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CHAPTER 1


Carrick

Carrick appeared outside of Arwen’s hut. He was irritated and frustrated because he had failed on his mission to take out a few of Kymaris’ original Fallen who would be used in the ritual.

When he arrived, it had taken him no more than a second to realize something was wrong. He’d smelled a tinge of magic in the air, and knew it was Light Fae.

“Finley,” he called as he advanced on the hut, only to halt in his tracks when Zaid came out alone. He had the satchel carrying the Blood Stone across his body and the backpack holding essentials for him and Finley in one hand. He dropped the backpack to the ground.

It was ominous enough that he exited alone, but it was Zaid’s expression that had Carrick’s immortal heart about ready to burst open from fear.

“Where’s Finley?” Carrick asked in a low growl.

“Pyke has her,” Zaid replied dully. “He took her not ten minutes ago.”

“Took her?” Carrick demanded. “You mean he took her to the castle?”

Zaid shook his head, then turned back to the hut. “You need to see something.”

Carrick was frozen in place, his mind racing with implications. The word “took” was strong, and his urge was to flash away to the castle to tear it down in search of Finley. But ultimately, he followed Zaid inside the tent, trusting his friend had something important he needed to see.

At the low table in the center of the room, Zaid lifted a crystal from the table, along with the lock of hair Finley had left behind for Arwen after their first meeting. He handed it to Carrick. “This memory crystal was keyed to Finley, and we were able to watch it. Can you access it?”

There wasn’t much a demi-god couldn’t do, their magic and strength trumping all things fae. He took the cylinder, which was cool to the touch, and willed the information it held to come forth.

The crystal lit up, glowing reddish-orange, and the holographic memory shot out from the end to hover in the air. Carrick’s jaw locked and his heart stuttered as he watched the last moments of Arwen’s life play out.

The sickening realization that his friend, Pyke, had killed his own cousin because he wanted information on Finley settled in. After a moment of gut-wrenching nausea, it started to flame into fury.

Carrick dropped the crystal to the floor where it extinguished, his gaze turning to Zaid. “Where did he take her?”

Zaid winced when Carrick did not try to hide the condemnation in his voice over the fact Zaid was there while Finley wasn’t.

“Pyke showed up outside the hut right after we’d watched the memory,” Zaid said, recounting the events. “When he called for Finley, she made a split-second decision for me to take the Blood Stone and hide. Pyke didn’t know I was in here.”

“Fuck,” Carrick muttered, scrubbing a hand through his hair, his eyes darting around the hut as if Finley might be hiding in a corner. “What happened?”

“Finley went out to meet him. I stayed inside and listened. He was here for the Blood Stone. He’d put a tracking spell on both Finley and the stone, so he knew when they arrived here at the hut. She managed to convince him that the Blood Stone was no longer here. That you brought her here for safety, then left to hide it.”

“And he bought it?”

“In the end, I believe so,” Zaid affirmed.

“And was she hurt?” Carrick asked, his voice trembling with pent-up violence.

“She pulled her whip on him. Managed to draw blood from what I could hear.”

Carrick felt a pulse of pride in his woman for being so brave as she faced off with one of the most powerful Light Fae in existence. “He wanted to come into the hut to look around, so I bent distance with the Blood Stone, went to the woods, and hoped it was far enough away that he couldn’t feel it. I stayed close enough to the edge so I could watch. They weren’t in there long, probably just enough time for Pyke to realize the Blood Stone wasn’t there. They came back out—it looked like Finley tried to make a break for it, but he caught her. Then he bent distance and took her.”

“Goddamn motherfucker,” Carrick yelled, his voice booming across the open field. His gaze came back to pin Zaid. “Was she hurt in any way?”

With a shake of his head, Zaid replied, “He had her hands tied behind her back, but that was it. She was fine.”

“As fine as can be for being kidnapped,” Carrick snarled.

“I’m sorry.” Zaid’s head was bent in humble apology. “I should have protected her.”

Instantly, some of Carrick’s rage cooled. He shook his head, reaching to put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “No, you couldn’t have. You were no match against Pyke. Finley was right to tell you to take the Blood Stone and hide. Her mission is to thwart the prophecy, and that was the best call. And you must have been far enough away with it since Finley distracted him enough that he didn’t even think to check the surrounding area. He must have believed I left with it. And because of that, we’re still in possession of what I believe to be the most powerful magical object I’ve ever witnessed in my long life. You did the right thing.”

Carrick could tell his words didn’t mean much to Zaid, who still bore the expression of a man who had failed miserably at a job he took seriously. Carrick knew part of the daemon’s angst was because he had come to love Finley, just as he ultimately had in all her past lives. Given enough time, Zaid would eventually become a father figure to Finley if they followed in history’s tracks with every past incarnation. He was taking this loss extremely hard.

“Let me have the Blood Stone,” Carrick requested as he held out his hand. Zaid removed the satchel and handed it over, where it went over Carrick’s body for safekeeping.

He placed his hand against the satchel, bowed his head, and murmured a few ancient words. A light flared from the inside, coming out from the corners of the top flap. When he lifted his head, he explained, “Just removed Pyke’s tracking spell.”

Zaid nodded as he followed Carrick out of the hut.

“Do you think he’s still here in Faere?” Zaid asked, bending over to pick up the backpack from the ground.

“I don’t know.” Carrick’s voice was gruff with frustration as he scanned around. “But I suppose we need to go there to check it out.”

“You made it back here much quicker than I anticipated,” Zaid noted as he hitched the backpack onto his shoulders.

“It was a bust on the original Fallen,” Carrick muttered bitterly. “All three of the ones I had addresses for were gone. Houses were completely empty.”

“We’re getting close to the new moon,” Zaid pondered. “Kymaris pulling them in for safety reasons?”

“That would be my guess,” Carrick agreed.

Switching subjects, Zaid turned back to Arwen’s memory crystal. “At the end, before she died—in fact, what provoked her quick death—Arwen was about to tell Pyke what she had foreseen of his future. She referenced the new moon, but he cut her off. It would have been nice to have that information.”

Carrick gave a mirthless laugh. “Fae are superstitious creatures. They believe hearing their future means it’s set in stone as they don’t much believe in free will. I’m sure he didn’t want to know, but yes… it would have been helpful.”

“At least we know something happens to him on the new moon.”

Carrick flashed Zaid a menacing smile. “If the gods will ever show me any favor, I hope it’s a future where I plunge an iron sword into his black heart.”

“That is my hope as well,” Zaid murmured.

Carrick glanced around again, spied Finley’s whip, and hurried over to it. As he picked it up from the ground, he noticed a smudge of black fae blood on the iron-covered fall.

He hoped it hurt when it had sliced into Pyke.

Coiling the whip, Carrick moved back to Zaid. “Let’s go to the castle.”

Without direction, Zaid put a hand on Carrick’s shoulder. While Zaid could bend distance, he’d never been to the castle in Faere and needed Carrick’s navigation.

“Should we leave a message for Maddox?” Zaid inquired before they left.

Carrick shook his head. “He’ll find us.”

And with that, he envisioned Nimeyah’s castle and bent distance, dropping them on the top step before the huge double doors. Rebsha greeted them after the use of the large knocker.

“Carrick,” he said with mild surprise. “And…”

Rebsha’s gaze went briefly to Zaid, his shock that Carrick had brought a daemon into Faere evident.

“This is Zaid,” Carrick replied smoothly. “A very close and trusted friend.”

Rebsha nodded. “And I assume you’re here to see Nimeyah?”

“Actually, we’d like to see Pyke.”

“He’s not here,” Rebsha said as he backed away from the door to invite Carrick and Zaid in with a sweep of his hand. “He’s not been here at the castle in quite a while, actually.”

Carrick nodded in understanding, but there was some doubt as to whether Rebsha was telling the truth. One theory Carrick had been mulling over was that Pyke perhaps wanted the Blood Stone for his mother and the good of all Faere.

Carrick wasn’t going to leave this realm until he knew if that were true or not.

“Take me to Nimeyah,” he demanded.

“Of course,” Rebsha replied and led the way into the throne room.

Same as the last time Carrick was here, it was devoid of any furniture other than a raised dais that held four thrones for the royal family. Currently, only the top-tiered one was occupied by Nimeyah, and she was in discussion with three Light Fae before her.

Her gaze flicked up briefly to take in Carrick and Zaid before she returned to her conversation. Rebsha stood quietly just inside the doorway, hands clasped before him. The message was clear. They were not to approach while she was conducting business, which Carrick was almost positive had to do with some party she’d be throwing. Politics, war, and other such concerns were nonexistent in Faere.

Carrick shifted about impatiently, the minutes ticking away until he could find and rescue Finley. It was the highest thing on his priority list, but he had to verify Nimeyah wasn’t involved.

Whatever the answers he’d be given, he wasn’t going to ask subtly.

Luckily for Nimeyah, she wrapped up her meeting sooner rather than later, as Carrick’s patience was at an all-time low. The Light Fae left the room, giving a wide berth to the demi-god, who was putting off some seriously intimidating vibes.

Rebsha backed out of the room, then closed the doors behind him. Nimeyah did not rise from her chair but beckoned Carrick forward. Zaid stayed where he was.

“Carrick,” Nimeyah crooned with a welcoming smile, but he could hear it in her voice. The slight hint of unease that he was here, which meant that she might know something about Pyke and Finley. “How lovely to see you?”

As Carrick walked her way, Nimeyah’s gaze went to Zaid, her mouth tightening. She held deep prejudice against daemons, as did most of the Light Fae royals and nobles.

When she brought her eyes back to Carrick, she made a sound of disapproval. “You know I don’t like daemons in Faere. They’re not allowed here.”

Carrick had reached the bottom of the dais, and rather than bow or offer a polite courtesy, he replied, “I don’t give a fuck what you do and don’t like or allow. Where is your son?”

“How dare you—” Nimeyah started to say, but that was all she got out before Carrick shot toward her.

In a blur of speed, he had his hand around her throat and her body up from the throne as her words were choked off.

It was unheard of to attempt any contact with a royal fae, but Carrick wasn’t going to abide by rules. To all, it was a death sentence if someone tried to harm one.

He’d like to see her or any other Light Fae try.

The door to the throne room burst open and Rebsha appeared, iron sword drawn as he took the situation in. How he knew his queen was in danger, Carrick couldn’t fathom, unless his ear was pressed to the door, but no matter.

He wasn’t a concern.

With Nimeyah securely held by her throat, Carrick extended his other arm back toward Rebsha. With no effort at all, Carrick magically pulled the sword from his hand, where it burst into flames and fell away into disappearing sparks.

Rebsha wasn’t daunted. He conjured another sword, but Carrick growled, “I’d stay right where you are, Rebsha. I’m only here for a talk with your queen. As long as I get the truth, she’ll remain unharmed. However, if she lies, you might want to get her husband to let him know he’s now the ruler of Faere.”

A growl of displeasure rumbled in the large fae’s chest, and while he did not lower his sword, he didn’t move an inch either.

Carrick turned his attention back to Nimeyah. “Where is Pyke?” he asked again.

Nimeyah’s eyes flashed with fury. She wasn’t scared or intimidated, but she also knew Carrick wasn’t bluffing. “I don’t know,” she rasped against the hand squeezing her throat. “I haven’t seen him in almost a month.”

With careful consideration, Carrick determined that was most likely the truth, but that wasn’t all the information he wanted.

Dipping his head closer to the queen, he murmured, “He wants the Blood Stone. Why?”

Nimeyah jerked in surprise, and it caused Carrick to loosen his grip slightly. “The Blood Stone? But when you were here last and we talked about it, we agreed it was just a myth.”

“I never agreed to that,” Carrick muttered, releasing his hold completely. Nimeyah sank into her chair, rubbing her neck. “I was able to procure the Blood Stone. Somehow, he thought Finley had it and kidnapped her. I want to know why. Does he intend to do something with it?”

“I swear it to you, Carrick.” Nimeyah’s expression was about as earnest as he’d ever seen. “I have no clue what you’re talking about. You know my son spends a lot of time outside of Faere. He’s sometimes gone for years, and we don’t have the closest bond.”

“Do you have a way of reaching him?” Carrick pressed.

“No,” she replied without hesitation. “I mean… I could put feelers out through some of my people who travel between realms. But he could be anywhere.”

Carrick didn’t bother asking if Deandra would know where he was. He planned on having that conversation with her when he got back to Seattle.

Backing off the dais, Carrick gave Nimeyah a pointed look. “If he shows up here, you send Rebsha to me immediately to let me know.”

For the first time, Nimeyah decided to attempt some queenly bearing. She lifted her chin. “I am not your personal messenger.”

Carrick leveled her with a smile that bordered somewhere between threatening and malicious. “If I find you’ve been harboring him without letting me know, I will lay waste to Faere and everything in it. You know I have that ability, and you know I keep true to my word.”

Nimeyah gasped in outrage. “The gods would never permit it.”

“They’d never be able to stop me in time,” he promised darkly. And he couldn’t give two fucks if the gods would hand down retribution for the violence committed against an entire realm. Finley was far more important than what they could ever do to him.

Spinning on his heel, Carrick moved across the throne room.

“Does this have anything to do with your last visit to me?” Nimeyah queried. She was asking about the information he’d imparted to her after the binding of her tongue. Carrick had told her everything about the prophecy and Finley’s powers, including that she had a twin sister in the Underworld.

And that indeed was the question.

Did Pyke wanting the Blood Stone have to do with the prophecy, or did he merely want the power for himself?

Carrick didn’t reply to Nimeyah as he moved past Rebsha to the door. Zaid followed him out. As soon as they were in the hallway, Carrick opened the veil and took them back to his condo in Seattle.


CHAPTER 2


Finley

I have no clue how much time has passed since Pyke kidnapped me from Faere and brought me to… well, wherever here is.

When we’d first bent distance and ended up in a bedroom, I had guessed by the traditional decor that we were back in the Earth realm, but I’m fairly certain now we’re not in America since where they are holding me is incredibly old.

I know this because I’m currently in a dungeon, and those just don’t come standard in modern America.

When Pyke brought me down to the dungeon, I took note of the carvings in the crown moldings, the stone staircases, and other little details such as period-dated doorknobs and hinges. I wasn’t a history buff by any means, but the home we’re in just reeks of something older than the modern era, and the existing decor and architecture seems old European.

Regardless, the dungeon is the giveaway. It’s complete with a natural stone floor, crumbling hand-made bricks, and what looks like decades of mold and slime on parts of the walls. It’s here that Pyke cuffed me to the spike in the wall from which a short, thick chain hangs.

Thankfully, the spike is a few feet off the ground, which affords me the ability to sit when my legs get tired. I’m also grateful that he recuffed my hands so they are now in front of me. When I plop onto the cold, damp floor, my butt starts feeling all kinds of numb given the chill down here.

I’m confident I can easily get out of the restraints using my magic, but it’s a secret I’m not willing to give up just yet. The element of surprise—springing my powers on Kymaris or Pyke—is far more important than getting out of these cuffs right now.

I figure I’m not in imminent danger of dying. Pyke and Kymaris want the Blood Stone, and they’re going to arrange a trade with Carrick. They had discussed this very thing in my presence, then Kymaris ordered Pyke to bring me here. I could tell by her immediate dismissal of me as a threat that she had no use for me in her presence. She is still utterly clueless that I have the ability to stop her, and I intend to keep it that way.

As for this supposed trade, I’m not sure how I feel about it. If Carrick keeps the Blood Stone, he could avert the prophecy, but I would most likely die at the hands of Kymaris’ fury. While I might be willing to sacrifice myself for the good of the world, I know Carrick won’t put me in mortal danger, so I’m assuming he’s going to give it up.

Part of me is relieved by that because I’m not ready to be done with this life or him. I immediately feel guilty for that internal admission, but I can’t help it. I’ve found the greatest gift any human could ever wish for in Carrick, and damn it… I’m feeling a bit selfish.

Regardless, I know the decision is out of my hands. Carrick is going to do what he thinks is best, which I’m sure means a trade.

Until then, I just have to keep my head down, try not to piss Kymaris off if we have another run-in, and use my time down here to start forming a strategic plan.

We’re going to need one if Kymaris gets the Blood Stone since that makes her ability to carry out the ritual a certainty.

Somewhere above me, a door screeches as it’s opened, and heavy footsteps come down the stone staircase that leads to the dungeon.

Pyke comes into view, carrying a tray laden with food and a glass of water.

“I assume you’re hungry,” he says as he squats before me. I’d kicked my legs out so I could lean against the wall to the side of the spike embedded in it. For a moment, I wonder if I could magic the tip out of the wall and thrust it into his heart.

I’m pretty confident I could make my magic do that, but I have no clue if the spike is made of iron. It could be a futile effort, and then my secret would be revealed.

Instead, I give him a grateful nod. My voice is small and puny, my hope being that he’ll think me weak and dejected. “Yeah… I’m hungry.”

Leaning forward, Pyke places the tray on my lap and straightens. The cuffs on my wrist allow enough room for me to pick up the spoon on the tray and dip it into what looks like beef stew.

I ignore him in favor of the food, figuring if they were going to kill me, it wouldn’t be by poison. The first spoonful is lukewarm at best and, by taste, I can clearly tell it’s from a can. But I want to keep my strength up, so after I chew and swallow, I take another spoonful.

It’s after that one goes down that I ask Pyke, “So… are you going to tell me how you got paired up with Kymaris?”

It happens so fast, my head spins and my stomach lurches, but the chains disappear. I’m not on the floor anymore but rather sitting at a table with the bowl of stew before me. Pyke is on the opposite side, sitting in a chair.

“More comfortable?” he asks.

I nod without hesitation. Far more comfortable.

Pyke nods at the bowl. “Eat up, and I’ll tell you a story.”

“Hope it’s a good one,” I mutter, and Pyke actually laughs. The spoon is still in my hand, so I dip it back into the stew as he starts to talk.

“I’m sure Carrick has told you enough about me for you to realize I’m a bit of an adventurer. Time in Faere moves slowly, and I’m easily bored.”

I swallow the food in my mouth. “He said you fought alongside him in many battles.”

“Indeed,” Pyke agrees with a fond expression. “But more so than the boredom of Faere, I was quite lonely. Being the Light Fae prince means no one is ever quite up to par, and while dalliances with all the fae ladies in the realm were fun, I was searching for more.”

I frown. “You mean… love?”

Pyke shrugs. “I wouldn’t have put that word on it at first, but I was searching for something missing within me. That emptiness was filled when I met Kymaris.”

My spoon remains poised over the bowl, but I’m too shocked by this revelation to even think about eating. “But how? How would you have met her?”

Pyke’s gaze moves from me to the staircase that leads up as if he’s pondering whether he should tell me or if he should just leave. Luckily, a Light Fae’s vanity and ego tend to rule the day, and since he—like Kymaris—considers me no threat, I can tell the moment he decides it won’t hurt to tell me.

Leaning forward and placing his arms on the table, he says, “I was out in the Faere countryside hunting one day. I’d stopped by a stream to rest and as I was sitting there, I noticed something shimmering in the air just on the other side of the water. It was like the air itself was rippling. The longer I watched it, the more a female shape began to take form, which made me even more curious. I crossed the creek to look closer and, as I approached the rippling air, I could see more clearly what was on the other side. It was a room done in floor-to-ceiling shiny black tile with a huge blazing fireplace. The orange light cast the figure in better relief, and I got my first look at Kymaris.”

My eyebrows draw in. “She was in the Underworld?”

“She was,” he says with a chuckle. “Apparently, she was poking at the veil into Faere. She had some stone magic within her, but not enough to tear it. It was enough for her to get close and peer in at her sister’s realm, and I was the first Light Fae she’d ever seen.”

“What did you do?” I ask in almost a whisper. My food is long forgotten, so I set the spoon down.

Pyke stares at me, a fond smile playing at his mouth. “I fell in love, of course.”

My surprise is so great that my jaw drops.

Pyke laughs, shaking his head. “I can only imagine how odd that sounds, but it’s true. And when we spoke, it was only minutes into our conversation that I knew it was felt from her, as well.”

“You could speak to each other?” I ask incredulously.

“We could,” he says with a nod. “But the veil held firm. She couldn’t cross into Faere, but it was thin enough that we could converse. We could even press our palms together against it.”

“Unbelievable,” I mutter.

“I thought so, and it was a secret I maintained for decades,” Pyke continues. “We met regularly at the veil between our worlds, and we fell deeper in love.”

“Why didn’t you just open the veil for her? You have the power to do it.”

“Yes, I do,” he agrees with a sly smile. “But Kymaris didn’t want to come to Faere. She didn’t want to risk her sister finding out. But I crossed over to visit her many times, and we became lovers.”

I try not to grimace because not only is the thought of Pyke and Kymaris having sex just gross, I’ve also never liked the term “lovers”. It seems cheesy.

“Kymaris had her sights set on the Earth realm,” I say, wanting him to get moving with the story.

“Yes, she did. It was a grand plan and one I approved of.”

This was a no-brainer. “Let me guess… she was going to take over the Earth realm, and you would rule at her side.”

Leaning forward just a bit more, Pyke gives me a sly smile. “Sure beats being the prince of a kingdom I’ll never rule.”

“So, you want power?” I ask, my tone scathing with distaste.

“Why is that a bad thing?” he asks neutrally. “But more than power, I just wanted to be by Kymaris’ side.”

I shake my head, giving him a dubious look. “So this is really about love?”

“Tell me love isn’t worth the fight, Finley. Tell me you wouldn’t do anything to be with Carrick. In fact, tell me you’ll forsake Carrick’s love for a good reason, and I’ll let you go right now.”

Pyke doesn’t know our background. He doesn’t know we’ve loved each other for centuries. But he does know we have something together, and I absolutely can’t tell him I’d ever forsake that love.

In that respect, I suppose I understand him just a little bit.

“Did you help Kymaris come to the Earth realm?” I ask, making that the most innocuous question I can muster without giving away that I know anything at all.

Luckily, he’s in a chatty mood. “She came up with the idea to use a changeling as a catalyst to come through the veil and increase her powers. Do you know what a changeling is?”

I hope I look believable as I shake my head, placing a curious look on my face before lifting my spoon and dipping it for another bite.

Pyke proceeds to tell me about the changeling ritual, which provides me no more information than I already knew except that he imbued the daemon that placed the changeling baby with powers so my parents wouldn’t notice him.

“What happened to the baby the daemon took?” I ask, my voice slightly hoarse with a welling of emotion. I pick up the glass of water and take a sip.

Pyke’s smile curves high, and his eyes gleam with pride. “She became a vessel to harness and transform magic.”

Those words strike deep, and I try not to sound affected. “Harness and transform?” I ask dully.

Pyke nods. “I stole my mother’s staff, which has the remnants of the meteor stone that she used to create Faere in it. It still holds tremendous power, and I used it to channel light magic into the vessel. Then Kymaris’ dark priests who came back to the Underworld with stone magic turned it dark.”

My stomach rolls as I get a clearer picture of what Zora went through. That she was force-fed magic, and then something else was done to her to turn it dark.

What did that feel like?

Was it painful?

It was certainly a horrible abuse.

“This… um… vessel,” I ask, coughing again to clear my throat. “She was just a baby, right?”

“Yup,” he says with a careless shrug. “As she grew older, she could take higher doses of magic. I’d sneak Nimeyah’s staff out of the castle, then visit the Underworld at least once a month to pump her up.”

I want to vomit. The few bites of stew sit at the bottom of my throat, threatening to spew out. “And what did this vessel do? Was she like chained up or something?”

“I honestly don’t remember,” Pyke replies vaguely, settling back in his chair. He crosses one leg over the other. “It’s not important, but I can tell you it tormented me because the entire time we were filling the vessel, my beloved Kymaris was in stasis.”

I don’t respond, not able to get the image of Zora perhaps chained in a dungeon like this and being force-fed magic out of my head. As a baby… a young child… a teenager… a young woman. Her life was beyond awful.

“Aren’t you curious what stasis means?” Pyke asks, not in a suspicious way that I didn’t ask, but more like he can’t believe I’m not enjoying his story.

I nod, smile, and pick my spoon back up while he talks. I force the food into my mouth while he tells me all about the things I already know. I nod, ask a few questions… try to appear interested and amazed at his cunning.

“Of course, when Carrick asked me to go on an adventure with him for the Blood Stone, I couldn’t believe the fortune that had fallen in our laps.”

“Why not just take the Blood Stone when we came out of Micah’s realm?” I ask, my tone pissy. “You had it in your hand.”

“It wasn’t the right time. I’m no match for Carrick, and he would have killed me had I tried to abscond with it then. Patience prevailed.”

“You must be so proud of yourself,” I snap in sarcastic irritation.

“Why yes, I am,” he says with a feral grin, rising from his chair. Clearly, he’s not happy with my tone. He honestly expects me to be impressed with him.

With a wave of his hand, I’m back on the floor with my chains in place. The food, water, table, and chairs are gone.

“Kymaris is right, you know,” Pyke says as he walks up to me, giving a light kick to the side of my leg in an almost playful manner.

“About what?” I ask, tipping my head back to see him.

“You’re nothing special,” he murmurs in contemplation. “We’re still a bit stumped why you’re the key to this prophecy, but it doesn’t matter. Once we get the Blood Stone, you’ll be less than nothing special.”

I give Pyke a sweet smile. “You flatter me. But what makes you think you’ll get the Blood Stone?”

“A message has been sent to Carrick offering you up,” Pyke says as he turns away and heads toward the staircase. “I can’t imagine he won’t jump on that, then we’ll have the Blood Stone in hand by nightfall.”

He stops at the base of the stairs, looks over his shoulder, and smiles. “And when the new moon comes, the world is going to change for the better.”

I don’t respond, just stare at him impassively as if his words don’t mean anything to me.

The problem is, they mean far too much.


CHAPTER 3


Carrick

Carrick wasn’t the type of man to get frantic over anything, but Finley had been gone for almost five hours, and he had not one fucking lead. He’d never felt so lost.

After visiting Nimeyah, Carrick and Zaid returned to the condo. It wasn’t long before Maddox returned, having gotten Rainey and Myles settled into their secret hiding place. After apprising Maddox that Pyke was after the Blood Stone and had taken Finley, Carrick sent his brother off to find Deandra.

She might have been in on it, but, more than likely, she knew nothing about what her brother had done as they were not close. Regardless, that angle had to be checked.

After Maddox left, Carrick didn’t need to think about it much since he knew what Finley would want him to do. She would have wanted Rainey and Myles to know what happened. She had repetitively promised to keep them in the loop, and he felt they had a right to know their friend had been kidnapped.

Carrick made the call to inform them. From wherever Maddox had taken them, they assured him they would head back to Seattle immediately. Luckily, Maddox had left his Hummer with them.

Next, Carrick had put a call in to Titus and left a voicemail message. Regardless of what realm he was in, he would always go somewhere to check his messages a few times a day, so Carrick knew he’d be arriving before too long.

While Carrick waited for everyone to arrive, he and Zaid sat at the kitchen island and tried to figure out what the fuck was going on.

“And Pyke never gave any indication as to why he wanted the Blood Stone?” Carrick asked.

For the third time.

Zaid was patient, though, as he knew Carrick was furious and fearful at the same time and allowed him to work this through however he needed. “No. Only that he wanted the Blood Stone. The last thing I heard before I left was Finley telling him that you had the stone. So if he really wants it, he’s going to offer Finley in return for it.”

Carrick’s expression was grim, but he nodded in understanding. That was the most logical conclusion, and he assumed Pyke would send him a message at some point. Carrick just wished it were soon rather than later.

“What could he possibly want with the Blood Stone?” Zaid pondered, drumming his fingertips on the countertop.

“To have more power than his mother,” Carrick fathomed a guess. “He never did like playing prince to the queen. Felt he was always destined for something greater.”

“I thought that was just his ego,” Zaid muttered, his distaste for the Light Fae evident.

“It is mostly his ego,” Carrick replied with a scoffing laugh. “But he has some ambition in him. I’m wondering if the power of the Blood Stone was just too great of an opportunity to pass up.”

“What if he wants it for gain?” Zaid suggested. “Maybe he’ll sell it to Kymaris.”

A dark shadow swept over Carrick. “Or he’s in league with her.”

Zaid’s eyebrows shot high. “Surely not. Pyke isn’t evil. Just ego-driven.”

Carrick stood from his stool. “Isn’t he evil? He wants an immeasurably powerful relic and was willing to kidnap Finley—who he knows is special to me, his friend.”

“Point taken,” Zaid murmured, but then was distracted by his phone ringing.

He connected the call, listened, and then pulled it away from his ear to press to his chest. His face was noticeably pale. “It’s the concierge in the lobby. Kymaris is here to see you.”

“You have to be fucking kidding me,” Carrick snarled, whipping his own phone out. With a few taps to pull up a security app, he dialed into the camera that covered the lobby all the way to the front door.

Sure enough, Kymaris stood at the reception desk wearing a pleasant smile. She was dressed in a business suit and her glamour was that of a beautiful, sophisticated woman. She wouldn’t have caused an eyebrow to raise.

“Send her up,” Carrick instructed Zaid, who passed the information to the concierge.

Moving from the kitchen to stand before the elevator, Carrick released the protection spells on the condo so Kymaris could enter. He then instructed his friend, “Go to my office and wait there. If you hear things go to hell, get down to the library and lock yourself in.”

Zaid knew exactly what Carrick was suggesting. There was a distinct possibility this meeting would end in bloodshed, and Carrick didn’t want his friend anywhere near two powerful immortals if they clashed. “Understood,” he said before hurrying away.

Carrick looked down at his outfit. He rarely wore business suits anymore. It was either workout clothes, jeans, or fatigues, and he couldn’t say he missed the formal attire.

However, to match the Dark Fae who was currently on the way up in his private elevator, he waved a hand down his body and was immediately outfitted in a tailored suit with a silk tie. He didn’t want to appear too casual, nor did he want to look battle-ready. Carrick wanted to exude power. In the Earth realm, his money was what gave him that.

In the immortal world, Kymaris already knew that he was one of the most powerful beings in the universe under his designer clothes. As such, he figured she wasn’t here to fight, but he was ready if she was. She still had to be smarting over the fact that he blew up her house the day before yesterday.

Whatever her reason for visiting, Carrick wanted her gone as soon as possible before Rainey and Myles showed up, as they would be the most vulnerable should she decide to attack.

The elevator doors whooshed slowly open, and Kymaris blinked in surprise to see Carrick standing before her. She quickly regained her composure and stepped into his foyer, looking around at the grandeur of his condo.

“I thought you were putting this place up for sale,” she said as she moved to the left to better take in the massive living area.

“I am,” Carrick replied as he turned to study her. He was a bit surprised she had healed so quickly from the explosion. Underneath her glamour, she only had pinkened skin left on her face from the burns. It spoke to the fact that her powers were far beyond a normal Dark Fae’s, even one who had managed to get a hold of a bit of stone magic. He might have underestimated whatever she received through the changeling ritual.

“Hmm,” she murmured in a way that said she didn’t believe him one bit. Pivoting, she squared off to face him, hands clasped before her. “I’m here for the Blood Stone.”

“What makes you think I’d give it to you?” Carrick replied blandly.

The smile on Kymaris’ face didn’t bode well with Carrick. Her eyes flashed with victory. “Because I have something you want,” she purred.

It was something Carrick had considered, but truly hadn’t thought it was possible. He could not control his jaw dropping. “Pyke is working with you,” he surmised.

“Working for me,” she corrected haughtily. “Finley is currently tucked away in my new stronghold—no thanks to you for blowing up my other one—but I’m willing to make a fair trade. Her for the Blood Stone.”

“How do I know she’s alive and well?” he asked, his heart hammering with fear that Kymaris was attempting to dupe him and Finley was already dead. He was also battling a volatile bubbling of fury that Pyke—his so-called friend—had betrayed him.

Forsaking magic and embracing modern technology, Kymaris pulled out an iPhone and called someone. When the line connected, she merely said, “Put her on the phone.”

When she handed the phone to Carrick, he took it and put it up to his ear. “Finley?”

“Carrick,” she replied in a rush of relieved breath, but she spoke hurriedly. “I’m fine so please don’t worry about me.”

“Where are you?” he asked, but it was that question that caused Kymaris to snatch the phone away from him.

“There,” she said with a smirk. “She’s alive. She’ll remain that way as long as we can come to an agreement.”

“I give you the Blood Stone and you give me Finley alive and well,” Carrick said, wanting to make sure the terms were clear.

“I’m a fair woman,” Kymaris simpered. “I promise that not a hair on her head will be harmed, although I can’t keep that same promise come the new moon. But I’m willing to see what your little Finley could possibly bring to a fight that could attempt to stop me.”

Carrick wanted to defend how amazing Finley was, but he wanted Kymaris to continue to think her an unworthy opponent. So he merely said, “Done.”

“Tonight at nine,” Kymaris ordered as she moved past Carrick to the elevators.

“Shall I come to you?” Carrick queried.

Kymaris pushed the elevator button, but she turned to look at Carrick with a laugh. “And have you find my place to blow it up again? I think not. I’ll meet you in Waterfront Park. Come alone.”

When Carrick gave her a curt nod, she moved into the elevator. They stared at each other, neither one blinking, until the doors shut. Carrick heaved out a frustrated sigh. Glancing at his watch, he saw he had seven hours until they were supposed to meet.

Zaid came out of Carrick’s office, and they both went into the kitchen. Carrick didn’t need to repeat the conversation as Zaid had been able to hear it all.

As he was want to do when times were stressful and people were coming over, Zaid started putting some food together. It was simple fare—sandwiches, chips, and cookies he’d made.

While Zaid worked his magic in the kitchen, Carrick took out his phone and dialed Boral since he now knew the Dark Fae had not betrayed them to Kymaris. He answered on the second ring.

Without greetings or courtesy, Carrick said, “I need you to get to my condo asap. Finley’s been kidnapped and Kymaris has her.”

Up until the moment Kymaris stepped into his condo, Carrick and their entire group had thought Boral was the enemy when he clearly wasn’t.

The Dark Fae’s response was simple before he disconnected. “On my way.”

One by one, the crew started to arrive—Rainey, Myles, Maddox, Titus, and Boral. When they were all seated in the kitchen with Zaid’s simple feast laid out before them, Carrick took the opportunity to bring them all up to date on what had occurred.

“So Pyke is working with Kymaris?” Titus asked on a low whistle. “Can’t say I saw that one coming.”

Carrick nodded. “According to Kymaris, he’s working for her—not with her—but that’s semantics. The point is, he’s in deep and is responsible for kidnapping Finley. No matter what else happens when things go down, he’s mine to deal with.”

A somber quiet fell among the group as they noted the barely controlled violence in Carrick’s tone. They all knew Pyke was a dead Light Fae.

“I expect you all thought I was the one who tipped Kymaris off that you had the Blood Stone,” Boral said to break the silence. As gazes snapped his way, he merely grinned while chewing on a carrot stick. He shrugged. “Can’t say I blame you, though. None of you trust me.”

“Finley does,” Zaid told his father, a pointed reminder that no one else did, but at least she gave him some credit.

“You were the simplest answer,” Carrick told Boral without apology. “If it makes you feel any better, we assumed she tortured you for the information so you didn’t willingly betray us. We also assumed you were dead after giving up the information because of the binding.”

“Warms my heart,” Boral muttered sarcastically.

“What exactly have you been doing the last few days?” Carrick asked. “Because yesterday, I went to take out three of her original Fallen, but their homes were deserted.”

Boral nodded. “After you blew up Kymaris’ house, they all went into hiding. Kaesar called to tell me only that he was getting out of town until the new moon.”

“Which implies,” Titus intoned in his deep voice, “that they will be back in Seattle for the ritual.”

“That’s how I took it,” Boral acknowledged with a nod. “But I don’t know for sure.”

Rainey cleared her throat, and all eyes shifted toward her. “So Kymaris and her eleven are in hiding, and we think she’ll bring another one through the veil to make the twelfth, or she may have already done so. We suspect they may come back to Seattle for the ritual, but we really don’t know that for sure, nor do we know where in Seattle it will occur or the time. Boral’s only contact within Kymaris’ network is also gone, so we don’t have an inside man anymore. Does that about sum up our dilemma?”

“Other than the fact they have Finley and want the Blood Stone,” Carrick said dryly. “That pretty much sums it up.”

“So how are we going to take Kymaris and Pyke out tonight when we get Finley back?” Maddox asked.

“We’re not,” Carrick replied darkly. “We’re making the trade.”

Titus frowned. “Is that really a good idea?”

Carrick snapped his head toward Titus. “You’d rather we keep the Blood Stone and let Finley die?”

“That’s not what I want at all,” Titus admonished. “I’m merely suggesting we consider alternatives. For example, what would Finley want you to do?”

A low growl emanated from Carrick as he was forced to admit, “She’d tell me not to give up that Blood Stone for anything in the world, including her. But that doesn’t mean she’s right.”

“Maybe we should consider just ending this at the park,” Titus continued, nodding his head toward Maddox in credit for the idea. “Get Finley safe, then destroy Kymaris and Pyke. We have the power to do it, especially with the Blood Stone in our possession.”

“Deandra would help, I’m sure of it,” Maddox said. His meeting with Deandra had been short, but he’d quickly learned that she had no clue Pyke wanted the Blood Stone and no idea what he intended to do with it, but she was pissed about it. And she hadn’t even known about the Kymaris connection when Maddox met with her. Once she learned that, it would probably bring her firmly onto their side.

Carrick hated to admit it, but it was the fact they had the Blood Stone that made it so he had to consider this idea. It was far more powerful than Kymaris and Pyke. It alone could probably destroy them.

But the risks were great.

Finley could get caught in the crossfire, and he wasn’t prepared to lose her yet.

There was a bigger reason not to attack, though.

“Kymaris chose a public place that will have a tremendous amount of human foot traffic,” Carrick pointed out in a low voice. “If we go in to end this with proverbial guns blazing, humans will get killed.”

“And the oblivious throngs of humanity will come to know that immortal creatures exist,” Myles adds. “We can’t unleash that knowledge on the world. It would cause chaos and panic.”

Carrick and Maddox exchanged a look. The other’s concern for humanity wasn’t their priority, but they both knew it would be for Finley.

And Rainey and Myles, for that matter, and they cared about them.

“We have to do the trade,” Carrick said, his voice bearing a confidence the rest didn’t acutely feel. “We’ll have to battle Kymaris another time.”

“Most likely at the ritual,” Maddox added.

“We should still go as backup to the trade.” This came from Titus, who was as good a strategist as Carrick and Maddox were. They both nodded their agreement.

Plans were made as they ate sandwiches and Maddox availed himself of a beer. It was decided Carrick would take Maddox and Titus, leaving Boral and Zaid at the condo with Rainey and Myles. They agreed Deandra wasn’t needed at this point, but that they would bring her on board if she’d agree to it. They needed all the help they could get if the battle was going to occur at the new moon.

While Carrick would make the actual trade, Maddox and Titus would blend into the background and watch, ready to move in if it so much as looked like Kymaris would go back on her word not to harm Finley.

If that occurred, Carrick laid it out plain and simple. “If Finley goes down, we burn that motherfucking pier to ashes—Kymaris along with it.”


CHAPTER 4


Finley

The sound of footsteps coming down the stone staircase rouses me from the half-doze I’d fallen into. With my hands chained in front of me, I roll to one hip, curl my legs in, and shift the other way to propel myself up. I stifle the groan that comes from the stiffness of my muscles, ignoring the fact my pants are wet and my ass is numb from the damp dungeon floor.

Pyke comes into view, but I expected no other. Kymaris doesn’t think I’m worthy of her notice.

“You’re looking no worse for the wear,” Pyke says genially with a smile. “Feeling okay? I really hope this hasn’t been too much of an inconvenience for you.”

I glare, my spine straight so as to appear strong and unbreakable, but my back is actually killing me. “How can you do that? Act that way when you’ve sided with evil? Of course I’m not okay, you dolt.”

Pyke’s smile doesn’t falter at the rebuke. It stays in place, his eyes shining with amusement as he waves his hand to make the chains disappear. His expression sobers slightly as I rub my wrists. “I hope you don’t take any of this personally. I mean… you’ll die and Kymaris will rise, but I actually do like you as a human.”

“Gee, thanks,” I mutter. As he takes me by the elbow, I ask, “Where are we going?”

“It appears your boyfriend has agreed to Kymaris’ request for a trade. You for the Blood Stone.”

My stomach curdles as we start up the staircase, knowing how heavy a price this trade is going to cost us all. I’m grateful I’m alive and it appears I might be that way for the foreseeable future, but I hate that we’re giving up the Blood Stone. Part of me thinks that maybe my sacrifice is for us to not give up the stone, which will probably enrage Kymaris into killing me.

Actually, she’d probably chop me up piece by piece and send them to Carrick to try to get him to relent, but if Carrick keeps the Blood Stone, the prophecy would be hard pressed to play out.

Ultimately, though, I have to trust in Carrick’s wisdom. I’m no fool thinking he’s making this play because it’s what’s best for our collective end goal. No, he’s making a completely personal decision to give up the final thing Kymaris needs to bring down the veil so he doesn’t lose me just yet.

Even though he’ll lose me eventually.

And I thought it virtually impossible for me to love the man more, but it appears that ceiling has been broken. He’s not acting with a demi-god’s cool wisdom, but as a man whose heart will be broken without me.

At the top of the staircase, Pyke leads me through hallways, up another flight of stairs, and finally into a richly appointed study that is decorated much the same as the bedroom that I was first brought to. The walls are done in a deep burgundy silk, the floors a gleaming parquet, while heavy tapestry covers the windows. There’s a large desk with ornately carved legs, a tall leather chair in dark chocolate, and a fireplace with dancing flames to help light the room.

Kymaris stands before it—turned away from me—with her hands clasped behind her back.

Quickly, I note her attire, actually stunned by how casually she’s dressed in tan corduroy pants, boots with fuzzy trim, and a thick sweater. I deduce we’re somewhere far colder than Seattle at this time of year, but still… I know from my one meeting with her at the gallery and the run-in that Carrick had with her that she prefers to dress in a sexually provocative way.

Right now, she looks like she wants to curl up by the fire with a good book and relax.

The juxtaposition from what I know her to be is confusing, to say the least.

But when she turns to face me, her angled features enhanced by an over-application of makeup and that god-awful sloping beehive, I have to bite my tongue not to offer her some beauty advice.

Which says something, because that’s about the last thing in the world I’d tell anyone I’m good at, but I could definitely give her some pointers.

Kymaris eyes me shrewdly, as if trying to figure out something. “It appears you mean more to Carrick than I originally thought. I never thought he’d give up the Blood Stone for you.”

I shrug carelessly. “I’m sure it has more to do with his own end game than with me. The gods are apparently going to favor him for his actions.”

There… hopefully that was vague enough, with just a hint that Carrick might not be her complete adversary, to have her doubt his loyalty to me. The last thing I want is for her to think she has anything figured out.

“And what exactly do you think your end game is?” Kymaris purrs as she saunters up to me.

“I honestly have no clue,” I reply with my gaze pinned on hers. “I only know I’m to thwart the prophecy, not how it will happen.”

“You think that means you’ll kill me?” she asks with a taunting laugh.

“Maybe,” I hedge, because, deep down, I know that’s what I’m supposed to do.

“Let’s test that theory,” she says in a tone that chills me to the bone. Before I can comprehend anything else, she moves so fast she’s nothing but a blur.

I feel her near me, brushing me, my arm moving, my hand clasping, then another blur has her standing back in front of me.

And I’m holding a sword in my hand, hilt gripped tightly and the pointed tip resting at her breastbone. The weapon is heavy. My arm immediately starts shaking, so I bring up my other hand to support it.

Kymaris smirks. “All you have to do is drive it in, Finley. You can end this now.”

The temptation is almost unbearable. Kymaris is no more than three feet from me with her arms held out to the sides in surrender while I hold a sword poised right at her heart.

But my sense of reason and logic prevail over passion. Knowing she’d never make herself vulnerable to me, I lower the weapon.

She raises an eyebrow, disappointment in her expression. “You’re a coward.”

“I’m a pragmatist,” I reply, dropping the weapon. It clatters onto the hardwood floor. “The sword is most likely not iron, and I’d never be strong enough to push it through your sternum. And even if it is iron, by the time I repositioned it to slide in between your fourth and fifth rib so I could actually pierce your heart, you’d have snapped my neck. So no thank you to these silly games.”

I don’t want it and it makes me a little sick to get it, but her expression flashes with respect before it evens back out into supreme haughtiness. “You’re not stupid, I’ll give you that. I look forward to us facing off when the time comes. And if it makes you feel any better, I intend
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