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      Saera's damp Flexi-suit sparked and cracked at all the wrong places as she limped down the street leading to Orion's house. The darkness of the evening and the creeping shadowy fog of the current property section was never very inviting at all, but there was some comfort in the darkness hiding her current state.

      Healing was slow and sluggish, evident in the way she was forced to limp along the sloping sidewalk on the way to the looming two-story house in the middle of the street. Larger on the inside than it appeared on the outside, it was the current residence and safe haven of her new life, just like the freedom that came from taking another set of Unlucky Thirteen duels to work out her frustrations.

      Oh, she should've quit somewhere in the ninth round, but it was getting too vicious and bloody to skip out on it. By the time rational thought had caught up with her physical injuries, the bloodlust had kicked in and she hadn't bothered to fight it off.

      The rest of her cage-mates hadn't cared either, equally into the chaotic madness that left them feeling revitalized and useful again.

      After all, that kind of viciousness wasn't always appreciated.

      The more she tried to hide it, the worse the urges became. It was always best to just let them take their course every couple of months or so. A Suite would help with that, but Soula was—moving slowly and carefully.

      Not that she could blame her at all.

      It was impressive the way she was sort of paying attention and most definitely not realizing the finer points of her clumsy courting. Yes, it was sort of awkward and endearing in a way, but on the other side, she knew what it felt like to watch a picture-perfect scene play out in front of her and know that she wasn't a part of it.

      Couldn't be a part of it.

      Now that she had a place to belong and keepers that didn't matter—they weren't her keepers, they weren't!—she had something else to occupy her haunted mind.

      More sparks crackled and popped along her left hip, a few biting blips of energy singeing her fingertips. Her gloves had been shredded to ribbons and she'd tossed it in the recycling bin as soon as she'd left the arena.

      Now her fingers were stiff, but there was still some feeling left in them.

      Saera grimaced. She knew some of the sparks were from the charms giving out and the rest of the protective magic reacting to the shattered energy.

      On one claw, she was grateful the jagged slash across her midsection hadn't resulted in more than just a shallow cut, mostly healed over, blood smeared across the suit and newly healed skin. On the other, it made a terrible image when she passed through the shower hall on her way back and caught a glimpse in the reflective wall at the end.

      Her leg had hurt too much to put weight on it at first, but hobbling out of there was better than staying in. Even with her upgraded rank, an ACE ranking drew attention, demanded a certain level of respect and had already caused some shifts between those she'd called friends.

      It was the expected shuffle of dynamics, as dominant ranks found their footing and carved out a space for themselves. Ranks beneath their level shuffled accordingly until a new hierarchy was found and established.

      That hurt, because some of those blades had been her friends. Sort of. Neutral associates at best and bloody blades at the worst. She had scars from some of them.

      Laurel had done her no favors at all and while Xander had tried to shield her from some of the things that happened in the Pits—he'd never taken to the circuit like she had. There was always something darker and more dangerous lurking at the corners.

      She'd never wanted to test that—to test him—but he'd offered her something she'd desperately needed when their paths had crossed.

      Shelter. Safety. Warmth.

      And that was why it cut so deeply now.

      Because she could feel it. Burning in her chest, right down to her core. The need to have a Suite of her own. The urge to protect, defend and claim what was hers.

      The new clamor of instincts that craved things she hadn't ever quite understood as a Gheyo King and yet, now, it made perfect sense.

      She wished she could call him a friend, still.

      But the shadows that clung to his skin and the darkness in his eyes, told her that it would never be that way.

      Never.

      Sometimes, she imagined that she could see the vaguest hint of regret in that same gaze that had once been so gentle and welcoming. A sort of easy knowing and understanding for all that she'd endured and suffered through.

      Those same hands—broad and rough, but kind—that had picked her up and cleaned bloody, poisoned wounds. Slathered them with healing salves, wrapped her in bandages and put her in his bed, where no one would disturb her.

      A stiff, numbed hand trembled faintly.

      Saera sucked in a shaky breath. Her healing was working to repair the last of her limp and she could almost move just like normal.

      The wards on Orion's house reached out to her as she entered the personal perimeter wards around the property.

      Ryder had finally bought the two houses on either side, keeping them there for privacy's sake and nothing else. Orion had expanded the wards accordingly and it was nice. Even if it meant more room to prowl, it also required more effort to patrol.

      The space was good though.

      She needed so much of it lately.

      Hiding out in the Pits was a habit she was trying desperately to break. Wanting to find a place to just exist was a reality that she struggled with daily.

      Sometimes, it was more like home than returning home, to stay in the darkened, dreary hollows of the Gheyo section where every rank could find a place and there was no shortage of hiding places.

      A slight twinge made her wince as she finally reached the stone steps leading up to the small landing in front of the door.

      Her claim marks burned, faintly, a cleansing spell built into the wards to make sure that she didn't track anything unknown with her past the front door.

      Useful and a good practice, but uncomfortable just the same.

      Just like everything in the house.

      Even with Soula and Orion there to buffer things between the rest of the restless ranks, the absence of Xander and the rest of the Suite was something she couldn't put into words. Especially when it wasn't their affection or closeness that she craved, but rather the safety that came with knowing each other's limits.

      Orion was—careful—with her. He knew to be, whether from their shared element or his habit of just knowing when to read a room or a person on sight. He didn't do it often, almost as if it were some sort of secret skill that he only employed when he had no other choice.

      If she'd known him less, she might've been offended.

      But that was simply his way.

      He leaned hard into his element in a way that she was only just learning to appreciate herself. Soula's presence and subsequent bonding to him had done wonders. He was more confident, more expressive and significantly more dedicated to their cause now.

      A deeper sense of purpose and belonging had pulled out aspects of his personality and strengths in his magic, that she never would've thought possible.

      It made her wonder when the same would happen for her.

      Or if it would happen at all.

      There was no way of knowing such things.

      She entered the front door, one of Ryder's shadowy wisps curling around the corners to admit her. Nodding to the little thing, she edged inside and waited while the wisp locked the door and flickered around her feet.

      It was a habit of his, to know who came and went through the door. A small thing that she wouldn't begrudge him, even if he had become a tad too sharp and rude lately—at least, where Soula was concerned.

      He was trying too hard not to have anything to do with her and a wicked little part of her couldn't wait to see when that would crack and crumble. He wasn't immune to her charms and cleverness any more than she'd been.

      Well, more like Soula had simply wormed her way into her life and routine, then decided she wanted her right there on the spot.

      At least, that's what it'd felt like.

      So much of it had hurt, burned and then healed over, scarless. Gentle memories replacing horrid ones and small, warm hands tracing over where cruel, cutting ones had once ripped her wide open.

      The shadow teasing about her feet, bopped her shin with a little wisp of a phantom limb, almost adorable in its silent inquiry.

      "I'm fine," she told it, softly. "Just late. There was a line to pick up things. Sorry if I set anything off. It was easier to walk home than wait to wash the blood off there."

      The little shadow cocked its head to the side.

      Saera wiggled her stiff fingers in a vague approximation of a wave. "I'm fine, Ryder. If I wasn't, you'd know."

      The little shadow quivered, as if it didn't quite believe her words, but it didn't pry or answer, instead, melting back into the ground and merging with the thronging shadows that protected the front entrance.

      She suppressed a shudder at the disturbing image and continued on down the entry hall on silent feet, the floor charmed silent for the late hour. The lights were dimmed, some of them brightening as she passed by.

      No sounds came from the kitchen as she passed by on the way to her own room. But the lights were on and she could see little blips of shadows curled at the corners, proof that Garren was somewhere in there and doing what he always did when dinner was over and everyone had retreated to their usual spaces.

      The shadows seemed a bit finicky, flaring wildly as she passed and settling down complacently when she was several steps away. It made her wonder what she'd missed at
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