this was different. “Like we’ve always done.”

“That’s not true. Is it?” She put her head back. That weird laugh sounded a second time. More cold. “You say that as if we can return to how it was.” She scowled and moved closer to him, verbal venom slicking her words. “I’d love to. I think everyone else would agree. But we can’t, Reno!” Her fist struck a blow to his chest. Hard. Shocked him. He could only stare. He didn’t know how to react, but didn’t stop her. “Because the world is a mess! There’s no medicine. No real weapons!” Her voice went higher-pitched. Full of rage. Rage-fueled tears streaked from those beautiful green eyes. 

“They eat rats! For food! You say fix it like putting a band-aid on a scraped knee of one of our kids! Which we weren’t there for! Didn’t get to take our twins to the park!” Her voice cracked, and her fist hit him again. Harder. “But no. I didn’t get to do any of that! I was deprived of so much of that!” Her head landed forward to rest over her fists. “Because you took it away from me. And our kids.” Witch’s voice cracked as she began to sob. The sound ripped Reno apart. His heart remained silent and still. Maybe afraid to beat and have Witch’s wrath turn to it. “I didn’t even meet my new babies until they were teens.” Witch lifted her head to meet his eyes. Those emerald pools were full of anger. Pain. Sorrow. Sadness. There were too many emotions for Reno to decipher. Phasing too quickly for him even to try. Love could not fight its way to the surface of the kaleidoscope of pain. 

“Witch, please let me explain! Please. I didn’t mean for all that to happen. I didn’t know!” He desperately needed to explain it to her. To Jess. Beth. Lily and Evan. Over and over again until it somehow made sense. Until they all understood. He’d apologize a million times daily for the rest of his undead life if she just let him. No one could make him feel a bigger piece of crap than himself. Or so he thought until Witch threw reality in his face.  He tried to stay calm, hoping it would help her do the same. His voice came out hoarse. His throat was sore from the moment he’d come back. “And you’re not the only one who lost time with our kids. I did, too. All those years...”

“But this is your fault! You chose to leave!” Witch took a step back. Her shoulders heaved. Her body shook. Tears flowed, and each one that fell thickened his self-loathing. When they hit the floor, he hated himself more with each drop. “You chose to leave our newborn babies! You did that! Not me. We always promised each other they’d have one of us! No matter what!” She bent at the waist and screamed with heartbreak. Fists knotted so tight, the knuckles blanched white. “You left Hope and Faith for some twisted revenge move! My Candyman would never choose that over abandoning his family! His babies!”

“I can explain that! Please! Let me!” He closed in the distance and tried to pull her hands loose to hold. Desperate to make contact. She felt so fucking far away. “I had to stop him. From coming after them down the road! To stop him from making another attempt to kill Sophia. Eli. You! I planned on coming back! For them! For you. To say goodbye to you. Or them! But I had to make sure,” his voice became a growl as he bowed up in her personal space, “he needed to be dead. Once and for all, dead!”

“You had weeks to do that! To kill him!” Emma responded by screaming in his face. “He would have never had a chance to get to me! To almost kill me and my babies if you had just killed him that first day! Or turned him over to Bounce! But you only focused on your anger. Your need for revenge. Now that I think about it?” Wrenched her hands away from his grasp. Stumbled back a step. Breath was ragged. “My Candyman hadn’t been around for a while before that. Hiding behind all the lies and deceit. The nights you said you were working when you weren’t. When you spent time torturing Epsilon instead of being there with me and the kids. My husband. My best friend. My lover and my soulmate would never do that! Chance destroying everything for some warped, sick need to beat another being up. To torture and be inhumane!”

“He deserved so much fucking more!” Roared at her with his fangs bared. They grew as his fury did.  Words spewed out in a yell. “I loved it. I enjoyed making him hurt! If I had my way, I’d do it all over again!” 

No, wait... that’s not what he meant. 

The moment the words spiked into the inches between them, he knew the level of damage. Catastrophic. “Witch, I don’t mean that. Not totally. I mean, if I knew now what I knew then, I’d do it differently.” He reached out to put his hands on her arms. He needed to change the direction he’d taken and find a reverse. A way off the ledge he now stood with her. Too dangerously close to the edge. 

“Let me explain, I can, I think—”

She shoved him back. A hand came out, and the following slap snapped Reno’s head to the side. Tasted bitter blood in his mouth. He squeezed his eyes shut and huffed out a breath. Nostrils flared as he sucked in another one. “Witch, I deserve that. Now, listen—”

Another slap. As hard as the first. Deserved, yep, he’d agree on that.

But she didn’t get the chance for a third. His hand came up to catch her wrist effortlessly as if she moved in slow motion. His abilities instinct decided he’d allowed enough. Their eyes met, and the heavy, jagged moments of silence doomed them as much as his lousy attempt at not explaining himself. He could feel her pulse in her wrist racing under his hand. Her skin was so warm to his chill. 

“I don’t want to see you. All it does is remind me of what you did. The choices you made over your family. Over me. The kids.” She jerked free from his hold with a hiss. Eyes flashing with hate. “I don’t trust you. I’m not sure I even know you anymore. I will not have you come close to our kids. They’re damaged enough because of you.” 

“What?” Her words iced Reno’s anger instantly. Lava transformed to ice dizzyingly fast. “You don’t mean that! Come on, I’m still me. You’re still my Witch. I’m still your Candyman.” His voice pleaded. Sounded Desperate. He’d begged her before. But that was for her to stay with him in the dark. She’d never told him to go before. “You don’t want me to go. I’m here for us to fix this. To get to know the girls. For us to get past this. Please, I just got angry.”

Emma slowly shook her head. Said through sobs. “I don’t think I’m the same person. Your Witch. Not after all this.” Her eyes met his, and she wiped away the tears aggressively from rage or heartbreak. He wasn’t sure. Or maybe he didn’t want to know. “The girls don’t know you. All they do know? Is that you are the father who left them. They were newborns! And you left. You didn’t even know if they’d still have a mother. In fact, you probably knew they wouldn’t because you stopped it. You did that. You chose me over our children.” 

She lifted her chin and released a ragged breath. Reno searched her eyes for them. How she used to find them perfect. He wished he hadn’t—so much pain. The pain he caused shone in their depths. “I’m choosing them over you. As you should have then.” 

“No. Wait. Please.” Now he sobbed. He stepped towards her and took both her arms in his hands. “I did what it took for you to survive! Doesn’t that count? I didn’t know it would...” 

Emma let out a blood-curdling scream and struck. Nails dug into his face. Fists landed with force with no aim. He begged and didn’t fight back. At some point, they were pulled apart. Cool air rushed between them where rage or Witch’s powers had heated it before. Lily pulled Emma to the side, trying to stop her with a hug. 

Evan and Jess pulled him back. Reno fought, trying to get back to Witch. But then the door was slammed, and he was shoved down the hall,

While he screamed for her to please forgive him. 
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Chapter Four
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He’d been locked up for a few days. Ranting and screaming at the walls. He attempted to escape every chance he got to find her. Until he’d been informed of what the others thought was best. Reno simply nodded and did what he was told. Shot down any time he asked to see his Witch. She didn’t want to see him. The same with his kids. He'd pull out his hair by every root if he had to hear “give it time” again. 

One root at a time. 

Witch, on the other hand, took on the identity of Rose Devenmore. Long-lost sister of Witch and Lily. It’d been relatively easy to trick those who never knew her. All the sisters looked alike, and the non-Grid people never met Emma or Rose. He’d argued big time on that plan. Evan too. Jess wasn’t too happy either. They all felt that staying hidden was the best course for safety reasons. But Witch’s stubbornness hadn’t weakened even with being in a coma-ish thing for thirteen years. Maybe it needed to get extra stubborn levels out due to a lack of use. According to Jess, she and Lily formed an unbreakable force, and Emma Devenmore-Sundown now lived as Rose Devenmore. Timed to “arrive” with one of the frequent waves of refugees who sought shelter within Edge’s walls. 

Witch got to stay, and they all voted for him to return to their old home. It wasn’t too bad. Just lonely. Especially after not interacting with anyone for thirteen years. Of course, he tried that tactic to guilt the others into letting him stay at Edge. Didn’t work. 

The walls and roof of his former home were in good shape, along with the high solar tubes and skylights on the cathedral ceilings. All the windows grinned openly with broken shards of glass like the teeth of a beaten prizefighter who lost a match. He’d spent the first few days hauling all the dust-covered debris and broken furniture to the garage. Edge transported most of the medical supplies and equipment back there. However, he had a solar water tank, allowing hot showers. But as sweet as that luxury was, the solar panels on a stand for the building behind the house were now useless for generating electricity. Each one was embedded with pieces of glass when the windows blew out. 

Reno couldn’t complain compared to so many who lived with far less. Yet, misery lived with him here. He paced the empty hallways where ghosts of the happiest days he ever knew lived. He would catch himself listening for the kids to run up and down the stairs. Swore that sometimes they did. And when the ghosts didn’t torture him and took a break, gnawing guilt stepped up to the plate. 

“Fuck!” Reno roared as he hit his thumb rather than the nail again. He threw the hammer, which put a hole in the far wall. He sucked on the digit as Madness giggled in his head. “Shut up. You can’t do it any better than I can.”

“You know, if the hero and badass gig doesn’t work out for you again, I can assure you that a new career in home repair should not be in your future.”

Reno heard his brother’s amused voice behind him. He turned to find the Cowboy holding two backpacks in the open doorway. “Yeah, well.” He walked over to pick up the hammer to toss with the few other tools in a box. “At least now the wind isn’t going to be blowing in here. And I can move around and not be seen.” Sat down in one of two chairs in the space. The only furniture besides a mattress was a beat-up patio table in the corner. A hand-crank lantern helped the place feel... well, whatever word didn’t mean homey. “How is ah, um, everything at Edge?” 

Jess snorted and lobbed the two packs onto the mattress. “New supplies. More grub. Bottles of water. A few MREs that aren’t too expired.” He raised a brow and braced his hands on the back of the second chair with an annoying know-too-much smirk. “By Edge, do you mean your wife and kids? You could just come out and ask, little brother. You know I’m on the Witch and Reno team.” Snorted and waved a dismissive hand in the air. “We don’t talk about that time I wasn’t. I am now, and that’s what matters.”

Reno sighed and looked sideways, then down. He focused on picking at a splinter embedded in his hand. “Oh, right. The time when you wanted me dead time? We don’t talk about that time?” He lifted his chin to regard Jess. “You’re such an asshole.” Rolled his eyes. “So, are they okay?” God, he hated being apart from them. Being in this house sometimes was better than the cold darkness confining him and Witch’s soul for years. But here, the past haunted him so fucking bad he screamed into the empty rooms. Happy times. Birthday parties. Kids’ laughter. In the darkness, those memories warmed him. Here? It just tortured him relentlessly as a reminder of what he’d lost and brought with it a fear he'd never have it all again.

As if that wasn’t enough of an emotional carousel, there was the fact that Sundown tried to kill them both upstairs. The elusive ghost of that never wandered too far. Reno waited for a crack in his head to open and replay on an endless nightmare loop. Feared it, too. Since moving in, he’d closed the door and not returned to the third floor. Strangely, no breeze dared stir the grey ash covering every surface. Hung as if suspended in the air. Jess understood and boarded up those windows for Reno without being asked.  

“Emmagail is throwin’ herself into work. Lily is showing her as much as possible about how we’ve made do with medical. Needless to say, Emma is not only learning but also adapting new techniques, using her potions, and much more. Sophia is helping with that. Your girls are okay, too. Faith is her usual happy self. Hope is glum and grouchy. In other words, she’s herself too.” Jess sighed and cleared his throat. “You may not want to hear it, but Emma and they are becoming closer. Faith and Hope spend less time at my place and more time with her. Sophia, well, she misses you something fierce. But it made it a bit easier since you took the time to tell them you needed to move off campus. Rather than just leaving without a word.”

“Like I did before?” Reno growled as he stood and faced Jess. “You forgot to say that part.” 

Jess snorted and stood upright with bulging arms crossed on that vast chest. “Did I need to? No. Was I going to? No. I told you, I understand. I may disagree with how you went about it, but I understand. Not to mention,” Jess moved to sit in the chair, “I ain’t gotta beat you up. You’re doing a mighty fine job of doing that yourself.” Rubbing a hand over his face, he shoved the eye patch—this one decorated with what might be a dragon—to the top of his head. Ground a knuckle against the ruined eye. “But then again, you were always real good at beating yourself up. Even when you were inside of me. I got a few scars to show for proof.” He let out a slow exhale as his hand dropped to his lap. “Reno, you gotta let the past go. Or at least put it where it belongs. Anywhere but in the here and now. We got a lot more to figure out than how to fix things that’s already done.”

“I know. I do. But I feel so helpless. Useless.” Reno regarded the boards on the windows. Crooked. Nails bent. Others snapped off. “And like you said, I can’t even do things that eat up time. I can’t even nail up boards. And I’m expected to fix the world? To rescue my son?”

Paced to a darkened corner and squeezed eyes shut. “I  had that dream again. The really good one. Where she forgave me. We had a nice night with the kids. A blanket fort. Where we had our happy-for-now ending, you know.” He opened his eyes, his head returning to look at the smudged ceiling above him. “Then I wake up, and the best dream ever becomes my worst nightmare. Because it isn’t true. It didn’t happen. It’s all a lie my heart wants to believe.” 

He kicked a few loose, bent nails and sent them skittering across the floor. Head rolled to regard the small pile of scrap wood. The ones that refused to take a damn nail. They were lucky. For now. His need to vent rage by tearing shit up would show back up eventually. 

“I need to be doing something, Jess.” He knew his brother would understand. “Anything. But I also said I’d respect her space. Give her time. But just sitting here is driving me crazy. I can’t fix us or anything just sitting here.”

Jess sat back and brought a boot up to rest over a knee. Reno noticed both soles held patches over worn holes. Bet that happened with all the pacing Jess did over the years to keep everyone safe and alive. Cue more guilt to pile on the sky-high one Reno already felt buried under. 

“I’ve told you the intel. Eli is in the High Council chambers. He ain’t been hurt. He’s a” Jess formed air quotes with his fingers, “honored guest. The General there and Bounce are tight. And that guy delivers us what news he can. But it’s random. There ain’t no way to contact that realm unless he comes to us.  And if Allatou finds out you and Emma are back?” Cocked his head to the side with a hiss through his fangs.  Sat forward and pinned Reno with a firm, serious look. “I need you to hear me. Really hear me. Because we both know you don’t always do that. But anything you do might lead to an attack on Edge. Reno, there are too many helpless civilian families there. Hell, the non-fighters match up almost twelve-to-one to each fighter. I know you’re feeling frustrated. I do. But we’re going to need you to wait. Just a little while longer.” 

“It’s been weeks!” Reno threw the hammer across the room again. It hit the plastered wall and took out a chunk. Both landed on the floor with a solid thud. He didn’t do a damn thing to lower the frustration he felt. “I need to do. Something.” He put his head back with a snarl. Fingers fisted his hair.  He could start doing that, pulling out his hair thing, any minute now, for something to do. “Patrols. Runs. Something.”

Jess sighed with a slow shake of his head. “Again, we can’t take the chance that you and Allatou or you and Murder cross paths. I’m real sorry—”

“Please, don’t say it all again. I know! You’ve told me over and over. Evan, too. You’re sorry. E’s sorry. I get it.” Thought for a moment, dropped both head and hands. Eyes slid to Jess again. “Then let me go find the Heartbeats.” 

He didn’t give Jess a chance to repeat the same-ole-same-ole line about taking a chance. Reno pushed up and walked to stand in front of the man. “I’ll go alone. Madness can sense when Murder gets close. And for that matter, I should be able to sense Allatou. Just like any Hell-born being. Jess...” He moved and dropped down heavily into a chair across from his brother. His hands were clasped between his knees. “We need them. We can’t just sit here. Okay fine. Not here, literally. But anywhere. Wait, what I mean is you, you can sit. At Edge. But I can’t. God, you know what I mean, dammit. But anyway, I can’t keep sitting here.” He pointed a finger at the floor in case his stressed babbling didn’t make the meaning clear. “So let me go out there and sit.” Finger swung up to point towards the door. Sat back with arms crossed and blew out an annoyed sigh at himself—again. “Now I’m kinda confused. But you get what I’m saying, right?”

Jess narrowed his one eye. And maybe the other one? It was kinda hard to tell with the ruined one. “Let me see if I can pull a wee bit of logic from all word vomit.” Circled a hand in the space between them. “You want to leave here just to go sit? And think the Heartbeats will find you? Rather than Murder and Allatou.” Chuckled and scratched his chin under the beard. “Somehow, I don’t think that’s really what you’re sayin’, lil bro. Might want to give me a Cliff Notes version.”

“Why are words so hard?” Reno huffed and leveled his brother with a weary look. “Let me go out there, I don’t know... for a day. Or two. And look. Just a few short searches. Please, Jess. You have no idea what this is like. Not being with Witch. The kids. A part of anything.”

“Bullshit.” Jess blew out a raspberry and slapped a palm on his thigh. “That’s where you’re wrong. I know exactly how that feels. You ain’t the only one that got caught in a lie that imploded your marriage. I told you about my lying to Beth about Mama. Hell, I almost missed the Beans being born. Lies have and can destroy everyone’s everything. It ain’t just about you.” He blew out a frustrated breath, and the big man stood. “Look, I’m not the sole approver of any plans. Me, Evan, Beth, and Lily all decide. And Evan would be the one to convince for any runs, hunts, searches, whatever word you want to call it.” He crossed his arms on his chest. “I’ll support you either way. But you've got to get theirs, too.” 

“Thanks for your help.” Reno angled his eyes up to meet Jess’s. “I really liked Charlotte. That was a pretty bad lie. Sounds like my kind of level of bad  decision making.” Stood and walked with Jess to the door. “You know, Beth is a saint to put up with you.”

Jess let out a deep laugh. “Brother, don’t I know it. I’m just glad bullets are
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