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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        If you have NOT read the previous books in the Doomsday Brethren series, please STOP now.

      

        

      
        POSSESS ME AT MIDNIGHT is the fourth title in the Doomsday Brethren series. In order to fully understand and enjoy this story, I recommend you read the first three books in this series, TEMPT ME WITH DARKNESS, CAPTURE ME IN MOONLIGHT AND SEDUCE ME IN SHADOW, before you embark on this magical journey.

      

        

      
        I sincerely hope you enjoy the saga of these characters I’ve come to love so deeply!

      

        

      
        Hugs & happy reading,

        Shayla
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        I crave her as much as I can’t have her.

      

        

      
        Ice

        Sabelle Rion is tempting…and forbidden. Her golden beauty lures me like a flame, her every glance daring me to burn. She’s my enemy’s sister. My weakness. And now, my mission.

      

        

      
        As evil closes in on the apocalyptic weapon we’re hiding, Sabelle’s life—and the fate of magickind—hang in the balance. I’ve sworn to protect her, but every moment she’s near tests my control. Her scent, her touch, her fiery defiance—they all make me want to claim what I shouldn’t.

      

        

      
        I’m a warrior. Cold. Ruthless. But for her, I’d scorch the world.

      

        

      
        ***

        Sabelle

        Isdernus Rykard is trouble. His glittering eyes promise danger, his rough hands leave me breathless, and his kiss steals my reason. I shouldn’t want him, but the harder I resist, the more I’m drawn to his fire.

      

        

      
        With my brother dying and terror rising, the Council demands I choose a mate to save us all. Duty says it can’t be Ice. But my heart is already his.

      

        

      
        As war looms, the line between love and destruction is razor-thin. And I’m about to cross it.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rion Estate

        England

      

        

      
        Sabelle

      

      

      

      My brother is dying, and I fear I can’t stop it.

      With every hour that passes, I hear death beckon, feel its breath on the back of my neck. Bram, it calls. Follow me into the dark. I clutch my brother’s hand, trying desperately to anchor him in this mortal plane.

      When I became a fully transitioned witch, I acquired the ability to touch others and make them feel whatever I wish. In the last sixty years, I’ve perfected that skill. A rare few are immune to my gift. But in this moment, I have no idea if Bram can feel the healing vibrations I’m sending his way. If he can, they aren’t improving his condition.

      Curse the mysterious black cloud of smoke surrounding my brother, slowly smothering his life force and, I worry, his magic. And damn Mathias d’Arc, one of the evilest wizards ever, for attacking Bram with it.

      Fighting back tears of anger, I clench my fists, my fingernails cutting into my palms, and try to decide what to do.

      Just yesterday, we tangled with Mathias, who escaped his exile after hundreds of years. Last night, the healer Conrad, along with my Aunt Millie, examined Bram. Neither knew what magic created and sustained the deadly smoke. Nor could they explain what damage it caused…or how to eradicate it.

      They only know it’s draining the life of the person I love most in this world.

      “Can I come in?”

      At the familiar male voice, I look over my shoulder. Lucan MacTavish, my brother’s best friend, hovers in the doorway with a concerned frown.

      “Certainly,” I murmur.

      At first glance, he’s clearly exhausted. I’m sure I look even worse.

      Neither of us has been the same since this bloody magical war started.

      Mathias recently abducted Lucan’s mate, Anka, and broke their sacred mate bond. While he was incoherent with grief and suffering acute mate mourning, I provided Lucan vital energy through a sexual exchange—the way magickind generates all magical energy. Bram bolstered and protected him, putting a roof over his head, and eventually Lucan healed. Somewhat.

      It’s no surprise he wants to help my brother now in return.

      “Any change?” Lucan caresses my shoulder.

      The gesture surprises me. A gentle warmth spreads from his touch, unexpected and confusing. He never touched me while bound to his former mate. But now that Anka has chosen the arms of another, and he knows I provided the sexual energy to keep him alive, has that changed our friendship in his eyes?

      Nibbling on my lip, I risk a glance in Lucan’s direction. He’s a beautiful man. Coffee-colored hair brushes his strong nape. His shocking blue eyes lure a woman from between a thick fringe of black lashes. His mouth… He knows how to kiss; I learned that…eventually. Over time, he became less frenzied with mate mourning and pressed his mouth to mine. The skill of his kiss shocked me.

      Someday, we’ll both need a mate. Becoming Lucan’s would solve many of my problems…

      Except I don’t love him.

      I shake my head to clear my thoughts. His gesture means nothing; it’s merely one of comfort. Lucan still has strong feelings for Anka. And it is impossible for me to think about my future when my beloved brother might soon pass to his nextlife.

      “No,” I whisper.

      Lucan urges me to my feet and cups my shoulders. “Come eat. You’re worrying yourself to exhaustion.”

      I pull away. “I can’t leave Bram. What if he wakes and needs me?”

      “Spare yourself five minutes. Olivia and Sydney have been cooking—the human way. It’s taken them hours to prepare dinner. They did it for you.”

      The tears that have been threatening all day sting the backs of my eyes and tighten my throat. Though I’ve only known the other women for a few weeks, I already consider them great friends. Yes, circumstance has thrown us together. Having Mathias on the loose requires a magical army to defeat him, so Bram assembled the Doomsday Brethren, a ragtag group of warriors, mostly magical, who are willing to fight. Olivia and Sydney are mates to two of Bram’s fighting force and have not only stood by their men, but all of us. They’ve risked themselves to rid magickind of this cancer, though the fight isn’t theirs.

      “Five minutes,” I agree reluctantly.

      Lucan brings me closer, just shy of an embrace. “I’m worried about you. You can’t carry all of Bram’s responsibilities on your shoulders.”

      He doesn’t understand. “I have to try. My brother has worked so hard to build his political influence and this army⁠—”

      “No one will allow it to crumble. Come see. Everyone is assembled downstairs, waiting for you. We all want to help.”

      Everyone? Surely not… “Shock?”

      Lucan clenches his jaw. “No one wants that traitor here.”

      Especially not one who’s currently shagging Lucan’s former mate.

      I’m touched that the Doomsday Brethren have come to pay homage to their fallen leader, but I fear only one person can help my brother. “Has anyone searched for Bram’s mysterious mate? Emma’s energy⁠—”

      “Might heal him. I know. It’s quite difficult to locate a woman when we know only her first name. Sydney volunteered to call Aquarius, since she presumably knows this Emma who ensnared Bram.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t bother. Aquarius already said that she doesn’t know Emma’s whereabouts. The woman’s flat is empty, her mobile phone disconnected. The shop where she once worked is closed tight. Bram already tried all those avenues. Clearly, the woman doesn’t want to be found.”

      “In light of the situation, Sydney agreed to speak to Aquarius once more, see if she remembers anything else…”

      I pray the woman remembers something. If not… The looming worry that my brother will perish stabs despair through my heart. I beat back a fresh batch of tears. I cannot cry. A waste of time that solves nothing. I can fall apart later. Alone. Now too much is at stake.

      Lucan smooths a thumb across my cheek. “You’re one of the bravest women I know, Bella. Bram is my best friend. You can lean on me. In fact, I want you to. I’m here.”

      The offer is tempting. Lucan is a strong wizard and warrior. But in the past month, his whole life has been torn apart. He needs to get back on his own feet before worrying about my problems.

      I send him a sad smile. “I’ll be all right, but thank you.”

      “Let me help. There wasn’t time earlier for me to express…” He sighs. “Thank you. I know the sacrifice you made to save me, the risk you took in bedding someone feral to provide me proper energy.”

      “No thanks necessary. I⁠—”

      “I remember being with you. Your fear. Your determination.” Lucan threads his hand through my pale hair. “Your softness.”

      He remembers? I didn’t expect that. Damn and blast. That complicates everything. But it isn’t as if I’ve forgotten the feel of Lucan either—his heat, his hardness, his single-minded intent. The unexpected desire. During our time together, I came to know him as a lover…and I’m not certain how I feel about that. But now is hardly the time to sort it out.

      “Lucan, I⁠—”

      He brushes his lips over mine, cutting off my words. Soft but firm. Achingly gentle. He merely feels me. Breathes me. Then he lifts his head.

      For a heartbeat, my body responds to him, a whisper of warmth unfurling low in my belly before I remember where we are, who we are. This is Lucan—my brother’s best friend, a man still haunted by his lost mate. I step back slightly, unsettled by my reaction.

      “Anything you need, I’ll be here for you.”

      Why? Friendship? Gratitude? Or…something more?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Though I usually block others’ thoughts, I peek into Lucan’s. Friendship, certainly, and gratitude by the bucketful, a hint of confusion about his feelings. I relate to that. But the attraction simmering under his surface gives me pause.

      Slipping from his mind, I step away from his touch. “I’ll go update everyone and thank them for their efforts. Lead the way.”

      Lucan takes my hand and guides me downstairs to the dining room. As he said, everyone has assembled. Marrok stands, tall and daunting as ever. Olivia, his American mate, sits beside him as he rests a big hand on the crown of her dark head. Envy tears through me. I ache for the sort of love they share. Between my brother’s protective streak and my obligation to marry politically well, I wonder if I’ll ever find it.

      “Sabelle.” Sydney jumps to her feet. “Are you all right? What can I do to help?”

      The human redhead stands beside her wizard mate, Caden, who is Lucan’s brother. The two men exchange a glance I don’t have the energy to decipher.

      I shake my head. “I’ll be all right. I appreciate your concern.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Somehow, I manage a wan smile. “Something smells good. Thank you for cooking.”

      “Come eat so you can get back to Bram.” Olivia shoves a plate into my hands and gestures toward the spread of food on the sideboard. Roasted hen, a flaky white fish, even a beef Wellington, along with an array of vegetables and breads. The gesture touches me all over again, pricking my eyes with tears.

      “Thank you so much.” I sniff, blinking to hold back the tears.

      “Eat.” Lucan pushes me toward the food as he accepts a plate from Sydney and stands behind me protectively.

      Absently, I dish myself a few spoonfuls of everything. I’m not hungry. Even the thought of food makes my stomach turn. But I tell myself that every bite is nutrition that will help me be nursemaid to Bram. Nothing else matters.

      Behind me, the others plate up. I settle into my usual chair. Lucan sits directly to my left. Marrok and Olivia settle in at the far end of the table. Caden and Sydney plop down beside Lucan.

      The Doomsday Brethren’s newest member, Tynan O’Shea, sits glumly across from Marrok and picks at his food. His vengeful thoughts blare past my mental barricades, along with his grief over his intended mate’s murder by Mathias. Both kill his appetite. I have no trouble understanding why.

      Beside me, Bram’s chair at the head of the table sits empty. The realization that he might never again occupy it hits my chest like a blow. I lower my fork and look at my plate, now blurred through my tears.

      The thought of losing Bram isn’t merely devastating to me as his sister—it would be catastrophic for all magickind. Without his leadership, the Doomsday Brethren might splinter. And without his political savvy, Mathias will overrun our feckless and cowardly Council. My brother isn’t just fighting for his life; he’s the linchpin holding together our entire resistance. If he falls… I can’t bear to finish the thought.

      “Sabelle.” Simon Northam, the Duke of Hurstgrove, approaches slowly.

      Until the formation of the Doomsday Brethren, Bram and Duke hardly knew each other, but despite his lofty human rank, he’s been a solid member of this fledging resistance from day one.

      I take a moment to swallow my tears, then raise my gaze. Being born a Rion, everyone expects me to lead by example, tamp down my fear, and move on. Bram, most of all, would demand it. For my brother, I’ll stay strong.

      “It’s all right. I’m well.”

      Duke nods, dark hair looking uncommonly shaggy, as he sets his plate on the table and eases himself into Bram’s chair. I swallow an urge to jump up and rail at him. He cannot usurp my brother’s place!

      “Would you rather sit here, or shall I?” he asks softly.

      The angry wind leaves my sails. I take a deep breath, common sense prevailing. The group needs a leader, and Duke occupying Bram’s chair signals that he’s willing to take the job.

      “You. I’m no warrior, and I’ll have my hands full with Bram’s Council business. I have to hope the others haven’t realized…” Or they would try ousting him from his hard-won seat. Thank goodness the Council isn’t in active session right now. So with any luck, the other members aren’t paying close attention to their mirrors. I haven’t heard from any of them about his darkened crest, so perhaps they haven’t noticed. But that won’t last forever. I’ll need to spin some story, stave them off. It’s a risky approach…and the best I’ve got.

      With a nod, Duke casts me a sympathetic gaze, a silent promise of support, then looks down the table. This is for the best. Mathias is weakened, but in no way defeated. The Doomsday Brethren have to stay together and remain strong.

      A subtle shift in the room’s energy draws my attention. Marrok straightens almost imperceptibly, while Tynan’s expression darkens further. Even Lucan, beside me, tenses slightly. I follow their gazes as Duke opens his mouth to speak when the last of the warriors sits—directly across from me.

      Ice.

      Towering and powerful, with his dark hair shaved close to his scalp and those unnervingly intense green eyes that seem to strip away my defenses, he exudes danger in every line of his warrior’s body. His penetrating gaze fastens on me like a blowtorch, scalding hot and undeniable—entirely different from the gentle warmth of Lucan’s touch. Despite my better judgment, my breath catches. My skin tingles. He’s my brother’s enemy…but I can’t seem to look away.

      Oh, god…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Though fearsome and reportedly insane, since becoming a member of the Doomsday Brethren, Ice has been on his best behavior—around me, anyway. Hardworking. Polite. Even-tempered…mostly. But the constant staring and the naked desire on his face tie my belly in knots. He’s a puzzle that, against my will, I feel utterly compelled to solve.

      His fierce expression makes me wonder precisely what he’s thinking. Oddly, he’s one of the few people whose mind I can’t read. I’ve tried. Nothing. Wondering what’s in his head drives me mad. The one time Ice put his arms around me to heal Sydney’s injured friend, Aquarius, was arousing. Combustive.

      And oh-so-forbidden.

      Not only was I born to the Privileged class of magickind, I am among its elite, the closest thing to royalty in the magical world. Rions are descendants of Merlin, the greatest wizard of all time. While Ice… Well, the Rykards are not only Deprived, but disliked and distrusted—Ice more than most. I’ve heard whispers of his violent tendencies. As if that doesn’t complicate our attraction enough, my brother loathes him with a boundless passion.

      Anything between Ice and me is unthinkable.

      “Is something wrong?” Lucan asks, wrapping his warm fingers around my chilled ones.

      Ice’s fork clatters to his plate, his mouth tight. The temperature in the room plummets, a chill settling over us like frost. That must be Ice’s magic. I don’t need to read his mind when I can feel his hostility. It rages across his face as he stares at Lucan’s hand wrapped around my own. My breath catches, and my first instinct is to pull away. I check it. Nothing good can come of fostering an attraction between me and a man I can never have. Better to let him believe my attentions are otherwise engaged.

      I grip Lucan’s hand in return, feeding off his strength and fortitude. The fresh flash of possessive rage that crosses Ice’s face makes my chest tighten, but I push the feeling away. Better a small pain now than a catastrophe later.

      “Not at all.” I realize with a start that the entire table is staring, and I flush. “Truly. Eat up.”

      Silence reigns for long moments. No one speaks, and the dead air is so thick, it’s painful. I nearly choke on it.

      Thoughts blunted by worry, I search for something to say to the group. They’re too polite to pry, bless them.

      Often at these dinners, Bram leads the conversation—or dominates it, as is his wont. The quiet now only reminds me that my brother might not live. That all might be lost.

      Suddenly, Duke clears his throat and addresses the group. “No one can replace Bram, but someone must oversee our leadership while he recovers. Does anyone else want the role?”

      Marrok shakes his head. “I know not magickind’s people or how to help them in their time of need. I possess not Bram’s diplomacy. Those who impede our cause would feel only the hack of my blade.”

      “Which is why you’re a warrior, not a politician.” Olivia, his American mate, smiles.

      Their affection, as always, seems to suffuse them in a loving world all their own.

      “I will, if you wish,” Caden volunteers almost sheepishly. “Though I believe you have more experience to handle the difficult times that undoubtedly lie ahead.”

      Though gratified by Caden’s show of solidarity, I agree.

      “I formed the group with Bram,” Lucan offers, then swallows. “But my mourning has just ended. My temper is…uncertain.”

      That’s an understatement. Lucan’s emotions scrape closer to his surface than I’ve ever seen in the decades I’ve known him. These days, he reveals too much with his gestures and expressions for magical diplomacy. Nor is he ready to wrangle and lead this group of strong-willed warriors.

      “I could try. But I grew up in the shadow of the Council, studying at my grandfather’s knee. I’m better suited to politics than war, and I’ve been a member of the Doomsday Brethren less than a week,” Tynan points out.

      His gray eyes are the color of a foreboding rain cloud about to burst. It’s a fitting metaphor. But beyond appearances, Tynan is a ticking time bomb. After losing his mate-to-be, Auropha, to Mathias’s evil, he’s too likely to explode in a fit of rage.

      Everyone has spoken…except Ice.

      Drawing in a shaky breath, I brace myself and look in his direction. He’s still staring at me, hot, intent. Something in my belly tightens again. Am I actually shaking?

      “Who is wont to listen to a madman?” Ice challenges with a raised brow.

      Duke clears his throat. “Then it’s settled. We must resume fighting and weapons training again. Marrok?”

      “Aye. Tomorrow at dawn. Everyone.”

      Caden rolls his eyes. “Oh-dark-hundred again. Great. I left the Marines, you know.”

      “Foolish on your part. They were quite nicer,” Duke teases, then sobers again. “We’ll need to add security to the house. I’ve no notion how Bram’s magical defenses are holding up in his weakened state.”

      “Not well,” I admit. I sense the invisible barriers around the estate thinning, dissipating like the morning mist under the heat of the sun—just like Bram’s life force. As it ebbs, so does the protective magic he’s woven around us. “I can feel it slipping away by the hour…”

      “After dinner, we’ll develop a new network of magical security. This house is critical to our success. We need a place to meet, to regroup, to plan. Without it, I fear we’ll be too disorganized to defeat Mathias. Does anyone disagree?”

      No one says a word.

      Good. Another matter settled. Now if I only knew what to do about my brother’s diminishing health…

      “…give us an update?” Duke asks.

      It takes me a moment to tune in to him, and I surmise that he’s asking about Bram. If he wants new information, I have dealt with nothing else all day.

      “My brother is resting but weakening. Neither Conrad nor Millie knows what ails him or how to heal him. I’ve no notion how to stop it unless we find his missing mate, Emma. He needs her energy to sustain his life force so he can heal.”

      “I’ve got a call in to Aquarius,” Sydney assures. “As soon as I hear from her, I’ll let you know. We’ll find Emma.”

      Even if we do, can we persuade her to care for the mate she took in a night of passion and abandoned before morning?

      Silence overtakes the group again, punctuated only by the clink of forks and heavy sighs. I block as many thoughts as I can and eat a few more bites of my dinner before admitting defeat. Even the smell of food is making my stomach roil.

      I stand to leave, and Lucan stays me with a hand at my elbow. I send him a startled glance.

      Before he can speak, Ice growls, glaring at Lucan as if he intends to come out of his chair, across the table, and commit violence.

      Ice wants me, and I swallow back a hot surge of answering desire. Oh, god. Does he suspect how deeply he affects me? If I ever find myself alone with him…no. Nothing would be more dangerous.

      “You cannot be finished,” Lucan chides, scowling at my still-full plate.

      I fold my napkin on the table and rise. “I must return to Bram. Thank you, ladies,” I say to Sydney and Olivia.

      Before I can extricate myself from Lucan’s grip and depart, bells chime through the house. A magical calling card that announces a visitor’s request to enter the premises.

      From Anka MacTavish, Lucan’s former mate.

      Beside me, Lucan tenses, his face a wrenching mixture of anger and yearning. I feel the intensity of his pain gripping my chest, sharp and panicky, like someone suffocating. No doubt, whatever Lucan feels for me pales in comparison to the consuming love he still harbors for Anka.

      Marrok stomps out of the room and down the corridor. I hear him open the front door. “She comes alone.”

      Assured that neither Shock Denzell, the supposed double agent, nor Mathias with his Anarki followers have tailed her, I release the last bit of security around the house so that Anka can enter the room.

      The first thing I notice is that the woman looks healthier than before…but not completely well. Shadows still lurk beneath her eyes, and her magical signature is dim. Is she not gathering enough energy in Shock’s bed? Or perhaps he’s taking more than he’s giving?

      Lucan’s gaze is still glued to his former mate. Despair tinges his thoughts, and I ache for him. I understand wanting someone beyond reach.

      Anka glances at Lucan, then at his hand upon mine. Hurt flares across her face before her amber stare skitters across the table and rests on Duke. “I need to see Bram.”

      Duke hesitates, then casts a quick gaze at Lucan, who gives a small shake of his head.

      “He’s not here,” Duke lies.

      So they’ve surmised that because Anka is sleeping with a wizard they all presume to be the enemy, she can’t be trusted? The witch’s thoughts push past my defenses, revealing her truth: in throwing her lot in with Shock, she has run to the man most able to protect her and least likely to make demands after her ordeal at Mathias’s hands.

      Anka tosses fat, blond ringlets off her slender shoulders, her broken magical signature still matching Lucan’s, indicating their severed mate bond.

      “He doesn’t seem to be anywhere,” Anka says, clearly frustrated. “I’ve been calling for him since dusk.”

      “Council business. What do you need?” Duke snaps.

      Anka presses her lips together, sends Lucan another uncertain glance, then addresses Duke again. “Earlier this evening, I overheard some alarming things.”

      Since Anka is living under Shock’s roof and sleeping in his bed, she must have heard whatever she’s come to say at his place, probably from Shock himself. Did he get the information from Mathias?

      “Go on,” I prompt Anka.

      “I-I couldn’t keep any of this to myself. Not when there are so many people here I…care for.”

      Duke gestures her to the chair at the far end of the table. Anka sits, as do I. Lucan follows suit. He doesn’t relinquish his hold on my arm, and I know he needs the support. He might turn to me because I’m convenient and will expect nothing in return—but at least for now, his heart still belongs to Anka.

      “The Anarki plan to attack you here. Tonight, before midnight.”

      It’s already a bit past eight.

      I open my mind a bit more to Anka. The woman isn’t lying, and she truly has been trying to tell Bram all evening. We’ve only been answering the most pressing or official messages and ignoring the rest. Bloody hell.

      Duke freezes. “You’re certain?”

      She nods. “I warned you as soon as I could.”

      “Why should we believe you?” Ice asks impassively.

      Her amber eyes burn. “I’m risking my life to be here.”

      Given Anka’s fierce expression, I’ve no doubt of that. I admire the other woman for her grit. But there’s something I don’t understand.

      “Why are you fucking the enemy if he works for the monster who raped you?” Lucan snarls, his voice raw. “Especially if you’ve merely come to betray him?”

      Anka recoils as if Lucan struck her, pain flashing across her face before she lifts her chin in defiance, her glare turning fiery. “Clearly, you haven’t been alone, either.” Her gaze flicks meaningfully to my hand still clasped in his. “More importantly, you don’t understand what Mathias did. How it changed me.”

      “I know what happened.” Lucan’s voice breaks, rough with regret. “I’m more sorry than you’ll ever know that I wasn’t there to protect you.”

      “That changes nothing. I-I can’t remember much of our mating, so I cannot simply resume life as the happy mate I’m told I once was. I can’t pretend I’m not damaged⁠—”

      “Nothing he did changes you in my eyes,” Lucan vows, gripping the table and leaning forward. “But what you’re doing with Shock…”

      “Is no longer your concern. You expect me to be the same woman you shared a life with. But I’m not. And I can’t undo that reality, even for you.”

      “You think I can’t handle your pain? Can’t heal you?” He grinds his jaw. “Or have you lost all trust in me to protect you?”

      Anka bites her lip. “We haven’t the time to spare to discuss this now. The Anarki are at your heels.”

      “We will talk soon.” Lucan stands so suddenly that his chair topples over. As it clatters to the floor, he stomps down the hall toward Bram’s office.

      Anka springs up to chase him…then stops herself. But the way she watches Lucan’s retreating back, her thoughts riddled with both sadness and indecision, wrenches my heart. And when her former mate slams the door to my brother’s office, she flinches.

      Duke clears his throat. “Thank you, Anka, for warning us. Go on.”

      She blinks, fighting back tears. “I’m sorry. I didn’t come to cause problems.”

      “What else can you tell us about the attack? How many? Where will they attack first?” Duke clearly understands the urgency of the situation. “And what do they seek to accomplish?”

      “I don’t have details, except that they’re gathering a large force. I didn’t hear how Mathias plans to get his army past the magical barriers. Maybe Shock knows a way…” She breaks down in sobs, bowing her head and hiding her face behind her curls.

      Seeing her former lover while turning on her new one obviously isn’t easy.

      Like Lucan, I wonder why Anka remains in Shock’s bed. Between his low station and low expectations, she must find him “easy” to be with during this difficult time. And after what she endured, she probably needs a great deal of energy to begin healing.

      Lucan must realize that, too. No wonder he’s devastated.

      “You know what they want,” Anka murmurs.

      The Doomsday Diary. Of course.

      I squeeze my eyes shut. Damn Morgana Le Fay for creating a weapon that wizards have been willing to fight and die for since its rediscovery nearly two months ago. Fifteen hundred years in hiding swelled the book’s legend. Now Mathias will do anything—no matter how terrible—to get his hands on it.

      “Blast it all, why? Mathias can’t use it,” I point out. “And he knows it. He’s not female.”

      Anka nods. “They plan to take one of the females from this house.”

      “He will never take her.”

      Ice’s declaration thunders through the room. I jerk my gaze to him. His eyes burn with an intensity that steals my breath. Not merely protective—possessive. Primal. His jaw tightens as if physically restraining himself from saying more.

      “Of course not,” Duke assures. “Sabelle is far too important to the cause.”

      As if Duke never spoke, Ice surges to his feet and stalks around the table. The air crackles with each step until he looms behind me. His breath stirs the fine hairs at my nape. His fingers curl around the back of my chair with such force the wood creaks in protest. His body heat pours over me like liquid fire, and his scent envelops me—a musky blend of sage, cedar, and something untamed that makes my pulse skitter. My body recognizes a yearning my mind refuses to acknowledge.

      “As long as there is a breath left in my body,” he growls, each word a vow, “he will never touch her.”

      Ice stares at me, looking both protective and beyond resolute. I swallow.

      Duke turns to me, wordlessly asking why Ice’s protective nature is much like a mate’s. Of course, Duke is curious. A mating between Ice and me would be nothing short of shocking, and everyone at this table knows it.

      Ice is long rumored to be mad, possessed of a murderous temper and the violent streak that goes with it. I’m not precisely certain why. I’ve never seen a shred of his mad behavior…but Bram has gone to great pains to keep distance between me and the warrior he sees as a necessary evil to win the war. Servants avoid him, refusing to meet his challenging gaze that silently laughs at their fears.

      But when he looks at me, his stare holds another sort of challenge altogether. It’s tangible. Sexual. Electrifying. Bewildering.

      In response to Duke’s unspoken question, I shrug, praying he and the others will ascribe Ice’s possessive behavior to his alleged insanity. Not the attraction I’m trying so desperately to hide—even from Ice himself. Whatever the wizard’s motive for this possessive behavior, I can’t accept Ice’s attention…no matter how much my body wishes otherwise.

      “I’ll be all right,” I whisper to Ice, daring to glance over my shoulder at him.

      He lingers so close that I swear I hear his heartbeat and smell his body. That scent weakens my knees every time.

      “Thank you, Anka.” My voice is steadier than I feel. The smell of fear permeates the room, mingling with the lingering scents of our abandoned dinner. “We’ll protect the house and the book.”

      “There’s more,” Anka says, then turns to Duke again. “According to Shock, Mathias has decided the quickest way to ascend to power so he can enact his will is to win a seat on the Council.”
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      That makes my heart stop. “There are no open Council seats. There haven’t been for decades.”

      Anka’s thoughts assail me, and the devious truth makes me gasp. I turn to look at Duke, who suddenly wears a grave expression.

      I gape, ice freezing my veins. “He’s going to assassinate a Council member?”

      “The plan is to start with one. But eventually…” Anka’s unfinished sentence hangs in the air like a death knell.

      Mathias plots to kill them all. The realization hits me with the force of a physical blow. But how else would he gain complete control of magickind? That means if he hasn’t already targeted my brother, Bram is now on his hit list.

      My stomach knots so tightly I can barely breathe. Dizziness assails me. These stunning revelations collide with my sleepless nights, skipped meals, and the inattention to my magical energy. Black edges my narrowing vision as I melt toward the ground.

      Suddenly, I feel strong hands beneath me, lifting me into iron-band arms. I look at my rescuer, but already know I’ll find a bare stubble of black hair and vivid green eyes penetrating me all the way to my soul.

      Gently, he sets me back in my chair. “You’re overdoing it. Enough.”

      He’s wrong. I haven’t done anywhere near enough to save us. Bram isn’t improving, and Mathias is plotting to take down the Doomsday Brethren, steal the diary, and kill Council members.

      “You’re certain?” I ask Anka, my voice weak.

      Biting her lip, Lucan's former mate nods. “I ran here to tell you. I know you have no reason to trust me. My association with Shock in no way transfers to Mathias. After what he did to me, I hope he burns in hell, and I’ll do whatever I can to help, even pass on information.”

      From her current lover to her previous one and his friends. A dangerous game of divided loyalties that could get her killed.

      “We appreciate anything you can tell us,” I assure.

      The suspicion leaves Duke’s expression, and his face softens. “Be careful.”

      With a sad smile that tells me she no longer values her life and a lingering glance toward the hall where Lucan disappeared, Anka exits the house and teleports away.

      I close the door, steel myself, then return to the table. “We need a plan. Immediately.”

      Duke nods. “Everyone, pack your belongings. Caden, you and Sydney talk to Lucan. Tell him Anka has gone and calm him down. Ice, can you and Tynan secure our weapons cache? We can’t let them fall into Mathias’s hands.”

      His air of authority clears the room quickly, though Ice lingers for a last look at me before he complies.

      Once he’s gone, Duke guides me to the nearby library and shuts the door. “We need to move quickly. How soon can we secure the house with our magic?”

      “Not soon enough. Bram’s magic is complicated—deliberately so. He insists on having control, so his magical protections are layered and locked to prevent anyone else, even me, from modifying them. I can allow friends in, like Anka. But unraveling his protections so we could add to them would take days, even as they weaken.”

      “And we have hours at best.” His jaw tightens. “We abandon the house, then.”

      The finality in his voice makes my throat constrict. This is my home, not to mention Bram’s pride and joy. It’s filled with a lifetime of memories. Another thing Mathias will take from us. I swallow hard against the threat of tears. We don’t have time for them.

      “I know this is a lot of responsibility for you," Duke murmurs, as if talking to a child.

      “Don’t placate me.” Resolution and fury stiffen my spine as I point out, “The book must be protected at all costs.”

      “Agreed. Since a female must possess the book to transport it, you, Olivia, or Sydney must carry it. If a man tries, its magic ensures that it will dissolve instantly and return to its last female owner or the resting place in which she put it. But if Mathias captures the woman carrying it…”

      He doesn’t finish. He doesn’t need to. We both know what horrors await any woman Mathias claims.

      “I’ll take it,” I volunteer.

      “Sabelle—”

      “Olivia hasn’t come into her power yet, and Marrok is both mortal and human. If Mathias’s minions killed him, Olivia would be virtually defenseless.”

      Duke sighs heavily. “He’s a legendary warrior but still a human without magic. Mathias would delight in tearing him apart. And Sydney is thoroughly human as well.”

      “Indeed.” Since becoming magickind’s news correspondent, Sydney is a very tempting target. Coupled with the fact that her mate, Caden, is newly transitioned and still grappling with his magic, giving them the book to safeguard isn’t wise.

      From the look on Duke's face, he has similar thoughts. “I can’t send you alone.”

      “Duke…”

      “If you take the book, you need at least one warrior to protect you. I’ll take your brother and make certain he’s cared for.”

      “No!” The thought of being away from Bram, not knowing if he lives or dies, fills me with panic. “He comes with me.”

      “Be reasonable.”

      “Be merciful. He’s practically my last living relative.” My absent, selfish mother doesn’t count.

      Duke rubs his forehead with his hand. “You’re making this difficult.”

      “Go with Caden and Sydney. Make certain her transcasts continue. Magickind needs the regular news she provides via their mirrors. Send Tynan with Marrok and Olivia for extra protection.”

      “That leaves you with Lucan and Ice.”

      I suck in a breath. Bloody hell, I’ve painted myself into a corner. Being alone with either man could be dangerous. I most trust Ice to protect me…but not myself to resist him. “I’ll take Lucan.”

      “He’s admitted that his temper is uncertain. Given everything transpiring with Anka, he could quickly regress into a dangerous state. You’ve been granting him energy. If he turns feral again, he may refuse sex from anyone else and force the issue. We can’t risk that. Take Ice as well.”

      As much as I want to be self-sufficient, imagining that I could, by myself, protect the book and care for my brother while dealing with a wizard who might slip back into uncontrollable mate mourning and fighting off pursuing Anarki seems foolish.

      “Bram wants Ice nowhere near me.”

      “He’d like you dying even less. Sabelle, the clock is ticking. We need to move now.”

      Damn and blast! “I’ll take them both. But it will be your job to tell them to get along. I refuse to play referee.”

      “Done.”

      I sigh. “I’ll grab the book and a few items. Tell Lucan and Ice to bring Bram down and to meet me at the foot of the stairs in thirty minutes.”

      Both incensed and horrified, I charge toward Bram’s office and approach the Doomsday Diary’s hiding place. Bloody, high-maintenance men. How the devil am I to navigate the razor’s-edge tension between them while simultaneously preventing Lucan’s slips into feral behavior, deflecting Ice’s smoldering desire, and honoring Bram’s expectations?

      Later. I can’t worry about that now.

      I grab the book from my brother’s now-empty office, pausing to scan the familiar space. Will Bram ever sit behind this desk again, commanding his empire with that iron will sheathed in velvet charm that’s uniquely his?

      Swallowing a lump of worry, I race toward the study doors, feeling the clock tick down to danger. The air suddenly feels thicker, charged. My magical senses prickle in warning seconds before the floor beneath me shudders.

      A deafening blast drowns out my gasp, the sound so intense it feels like needles piercing my eardrums. The walls groan and buckle. As I stumble into the corridor, acrid smoke billows everywhere, burning my throat and stinging my eyes. Tears roll down my cheeks as I fall to my knees, clutching the diary against my chest.

      Through watering eyes, I see Duke stagger to one of the front windows. The blood drains from his face as he turns back with horror. “Get out, everyone! We’re being attacked now!”
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      As Tynan and I are stashing the Doomsday Brethren’s weapons, the first rumblings of war shake the estate. The ceiling above thunders.

      We’re definitely under attack.

      Then I hear a woman scream. My blood runs cold.

      Sabelle!

      In a choice between preserving the hardware and saving magickind’s princess? That’s no choice at all.

      After tossing aside the last few weapons, I quickly conjure thigh-deep water and douse most of our cache so they’re useless to Mathias or the raiding Anarki. Then I whirl, braced for incoming danger as I charge up the stairs.

      Smoky chaos confronts me. The ceiling’s crumbling plaster rains down. But other than thick, choking haze, the corridor is empty.

      “Sabelle!” I shout over and over as I stalk to Bram’s office, the library, the dining room. Broken glass crunches under my boots. All empty.

      Duke stumbles toward me from the front door, a fresh gash in his forehead dripping blood down his face. “Protections are compromised. We have minutes at most to evacuate. Find Sabelle. Get her and the book away from here. Take Lucan with you.”

      I hate that plan, but there’s no time to argue. MacTavish will slow us down. Put us in more danger. But my annoyance at dragging him along is nothing compared to my concern. Though I’ll never hold Sabelle, she’s…everything. For the nearly two hundred fifty years of my existence, a wizard’s urge to mate has been a head-scratching mystery. After one look at her, I comprehend perfectly.

      If she becomes Lucan’s next mate, I will endure it because he’ll treat her well. But I will sacrifice every drop of blood in my body before I lose her to that monster, Mathias.

      “Have you seen her?” I’ve screamed my throat raw searching.

      “Sorry…” Duke sends me an apologetic grimace before he runs toward the back of the house.

      Since I can’t give up, I press on. “Sabelle!”

      Finally, I hear a faint voice. “Up here.”

      Another explosive boom resounds through the house, but her voice, like a siren call, lures me. I charge up the stairs and burst into one bedroom after another. Finally, I find one that’s shades of gold, all silken and sumptuous. She’s inside.

      I repress the urge to gather Sabelle in my arms. She’d neither welcome nor allow it. I itch to touch her anyway, to pull her against my chest where I can shield her properly. But a Rykard can never touch a Rion. Not ever, especially since she’s warming Lucan’s bed.

      Sabelle has thrown on a pair of jeans and a creamy white sweater that stretches snugly across her breasts every time she shoves something into a nearby black backpack. “I’m ready.”

      “The Doomsday Diary?”

      She points to the bag as she tosses it over one shoulder and darts past me, dashing down the hall.

      As I race to catch up, another blast hits the house. The floor tilts sideways, and Sabelle nearly stumbles. I catch her around the waist and try guiding her toward the stairs. Instead, she rips from my grasp and sprints in the opposite direction.

      What the hell?

      I chase after her. “We must leave now!”

      “Not without my brother,” she calls over her shoulder.

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to suggest leaving the imperious bastard to rot, but Sabelle would waste valuable time both arguing and carting Bram downstairs. The longer she stays in this house, the greater the danger. Surely, she sees that.

      For the pampered princess I assumed she would be, she’s not putting herself first.

      “Bloody hell,” I mutter, on her heels.

      She pushes inside the last room to the left. Heavy curtains, dark wood, and luxurious damasks are a study in wealth. Clearly, this is Bram’s room. I don’t spare the time or energy to voice my annoyance at the extravagant waste.

      With a flick of her delicate finger, Sabelle uses her magic to levitate her brother. If she’s determined to evacuate him, it will be easier—and conserve her magical energy—if I sling the prat over my shoulder.

      As I catch her elbow, I rush past her and hoist Bram’s dead weight into a fireman’s carry. I could levitate the bastard with magic, but we might need every ounce of magical energy we have—and I’d rather haul his dead weight than risk having to seduce his precious sister for a recharge of power.

      She gapes. “Are you trying to kill him? He’s very ill and⁠—”

      “And if we don’t get the hell out of here, the Anarki will finish him off.” I seize her hand and charge out of the room. Her fingers instinctively curl around mine, soft yet strong. “Let’s go!”

      Another boom resounds, much closer. Again, the whole house shakes.

      Halfway down the stairs, the front door begins to groan and heave intermittently under the magical equivalent of a battering ram. Collectively, the Anarki throws energy at the house as one, trying to shatter the last of its magical protections. All too soon, they’ll succeed.

      Outside, a sea of voices chant. It sounds as if Mathias’s entire fucking army is here, and the Doomsday Brethren will be lucky to get out alive. I hardly care if I don’t, but Sabelle… She matters. Magickind needs her and the Doomsday Diary to remain safe.

      At the bottom of the stairs, I shove her toward the back door. “Have the Anarki surrounded the house?”

      Fear rims her gorgeous blue eyes, but she bravely creeps to the windows as another rattling boom shakes the house. She’s everything worthy in a female, and if I had more time—if my opinion mattered—I’d tell her so.

      Instead, I unload Bram’s unconscious form to the floor, then take up a defensive position by the front door to face the imminent, pounding threat, determined to provide Sabelle a shield to escape if the worst happens.

      Marrok, Olivia, and Tynan race down the stairs. With a glance, Marrok sends Olivia to crouch beside Sabelle. The once-immortal warrior and Tynan line up beside me to face the threat seconds away from crashing through our door.

      “Clear back there?” I shout.

      Duke stumbles from Bram’s office and yells over the invasion. “I’ve alerted the Council that we’re under attack.”

      Why? Old curmudgeons won’t do a damn thing, but Duke’s belief in the nobility of the ruling class is understandable, given his title and background.

      “Where are Lucan and Caden?” Duke barks at me.

      I shrug. My sole focus is to secure this door long enough for Sabelle to make it out alive with the book.

      “No Anarki behind the house,” Sabelle shouts.

      Hardly means they aren’t there. They could be concealed, but if the rest of the Doomsday Brethren and I wait much longer to take the women and flee, the Anarki will surround us. Escape will be impossible.

      Finally, Caden and Sydney fly down the stairs. Lucan staggers behind, clutching a bleeding shoulder.

      “What happened?” Duke asks.

      “Flying glass,” Caden spits. “Someone can heal him once we’re safe.”

      At her mate’s urging, Sydney darts for the other women. At the back door, Sabelle draws her wand, braced for a fight. I turn my body so I can see both doors with a subtle turn of my head. Sabelle won’t be the one battling for our survival. I’m determined to spare her that.

      Duke lifts the creamy silken drapes covering the windows on either side of the front door. Outside, the swell of black robes grows and grows. They begin to fan around the house, scurrying like ants from one place to the next. More join moments later. Then more, until there aren’t hundreds, but thousands.

      Lucan and Caden exchange a glance as they fall into a battle-ready stance. The front door groans and splinters. It’s going to give way any minute. Sabelle cannot be near the hell about to break loose.

      “Take the Rions and the book. Lucan can help me defend the door. As soon as you’re in position, I’ll send him to you,” Duke insists.

      I want Lucan nowhere near her, but I bite my tongue. Realistically, there’s safety in numbers, and nothing is more important than Sabelle and the diary. “Fine.”

      “We’ll split up to confuse Mathias, divide the Anarki forces, and make them chase us in all directions.” Duke’s face is grave with concern. “Keep the book from Mathias, no matter what. If he gets control of it…”

      We all die.

      I nod. “I’ll contact you when it’s safe. Where will you go?”

      Duke winces when the door splinters again. Gray smoke begins to seep in, the same cloud that’s slowly killing Bram.

      The warriors shout and curse as they scramble back from the insidious smoke clawing across the floor and crawling up the walls. Mathias himself is here.

      Heaven help us all.
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      “Go now!” Duke shouts.

      I race to the back door, heave Bram back onto my shoulder, then press an urgent hand to the small of Sabelle’s back. “Backpack?” She nods. “Good. Outside. Now. Stay in shadow. We’ve got two minutes, at most.”

      The princess sends me a shaky nod, but she’s surprisingly composed, rather than panicking or demanding I carry her, too.

      “And Lucan?”

      Who gives a shit? After losing his mate, the bastard used Sabelle because she’s beautiful, kind, and convenient. I hate him for it. “Behind us.”

      She nods. “We can wait here for him. Bram had extra protections here, just in case we ever needed to escape.”

      Good to know. As I open the back door, I check to make certain no Anarki has made their way to the back of the massive estate. I see none, but I hear them, beating at Bram’s weakened magical defenses, zapping and gnashing their way ever closer to the Doomsday Brethren’s fallback position at the back door.

      I urge Sabelle onto the terrace, in the shadow of the overhang, then slide out behind her, covering her body with my own. For a heartbeat, we’re pressed together, her soft curves molding against me, her pulse racing where my fingers grip her wrist. I release her quickly, but the brief contact leaves my skin burning.

      She stiffens, caught between pressing back against the wall and maintaining distance from the dangerous wizard her brother has warned her about. The December chill wraps around me, and I embrace the bite against my skin. Snow is beginning to fall. I hope the Anarki bastards are having a miserable time. I’d be happy to send any to their deaths if they threaten my Sabelle.

      Well, she’s not mine. The princess belongs to me only in my fantasies. A Rykard and a Rion together? The magical world would implode before that happened. So I shush the foolish voice in my head, then guide her to the corner of the terrace while laying Bram at her feet in case I need both hands to fight. With concrete at her back and sides, I can shield her.

      Keeping my back to her, I pin her against the wall and scan for potential threats as Marrok, Olivia, and Tynan pour out of the house. They take a few steps forward before the wizard grabs the mated couple and teleports them away. Sydney and Caden follow.

      Everyone is abandoning the estate. I need to get Sabelle to safety before it’s too late. Where the hell is Lucan?

      Duke stumbles through the door, dragging an injured Lucan behind him, who’s now bloody from head to toe.

      Behind me, Sabelle gasps and tries to wriggle free. I whirl on her and mercilessly flatten her to the wall with my body. “The Anarki are nearly upon us. You are not rushing through the danger for MacTavish.”

      “But he may need⁠—”

      “He is a full-fledged wizard with others around who can care for him.”

      “But I’ve been helping him since Anka…”

      My face must show my fury. I force it down with soul-deep willpower. I knew Sabelle had become MacTavish’s willing carnal sacrifice as he healed from madness. It lit a fire of jealousy and hatred in my gut. Lucan loves Anka still, but he uses Sabelle’s body, her sweetness and softness, for his own selfish ends. And Sabelle encourages him. Because she loves him? I know she will never be mine, but I’ll be damned if I stand by and watch Lucan use her.

      “Would you rather have Lucan die or the Doomsday Diary fall into Mathias’s hands?” I growl. “Since you’re female, you must carry the book…”

      She sucks in a shuddering breath. The feel of her breasts against my chest nearly unravels me. But this isn’t the time or place for my possessive lust. Then again, there never will be one.

      “You’re right. I-I wasn’t thinking.” Her breath mists the cold air. I want to kiss her so desperately.

      I don’t dare.

      “Ice!” Duke yells through the dark chill.

      I pin Lord High-and-Mighty with a stare and a raised brow, willing him to hurry.

      “The Anarki are through the door and into the house. That fucking gray smoke is everywhere! Take Sabelle and go—now. Lucan is too injured to be anything but a liability to you. I’ll take him with me.”

      Finally, some sense. I grab Sabelle around the waist. “Let’s go, princess.”

      “Where?”

      I know of many remote places between here and my boyhood home. I’ve a million places to hide–and remain tucked away as long as necessary to ensure Sabelle’s safety.

      “Anywhere but here.”

      Curling my arm more tightly around her, I try not to think about how perfectly she fits against me, how soft her breasts feel cushioning my chest, how her alluring scent fills my lungs with every desperate breath. It would be so easy to curl one hand under her backside and urge her legs around my waist so she could ride me…

      Never happening, I chide myself.

      Focusing on Wye Valley in the Welsh mountains, I will myself, Sabelle, and Bram there. My knees give out as darkness and a keen sense of weightless disorientation swallow me. But I’m hyperaware of clutching Sabelle close with one arm, while the other steadies Bram’s limp form.

      Moments later, the ground rushes up under us. We land in a heap within a cluster of snow-dusted trees. The icy river trickles nearby. Lights from the nearby village are a hazy golden glow in the distance.

      Thank fuck we escaped.

      Though I’m tempted to breathe a sigh of relief, the danger may not be over. I scramble upright and lift Sabelle to her feet while hoisting Bram higher on my shoulder. I tug on her hand and lead her toward the town. “Are you all right?”

      She nods, the silvery moonlight alighting her soft features and pale curls that fall gently to the breasts I’d give anything to touch. “Where are we?”

      A sound—a twig snapping?—cuts through the night. I yank Sabelle behind the nearest tree, my body caging hers against the rough bark. My arm bands across her waist, holding her still as I strain to listen. Her breath catches, warm against my neck. For a handful of endless heartbeats, we’re pressed together, her spine against my chest, the gentle curve of her backside nestled against my thighs. My senses flood with her—the silken texture of her hair brushing my jaw, the hammering of her pulse beneath my forearm.

      Then the forest falls silent. False alarm. Reluctantly, I release her, the loss of contact bludgeoning me like a physical blow.

      I force myself back to the moment. “Wales. I know this area well. Let’s go.”

      Since we need shelter, I take Sabelle’s hand and haul her deeper into the copse of trees. If memory serves me, there’s an abandoned house built into the nearby hillside. It should shelter us for the night and will be easier to defend than remaining out in the open. After I reestablish communication with Duke and the others, we’ll decide on a rendezvous point and a plan.

      We’ve taken a mere handful of steps when I hear a whoosh behind me.

      “Where are they?” a deep voice booms. “Find them. The spell Rhea cast on the book tells us it’s been transported somewhere nearby. Spread out!”

      The hair on the back of my neck stands up. Mathias. Motherfucking hell. The evil bastard himself is chasing us. And that evil witch of his, Rhea, put a spell on the diary. The Anarki will know the Doomsday Diary’s location whenever Sabelle teleports with the book.

      Bloody hell! The move was clever on Mathias’s part. I have to be smarter to save Sabelle and the book.

      Can Rhea’s spell track us on foot? We’re about to find out…

      I just have to hope the princess and I don’t get separated. Duke sent me with her to protect the book. The little red tome will allow me to carry it a short distance from her—but no more than that. Since it’s an object of “feminine reverence”—according to its creator the long-dead bitch Morgana Le Fey—only a female can “own” it. Being male, I can merely be the muscle that carries it, and only if I stay near whichever woman claims it.

      A gasp slips from Sabelle’s lips. I tighten my grip on her hand and run faster, praying she keeps up. If she’s unable, I’ll carry her, Bram, and the Doomsday Diary to safety. Despite my legs being longer, Sabelle stays with me, every step. My admiration for her goes up another notch.

      Quietly, we zigzag through the trees, gradually turning toward the abandoned house. We can’t stay there now, of course. It’s likely the first place the Anarki will look. We have to keep fleeing.

      Grateful for the darkness that covers our tracks in the mud and remnants of snow, Sabelle and I dash for the hill on the west side of the valley. Behind me, I hear the pursuit of several wizards, the curses when one trips over a branch.

      “Are you certain they ran in this direction?” one asks.

      “Not entirely. So spread out. If she teleports anywhere, we’ll find her,” Mathias assures. “The bitch can’t outrun us. When I get my hands on her, I will happily strip her bare and make certain she knows who her master is.”

      Over my dead body.

      But the conversation suggests that my hunch was right: as long as Sabelle and I are on foot, no one can track the book. I think briefly of hiding the tome in a tree and teleporting away, but the risk is too great. If the Anarki find it… No, we must press on.

      Sabelle stumbles in the dark, falling into me. I wrap my arm around her and jerk her to her feet. She must be getting tired, yet I don’t dare slow our pace.

      “Can you go a bit farther?” I whisper.

      Despite her panting, she nods, her jaw set with determination. “I will.”

      Clearly, Bram isn’t the only Rion with pride. I’m not convinced Sabelle’s will is stronger than her body, but I pray she finds the fortitude to press on.

      Without a word, I strip the pack from her back and cart it over my free shoulder. Bram’s dead weight flops over the other, but like the book, I don’t dare leave her brother behind for the enemy to find and use against us.

      Despite the winter chill, sweat drips off me. My heart pounds a constant, violent tattoo. My lungs are about to burst, and my thighs burn. But I must keep on. I cannot risk Sabelle for rest.

      Finally, we approach the hill leading out of the valley. I’m more than ready to be gone from here, find a car in the nearby town, and drive to safety.

      Just then the moon peeks out from the clouds shining into the valley below. The trees leading up the side of the hills are few and far between. Now that Sabelle is no longer carrying the pack, I realize her pristine white sweater all but glows in the dark. It might as well be a bloody beacon to Mathias and his minions. In her world, such impracticality is merely written off as fashion. In mine, it’s life or death.

      We need to improvise–and quickly. If she were anyone else, I’d simply slop mud over her clothes. Her shiny blond hair, too. But the Sabelle Rion? Has mud ever touched magickind’s princess
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