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last a lifetime and take a great deal of work to overcome. This
book is dedicated to all of the survivors.

Keep going.

You’ve got this.
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me.
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It Was Real

 


 


 


 


“If this is love, I don’t
want it! Take it away, please! Why does it hurt so much?”

“Because it was
real.”

 


 


- Tauriel and Thranduil

The Hobbit: Battle of Five
Armies (film adaptation)

2014

 


The pain warned me that I still
lived, a siren hollering “wake up, wake up!” whether I wanted to or
not. It burst through every part of me, spreading like the fresh
blood through my desiccated veins, and dragged me from the darkness
which provided my only peace. The vampire coma state receded in a
blaze of white-hot agony as human life filled my cells, and the
inferno raged, as familiar as my name, because I had burned there
more times than I could count.

How many times had Ragnar
brought me back from my oblivious sanctuary to toss me again into
my world of despair? How many times had my cohort followed his
lead? I didn’t know, but this time hurt more because I knew no
cruel gaoler tortured me. Instead, my friends wanted me to wake, to
feel, to suffer rather than leaving me in my safe cocoon of
nothingness, floating out of time and space. Yet even their
callousness wasn’t what hurt me most of all.

As organs revived one at a time
– as my heart pushed my sluggish blood around veins that had
forgotten their purpose – none of that hurt me most. Leof’s anger
burned me more thoroughly than my waking body, every bit as furious
as when I first dragged him out of Valhalla, and that anger speared
straight from his heart into mine. His hatred simmered, his sense
of betrayal washing through me, directed at me and my mistakes, and
along with it came so much pain, and confusion, and grief for what
he’d lost in the darkness of Tiw’s arena. The oppressive weight of
it strangled me.

Conn’s shame and soul-deep
despair draped over me like a familiar cloak; as poignant and
recognisable as the pain of waking up. I had been where he was
before; lost because of the cruelty of a merciless tormentor. I
wanted to hold him together in a way no one had ever held me
together in all the long centuries of my existence. But I couldn’t.
Attempting it risked inciting an explosion of fury from the man who
held my heart in his hands.

He would kill me.

He would send me to Tiw in his
stead.

Hadn’t he promised as much?

I could only languish, far from
him, sharing his pain as if it was my own while he crushed my heart
in his vice-like grip. He caused more suffering than the ache of my
waking body.

Yet alongside that crushing
anguish, another piercing wound tortured me as well; another wound
without physical form but which burned nonetheless, where I’d
separated my son’s soul from mine. That wound would never heal.
None of it would ever heal. I had lost everything I loved.

I longed for someone to explain
it to me; why anything as vital as love caused so much suffering.
People needed connection – we were biologically programmed to crave
others to trust, depend on, belong with – and yet that seemed like
such an easily exploited flaw; a crack that both enemies and errors
of judgement put pressure on. I wanted to demand someone take my
grief and regret away. I didn’t care that my pain proved my love
was real, because it also reminded me that it was a lost cause.

Although even that wasn’t
entirely true. I wouldn’t choose to remove my love, to commit the
crime that had landed me in this mess. No, instead I wished to
erase my own existence, to wipe the slate clean and become an
untouchable void which no one could ever again harm. I yearned for
peace, with the weary longing of someone who’d lived too long, seen
too much evil, and lost too much along the way.

Let my love be a burning fire, a
flare of heat and energy that returned life to one who deserved to
live, but then burned away everything I was so that I never had to
feel anything ever again. Let that be my legacy. Let my life end
with the defiance that had torn my Leof from Tiw’s grasp. I didn’t
want my friends to make me wither in the aftermath, hopeless, and
hollow, and never again strong enough to make a stand. Just let me
sleep.

Gods, just let me sleep.

Such pleas echoed in my heart as
its hesitant beats fell into a regular rhythm, and resounded in my
mind as neurons fired, struggling to make sense of the world once
more, but I couldn’t voice them. By the time my tongue moved, it
was already too late.

What have I done?

Even when the physical pain
eased and someone tugged an intravenous needle from my arm, I kept
my eyes closed, trying to block out existence for a little longer.
I didn’t want to see Lex’s concerned expression as she paid my
donor. I didn’t want to see the disappointment or accusation in
Will’s, which would only reflect the same scorn Conn cast at me
back at Milbank House. I didn’t want Fenn to see me, not as this
broken thing, but it was already too late to avoid that.

“Wiðercorra, can you hear me?”
Ábroðen asked, his tone gentle.

“Darcy?” Will prompted, although
I couldn’t bear to assess whatever emotion added an edge to his
voice.

“Open your eyes, Salix,” Lex
encouraged. “Please open your eyes.”

None of those voices were the
one I craved, the one I wanted to hear telling me to live. The
absence of that Geordie-Irish lilt made it almost impossible to
breathe. Why did it hurt so much? It wasn’t the first time Conn had
left me to come out of hibernation without him, and this time I
deserved it, so why did it suffocate me?

“We can send another donor,” an
unfamiliar voice added. “She’s been in the coma for two weeks,
maybe she needs more? Now that BritVaC have dropped the charges, we
can send as many as it takes. Even if it means sending them
here.”

“It wouldn’t help,” Lex
murmured. “Blood won’t cure what ails her.”

“Get out,” I said at last, as
hot tears welled from beneath my lashes and rolled over my cheeks.
“Please, everyone, just get out.”

People shifted, some moving
closer, while a brief blast of cool evening air whispered through
the space as my donor escaped. The wilderness scent of wolf
dominated, almost obliterating the seductive spice of vampire and
even overpowering the enticing aroma of my human prey. Fenn had
brought me back to his camp, back to the bed that I never should’ve
slept in to begin with.

“Darcy, your cohort needs you,”
Will murmured.

I wished I could feel him. I
wished I could tell if he regretted letting me Co-Sire his cohort,
and if he hated me for what I had done to his maker. At the same
time, none of it mattered. Neither his resentment nor his
disappointment. He needed to realise that I was not what his cohort
needed. I never had been. He should go home, to bolster the other
Sire in our dysfunctional triptych; a Sire who spiralled out of
control under a tidal wave of fear. He’d face an uphill struggle to
help Conn to stand again, but he had plenty of experience keeping
me on my feet, and maybe that would help him do what needed to be
done.

“Go home, William,” I breathed,
still not opening my eyes. “Go home and help Leof remember who he
is because that’s who the Cohort needs. For goodness’ sake, just
forget I ever returned to earth. Forget I ever lived at all.”

“You’re better than this,” Will
said, even though I doubted he believed it himself. “I can’t hold
everything together on my own.”

His claim lit a powder keg in my
chest, taking a match to my short fuse, and when I finally surged
upright, a burst of furious magic blasted all three of my
spectators backwards, away from the bed. Tendrils of rippling power
danced around me, fuelled by more pain than I could bear, and part
of me wanted to tear the world apart just so that it could never
again drop obligation at my feet and expect me to do the right
thing.

“I can’t even hold myself
together!” I spat at them all. “Don’t you understand? Everything
falls on me! I’m Osier’s daughter. Osgar is targeting
me. Tiw wants my soul. I was the only one who
could bring Leof back. The fae want me to set the course of
our future. Faulkner was sent to undermine me, and BritVaC
made it necessary to put me in a cage. I’m the one
Osier’s dead asked for help. I’m the one who gave up my son
and still lost his father. Everything is always on me, and
I’m tired, Will. I’m so fucking tired. I feel more exhausted now,
after the last five months, than I ever have before. A thousand
years as a slave, and I’m more tired now. So just let me sleep. Let
me be. I have nothing left to give you.”

He opened his mouth to argue or
offer some sympathetic platitude, but I couldn’t bear to hear
either. Neither would mean anything, because the only opinion that
mattered poured towards me from Conn, in a suffocating wave of
dismay and rage.

“Get out. Get out! GET OUT!” I
screamed at them, and fiery light danced around me, brighter and
hotter with each desperate repetition.

They went. All three of
them.

As my barely retained calm
shattered entirely, perhaps they realised that I posed a risk to
their lives. I wanted to explode, but instead the fire left me in a
rush the moment the canvas entrance flap of Fenn’s pavilion closed.
More tears welled, unbidden, and a broken sob escaped my lips. I
curled up on myself in Fenn’s bed, the bed that had cost me Leof’s
love, and I broke my heart. Each gasping explosion of anguish
sounded harsh in the silence, not muffled by the blankets and
pelts, even when I turned my face towards the bedding. Perhaps I
would never stop crying. Maybe, even if my fire couldn’t burn the
world away, my tears might at least drown it. Right then, I wanted
to drown everything.

Yet, despite those destructive
thoughts rattling around in my mind, I still reached out with my
magic to sever the cord tying Milbank’s wards to Fenn’s strength. I
reclaimed what I’d given away in desperation when my coma pulled me
under, and bound them to myself again, so that I would power the
magical barrier that protected Leof and his house. I needed that,
because even as I wished I could destroy all of existence, I still
wanted to defend the man I loved. I wanted to be his shield, and he
had no choice in that. No more than I did.
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Nothing Compares

 


 


 


 


Just breathing took a force of
will. Each inhale struggled past my cracked and peeling lips,
burning a throat torn raw by crying. I’d screamed out my anger and
hurt again and again, but always the void inside me refilled with
further grief. It sapped my fortitude as easily as a vampire
drained blood, until lethargy weighed down my body and I couldn’t
even move.

What was the point in any of
it?

When I’d finally let Fenn bring
me up to speed with the world, he explained that it had taken a
fortnight and an unmentionable number of phone calls for Will to
persuade Requiem’s owner that he could and should send
donors up to the werewolf camp. By then, my condition had
deteriorated so far that one donor wouldn’t scratch the surface of
what I needed. Will had used all his persuasive powers to arrange
the five mortals who’d eventually donated a pint each to the
cause.

Why? Why had our donors been so
reluctant to accommodate me, a Sire they’d fed many times
before?

Politics. BritVaC politics.
Served with a side dish of fear.

My coma had dragged on for a
week before the courts even declared me innocent of enthralling
Faulkner. Then, despite my ratified innocence, it still took
another week to coax any number of human donors out to the
werewolves’ den, to drain their blood intravenously into a Master
who might wake up ravenous and out of control. Despite the official
statement, many still deemed me ‘unsafe’. I understood that. Only
an idiot wouldn’t fear a deranged vampire who could bring back the
dead, and who trouble followed like a loyal pet dog.

Neither the Newcastle Cohort nor
BritVaC had issued an official statement, but it hadn’t taken long
for the media to get wind of Conn’s return to the land of the
living, and for them to decide I had something to do with it. On
top of that, footage of me stumbling out of Milbank had made the
rounds. My burned, bloody, and frantic appearance reflected the
ghastly and grotesque state of my soul, made visible for all to
see, at least in the court of public opinion. No wonder mortals
felt nervous of me. On paper, I had all the hallmark
characteristics of the finest mythological monster. Blood-drinker.
Necromancer. Betrayer.

I hated William for helping Fenn
wake me. I loathed that my so-called ‘friend’ wanted me to
experience every moment of the exile which he’d done nothing to
prevent. Not one part of me wanted to hear what Will had to say on
the subject. The disappointment I’d seen in his expression after
Conn’s resurrection still hurt too much, the wound raw and
festering. After sending him and Lex away that first night, I also
refused to take his calls. I refused to take anyone’s calls, even
whilst wishing for the impossible; that Leof’s name would appear on
my phone’s screen.

He no more wanted to speak to me
than I wanted to speak to anyone else.

For a fortnight more, I’d forced
my stalemate with Will to stretch on, but that came to an end when
Fenn strode into his pavilion, carrying the faintest trace of my
Co-Sire’s scent with him, as though left by a handshake.

My time had run out.

Why had Will come back to the
camp? Did Fenn really think he had the right to interfere? Why
couldn’t they all just leave me to wallow? I didn’t even retain the
strength to demand answers to such questions.

“Wiðercorra, you can’t do this.
You can’t lie here listening to Sinéad O’Connor wail about how
‘nothing compares’ for the rest of your life,” Fenn stated as he
came towards me.

I didn’t bother rolling to face
him. I didn’t cast the glare at him that I would’ve done a month
ago. My fire was out, drowned by too many tears, and I wasn’t sure
I had what it would take to strike a spark.

“I’m not listening to Sinéad
O’Connor,” I responded in a feeble croak.

“No...” he admitted, and I felt
the bed dip as he sat down next to me. “But let’s face it, you
might as well be.”

“Leave me alone, Fenn. I don’t
have any reason to do anything but lie here,” I declared, without
even the energy to feel annoyed at myself.

He let out an irritated snort on
my behalf.

“I’ve given you two weeks to
pull yourself together, but that’s the last straw. I’ve come to
expect more from you, Darcy. You’re a goddess and a powerful
vampire, not…” He paused, but when he spoke again, I decided he
probably indicated to the length of me. “You’re not this. Doing
this to yourself isn’t going to solve anything.”

My temper flared and I finally
turned towards him, glowering even as he scowled right back at
me.

“It can’t be solved. And who are
you to judge me? He was all I ever loved. All I ever had. Have you
ever had everything you cared about ripped away from you? Can you
understand what I’ve lost?”

Fenn didn’t flinch at my
outburst. He met my anger with a neutral expression, and he
answered in a calm but sombre tone.

“I admit that I’ve never lost
what you’ve lost. I never had it in the first place. I’ve never had
a life with someone, nor even the hope of a life with someone. All
my life, I’ve been pushed towards a destiny that I didn’t want,
while being berated and beaten for every presumed weakness. My
course was set by someone else, even before my conception. I was
denied dreams of a love, of a family, from the moment Loki bedded
my mother until the moment I committed the crime Tiw demanded of
me.

“No, I don’t understand what
you’re going through. That doesn’t change the fact I’ve borne the
hatred of the only person I’ve ever loved, nor that I would do
anything to rectify my mistakes. If you want to make this right
with him, then you need to try to fix it. Creating a tomb for
yourself won’t help either of you, and it won’t help everyone who
needs the pair of you to work together against Osier.”

That admission stunned me into
silence although I didn’t know which part of it surprised me more;
that he’d as good as confessed his love for me, that he resorted to
such a blunt appraisal, or that he’d once again revealed more of
himself than I would’ve guessed existed back when we first met. I
opened my mouth to respond, but no snarky retort offered itself
up.

Standing again, Fenn began to
turn away as he stated, “William is up at the farmhouse. I’m not
giving him another excuse on your behalf. I’m bringing him down, so
you might want to brush your hair and try to make yourself half-way
presentable.”

I deserved that harsh advice. We
both knew it.

Still, when Fenn hesitated and
sighed, his tone softened. “I don’t want to watch you fade away
over this. I want you to be mín Wiðercorra. Fight, Little Rebel. If
you have breath in your body, then there’s no reason to surrender.
You know that. It’s who you are. Remember it before you lose
anything else.”

Couldn’t he see that I didn’t
have anything else? The hollow pit in my abdomen and the hole where
my heart used to be proved as much.

“I’ll be here to throw you a
rope, but you need to drag yourself out of the pit,” Fenn finished
as he headed for the door of his pavilion.

I didn’t believe I had it in me
to grant his wish. I hadn’t wanted to wake up, never mind climb out
of my bleak despair. I didn’t even want to comply with his command
to dress. The urge to burrow under the blankets and hide enticed
me, almost irresistible, but I doubted doing so would discourage
Will if he really wanted to see me. He’d seen the worst of me so
many times since Leof’s death, and none of it had deterred him
before.

Admitting defeat, I pulled on
one of the clean t-shirts Fenn had provided for my use, and brushed
my hair. Then I perched on the bed, cross-legged, to await my next
ticking off. I only needed to sit still, take Will’s lecture, and
let him leave. Nothing more. I could manage that.

Only Will hadn’t come alone. As
soon as Lex flung her arms around me, a fresh swell of grief rose
up, so much worse than my dead defeatism. A sob escaped me, and I
would’ve preferred hollow lifelessness rather than taking a
battering from the rising tide of disbelief and sorrow which
consumed me again. Yet I clung to my friend, my fingers knotting in
the canvas of her jacket as I cried against her shoulder. For a
while she just held me, stroking my hair, and waiting while I wept
out the last of my tears. It amazed me I had any left at all, that
I hadn’t yet turned into a dried, desiccated husk, fit only for
crumbling into dust.

“It’ll be alright,” she
whispered when exhaustion forced the storm to ease.

Looking up into her lavender
eyes, I wanted to believe her. I wanted to put every ounce of faith
I had in that claim, a claim that came from a seer. As one of the
Wyrdæ, she could know what was to come, right?

“Do you know that?”

Lex sighed wearily as she
perched next to me, dashing my foolish hope as she admitted, “I
can’t see, Salix. The future isn’t set. The die hasn’t yet been
cast. You should take comfort in that.”

How could I? It told me
nothing.

She gripped my hand as I frowned
at her, insisting, “It means nothing has been determined. It means
you still have a chance to fix it.”

Fix it? She was the second
person in as many minutes to suggest it, but neither she nor Fenn
understood. Conn’s anger and loathing beat against my
consciousness, day in, day out. Not theirs. They didn’t wake up
screaming with his fear during the day. They didn’t feel his sorrow
at my betrayal, an infidelity that I couldn’t mend. The wound went
too deep, its edges too messy to mesh back together. It didn’t
matter that I hadn’t actually betrayed him with Fenn, nor betrayed
the Cohort to Osier, he still saw treachery in my mistakes, and I
couldn’t change the past. I couldn’t fix what I broke, and because
of that, I couldn’t help fix what Tiw and Valhalla damaged
either.

“How is he coping?”

The words slipped out before I
could stop them, undermining any faux disinterest.

Lex looked away, not meeting my
eye. She bit her scarlet painted lip, worrying it until it bled,
before confessing, “It’s hard to know for sure.”

Glancing between her and Will, I
wondered what that meant. What had Leof done? What hadn’t he done?
Why couldn’t they just tell me how he was? Had he said anything
about Valhalla or Tiw?

“Please tell me,” I begged.

Will sagged and sat heavily on
the sofa, the very same sofa where Fenn had slept every night since
I’d stolen his bed. It wasn’t big enough for the eoten-come-wolf to
lie on comfortably, but he insisted on the arrangement, and I
hadn’t found the fire to fight over it.

“Some of the time he functions,”
Will explained once settled. “He’s short tempered but he’s taking
on ever more of his old responsibilities, and he’s... managing. But
there are times when he just stops. He’ll glaze over and stare into
space, even when someone's mid conversation with him. I don’t know
where his mind goes. He won’t talk about what happened, or about
you, but I’d say he’s lost. Even if I knew nothing else, I’d say
it’ll be a struggle to ever pull him all the way back.

“During the day is worse. I’ve
been his friend for long enough to go through a fair amount of shit
with him. I’ve seen him at what I’d thought was his worst, but I’ve
never heard him scream like he does in his sleep, Darcy. I’ve never
gone to his room and found him crouched in a corner, terrified of
the shadows which he should feel protected by. He’s a broken man,
and even if we can extend the time that he’s himself, working, I’m
not convinced we’ll ever fix the damage that’s been done in
Valhalla.”

Will picked absently at the deer
hide he sat on, then admitted with regret, “It’s driving Ben mad,
seeing Conn’s nightmares. I try to block the whole second floor as
much as possible, just so he can sleep without sharing Conn’s
terrors. It’s not always possible though, and he’s told me about
some of the dreams, about horrific hallucinations… about memories.
The things he went through…”

Will paled as he said it, and he
closed his eyes, shaking his head in dismay before looking back at
me, begging me to understand; “He’s been humiliated, violated, and
tortured in more ways than I even realised it was possible for a
man to be. He’s had every iota of strength ground away until he was
at his weakest, his most vulnerable. Even then, Tiw kept making him
suffer. I don’t know how he’s rational most of the time. I really
don’t. I don’t think anyone is ever going to understand what he’s
been through.”

“Do you think I don’t know that?
Do you think I don’t wake feeling his fear?” I asked. “Do you think
I didn’t feel what he’s been through when I touched him in
Valhalla?”

Will opened his mouth as if to
argue but Lex interjected, “She understands, William.”

The muscle in her cheek twitched
as she ground her teeth. She and Will must’ve argued about me. More
than once, if her thunderous expression was anything to go by.

Lex didn’t give me an
opportunity to ask about the tension as she bit out, “She’s felt
what he’s felt. Not only that, but she was Ragnar’s slave for over
a thousand years. A millennium of pain, William, because Ragnar was
Tiw’s first weapon, just as the dead were in Valhalla. One is an
extension of the other, and both served Tiw. Think about that. The
only person who can help Conn through this is her.”

The frustration in Will’s
expression said it all.

“Lex, the last time I mentioned
Darcy to him, he remodelled the Sire’s suite,” he stated without
sparing my feelings.

A moan escaped me, my body
reacting as though someone had punched me in the gut or driven a
stake through my chest. I couldn’t breathe as pain radiated from
behind my sternum.

“That was tactful,” Lex grumbled
in a sarcasm laced hiss as she squeezed my hand.

“It’s the truth, Lex,” Will
answered, more anger in his tone than I’d ever expected to hear.
“I’m not sugar coating this. I don’t have the time for it. Our
maker is walking a fine line between survival and insanity. Osgar
is still playing out his twisted version of gladiatorial combat,
and Osier has taken out three of our vampires in the last month.
The mortals outside the house are becoming ever more bothersome,
and it’s not just them; the Anti-Vampire League are hosting ever
more extensive protests and marches. They haven’t been this vocal
since we first ‘came out’ and they’re demanding our segregation.
They want us put in camps, and that’s one step away from deciding
to kill us all. We’re receiving death threats daily. It’s time we
all faced up to the situation we’re in. Conn’s a mess. Darcy fucked
up. We’re all going to have to navigate a path through this
catastrophe, but we aren’t going to do that by pretending our
situation is prettier than it is.”

“Wow, pressure getting to you,
Will?” I demanded as I glared at him. “I didn’t realise you had it
in you to be an arsehole.”

“You went with Osier. Alone. And
took a potion he gave you. Which part of that don’t you believe
qualifies as ‘fucking up’?” he retorted.

“How about the part where I
acquired evidence against Haltwhistle?” I growled at Will, my fangs
descending as two weeks of hurt caught up with me.

“Or there’s the part where Osier
told me he had a captive Cohort member,” I bit out, my hands
fisting in impotent anger. “A woman he claimed he’d torture and
kill if I didn’t see him. I’ve been tied down and had Osier’s
brands carved into me before, Will. I couldn’t abandon anyone to
that! Even though it was a deception, I made the only call I could
as Sire.

“Osier also claimed he was
watching Fenn leave from a guard position that you asked him
to defend! He was threatening to use magic to cause a crash, just
as he did with Conn on the night of my birth, to kill an ally whose
involvement you ensured when you employed his people
as extra security! I couldn’t turn a blind eye when Fenn’s people
had come to our aid, so I did what I felt I had to do to save
lives. That was my call to make. I stand by my decision to go with
Osier. It was done for all the right reasons.”

Fenn shifted uncomfortably. I’d
failed to tell him of Osier’s threats. In truth, I’d forgotten to
tell him and Will several things, and I had no idea if Gunner
remembered what I’d told him just before I escaped Milbank by
sending him to sleep.

“Marie didn’t commit suicide in
the shrine,” I stated, to prove that my misadventure hadn’t been
completely without merit. “She was one of Osier’s infiltrators.
When she couldn’t get close to Conn, she faked her suicide to get
out of the Cohort without raising suspicion. Katie wasn’t
responsible. Well... she was, but strangely her role protected Conn
rather than causing the suicide of a Cohort member. Everyone else
should be made aware of that… Oh, also my biological mother has
been reincarnated. At present Elsie’s a particularly stroppy
teenager.”

I glared at my Co-Sire, still
fuming.

“See, I achieved a certain
amount of reconnaissance before I cocked up. But yes, if you need
an admission of guilt then I’m fully aware that the potion was a
mistake. I’m aware that I ‘fucked up’. I just wanted five minutes
without grieving, alright? I have over a thousand years of
memories, Will. Since the ninth century, I’ve had twenty-six years
without grieving for him, and only because I didn’t know about him
for those twenty-six years. I didn’t want to stop loving him, it’s
just… For a few hours, I didn’t want to hurt.”

I deflated, my momentary fire
burning out as I confessed, “I just wanted a moment of peace before
I gave up my son and brought Leof back, even without knowing how he
would be, or if he’d ever get over what had been done to him. The
idea that – for a moment – I could exist without carrying around so
much pain…You know how much I’ve been drinking. The potion just
seemed like a better solution at the time. An irresistible
temptation. I’ve been slipping for weeks. I’m not infallible, and I
was weak.”

My voice came out as a choked
whisper as I asked, “Will apologising help? Because I’m truly
sorry. You can’t even begin to understand how sorry I am. I
regretted taking it instantly, and I fought Osier’s magic off. I
never stopped loving him. I couldn’t let myself. But I still hated
myself for trying. That’s why I came here. It wasn’t to betray him
further. It wasn’t for Fenn. I couldn’t face you knowing what I’d
tried to do, and so I wanted to be elsewhere for a while.

“Yes, I’m a coward. I admit it.
You have every right to be disappointed in me, but please don’t
shove it in my face. I’m disappointed enough in myself already.
Your opinion of me was plain enough to see when you kicked me out
of the house. Is there really any need to emphasise it now?”

Will shook his head at me.
“Darcy, I wasn’t disappointed that you wanted to stop loving him
for a little while. I lost my wife, remember? Do you think there
weren’t moments when I wished it would all just stop?”

He ran his hand through his hair
as he spoke, hair which looked longer and shaggier than normal. The
stubble on his usually clean-shaven jaw emphasised that he, like
me, struggled in the wake of things slipping so far out of our
control.

His hazel eyes bored into me
with unsettling intensity as he added, “Do you really think, after
the weeks I spent trying to hold you together, that I don’t
understand why you might want to let go for a while? Didn’t I once
say that I wished his echo would stop yelling at you? Despite
abhorring myself for it, I wished he’d let go just to give you some
peace! I understand why you did it, Darcy!”

I hadn’t considered that. I’d
been so shocked by Conn’s hatred that I hadn’t stopped to wonder at
the cause of Will’s anger.

“But you were
disappointed in me,” I stated, sure of that much. “You did
kick me out.”

He sighed, slumping back in the
sofa as he admitted, “I wasn’t thrilled that you chose to take
Osier’s potion. If you’d gone to Valerie, you would’ve had my
sympathy. But Osier? To ingest something that the warlock wanted
you to ingest, especially when you know he plans to bring down our
people... Yes, I admit I thought you were smarter than that. It
wasn’t why I told you to go, though. I didn’t want to tell you to
go at all!

“Conn is a whole lot stronger
than me. Apparently, that’s true even when he’s been dead for
weeks. Only one person would normally stand a chance against him,
and you looked like you could barely stand never mind go a round
with him. I was struggling to hold him back. I didn’t know what
mental state he was in, or what he’d do if he got to you. I told
you to go for your own safety, not because I wanted you out of the
house or the Cohort. The moment we calmed him down, I had Lex and
Fiona force visions to find you, then I passed what they saw to
Fenn so he could track you down. After that, I did everything I
could to get you blood, despite incurring the wrath of my maker for
it. It’s not like I cast you aside!”

Will’s expression pleaded for
understanding, earnest and desperate, and I believed every word,
although it didn’t completely ease the sting.

“I guess it just felt like the
night for being pushed away,” I murmured.

Sitting on Fenn’s bed, tugging
at my hair and trying not to meet anyone’s eye, I felt small.
Fragile. Irreparably broken.

“He’s never going to understand.
He’s never going to forgive me,” I breathed.

“And in the ninth century, you
thought you’d never see him again,” Lex replied softly. “Never say
never. He’s been through something horrific, and he felt like he
lost the only thing he had to keep him going. It’s going to take
time. He needs to cool off before he’s going to listen to any
explanation, but that doesn’t mean he never will.”

“I don’t want to wait for
another thousand years, Lex. Loving him has cost so much, and I’ve
paid, and paid, and I’ll keep paying because I can’t stop, but I’m
kind of tired of it all. Of living when loving him is starting to
feel like another cage.”

I rubbed my eyes then shrugged,
defeated.

“Anyway, I doubt I’ll survive
long enough to make amends. I mean I still have a vindictive god
after me, who wants me to bear his heir. Plus, there’s the deranged
warlock who’s wielding the powers of the demon Berith, who can
steal my energy thanks to our blood connection, and who also wants
me disposed of unless I agree to stand back and let him do whatever
he wants to the world. Which I never agreed to do, despite what
Conn claims. I said I’d think on it because it seemed wiser than
being killed on the spot. I never had any intention of complying
with his demands.”

Silence followed my rant, but
the weight of shock coming from Fenn and Lex wrestled my attention
free of the shroud of Conn’s fear and pain even though it usually
deafened me to everyone else. When I looked up, three pairs of
dismayed eyes stared back at me.

“Repeat the part about the demon
Berith,” Will requested, tensing as apprehension charged the
atmosphere.

Shit. That was something else
I’d forgotten about in the aftermath of Leof’s revival.

“Dorian died, apparently,” I
admitted, feeling guilty for not telling Will the truth sooner.
“The painting that gave him his immortality was destroyed. He went
to hell to burn in the fiery river around Tartarus. Berith found
him and offered him a new life, provided he served as the demon’s
mouth on earth, to corrupt innocents and encourage people to murder
so that Berith could claim their souls for his quota.”

“Damnú air!” Will exclaimed, the
unfamiliar curse hissing from him in a shocked explosion of
air.

Was that Irish? It wouldn’t
surprise me if he knew some. He’d fled to Ireland with Conn and
Gunner, long before they returned to Newcastle. The language had
probably been second nature to him in the past, back in a time when
I’d learned nothing of the changing world, never mind learning a
new language. They had led such different lives to me. Free lives.
I’d known nothing but manacles and murder. Was it any wonder that I
felt exhausted?

“So, we’re dealing with a
servant of hell, the hand of a demon, not just a deranged
sorcerer?” Will demanded.

“If we believe Osier’s claims,
then yes. From looking in his eyes and seeing the red at their
centre, I’d say he told me the truth. He’s not simply human. Not
anymore. But look on the bright side,” I added, despite sounding
just as beaten as Will. “At least you have two gods and the Great
Wolf on your side.”

“Yes, if I can prevent you all
from killing each other for long enough to form a resistance, then
we might stand a chance,” Will drawled. “We need the fae to ward
our shelters.”

Irritation blossomed and a frown
pinched my brow. “Fuadain said he’d do that. He hasn’t?”

“He says that now you’re no
longer actively running the Cohort, your friendship with Fenn no
longer counts as an alliance between the Cohort and the pack,” Will
admitted, heaving a slight shrug. “He says your loyalty to Conn and
us is questionable, and therefore he won’t ward the shelters. It’s
not that surprising, really... He’s shade fae. They’re tricky. They
aren’t exactly known for loyalty to races who aren’t their own. He
won’t risk his people unless he’s sure of us, and right now we’re
going through more upheaval. No one is sure who stands Sire, or who
should stand Sire. The Cohort is divided and so all of our treaties
are being called into question too.”

Exhaustion tempered whatever
anger Will aimed towards Fuadain. He looked weary to his core, and
another flicker of guilt blossomed inside me. It couldn’t have been
easy, doing right by me whilst also retaining control of the Cohort
and trying to bolster Conn. We’d put more strain on him than he
deserved.

“I’m sorry, Will.” Pulling
myself up, I joined him on the sofa, then I slid my hand into his.
“I’m truly sorry for everything I’ve caused.”

William pulled me into his arms,
pressing his face against my hair as he whispered, “You didn’t do
this. Tiw and Osier did this. You aren’t going to fix anything by
beating yourself up, not when there are plenty of others trying to
break you. Ok?”

That he still wanted to comfort
me came as a relief. That he didn’t hate me granted a small measure
of comfort. His familiar scent wrapped around me, and for the first
time, I realised that I missed him. After relying on him for so
long, I didn’t want to end up in opposition. I also truly wished I
could comply with his suggestion and stop beating myself up, but my
conscience had never been easy to appease.




CHAPTER
THREE
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A scream jolted me from my
sleep. My own scream. A wordless shout for pain and fear to end,
even though the agony and dread didn’t belong to me in the first
place. My heart hammered frantically in my chest, pounding with
Conn’s terror, and my pulse thundered in my ears without me needing
to see what he dreamed. His dread flowed through me with all the
ferocity of a high voltage current, holding me immobilised in its
grip, just as it had every day since I’d first been revived.

I had plenty of my own
nightmares to damage my calm. I’d had more and more of them, ever
since Osgar first revived the Celebratio Sanguinem, but
increasingly, it was Conn’s nightmares that evicted me from sleep.
They threw me into the echo of a full-blown panic attack, even
though I couldn’t see the memories that plagued Leof.

I hated that.

My muscles tensed, as unyielding
as iron, even as my terrified screams died on my lips, heralding
the latest round in the cycle of horror that constituted my new
normal. With panic exerting a vice-like grip on my chest, all
rational thought slipped from my mind, and those first few moments
after waking took me far away from the bright interior of Fenn’s
pavilion. They dropped me in a place where only fear remained, and
where my body – the racing of my pulse, the burn of my lungs, and
the strangled lump in my throat – formed the tortured confines of
my world.

My connection to Leof strained
my already fractured composure, his distress almost more than I
could bear, but I’d never possessed any ability block him out. He
was my shield. My only shield. So, I could only experience the
trauma along with him; a witness to his pain through a link that
neither of us had asked for or controlled.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t the only
witness to our shared terror.

Fenn burst into the tent from
outside, even as I fought back a second scream and whimpered
instead. He raced to my side, tugging me into his arms, just as he
had done many times in the preceding two weeks. He murmured
comforting words that I couldn’t hear over the thundering in my
ears, but I wished he wouldn’t try so hard to hold me together.
Waking alone would’ve embarrassed me enough, and his concern
offered me no privacy.

I hated that he saw the cracks
that threatened to break my already dented emotional armour. Conn’s
pain was killing me. It suffocated the life out of me, more and
more with every nightmare, and Fenn felt guilty enough already
without witnessing the fallout from the crime Tiw had forced him to
commit. I wished I could keep it from him, but even when the
initial storm eased, the ordeal I shared with Leof didn’t release
me from its grip.

At least once the trembling
started, I knew the worst had passed, but I also knew the shaking
could last for hours. Conn didn’t calm quickly, not with what
haunted him, and as much as I wished I could control my body’s
physical reaction to his fear, I hadn’t found a way to do so.
Nothing I tried distracted me. Anyway, even if I’d discovered a way
to break the link, I wouldn’t have gone through with it. I’d
learned my lesson the hard way.

“I’m f-fine. It’ll p-pass,” I
stammered as my body shuddered in the aftermath of Leof’s latest
assault on my psychic senses.

I wasn’t fine, though. Fenn knew
it as well as I did, but I didn’t want to admit how deeply Leof’s
mental state affected my own. As if I could mask it. When Fenn
brushed tears from my cheeks, I realised was crying again.

“I want to help him,” I
whispered, desperation in each word. I would have given anything to
be there for Leof. “I was supposed to fix this mess.”

Fenn didn’t give me lies or
apologies. He didn’t tell me that it would be alright or repeat how
sorry he was. He simply held me while I shivered on his bed. There
was nothing else he could do for me.

How would I ever survive without
Leof, especially if I continued to feel everything he felt? No
matter how far I ran, escaping what I’d lost was impossible because
Conn remained in my head during every moment of every day. His
emotions tortured me every bit as much as his echo had done.

“How do I do this?” I asked,
despite knowing that Fenn couldn’t give me an answer. “How do I
survive this?”

Tipping my head up, Fenn forced
me to look at him. Compassion shone in his emerald eyes as he
murmured, “You’ll do it because you have to, just like he does.
Neither of you have any choice but to survive. We all have to keep
going because the alternative is unthinkable. The alternative is
Tiw.”

That truth bound all three of
us. I couldn’t decide who would suffer more in Valhalla; Conn if he
was forced to return, Fenn if he was made to pay for his rebellion,
or me, faced with the prospect of another eternity at the mercies
of a man who cared only for what he could take from my body. What
waited on the other side made suicide a grim prospect, even though
it had seemed like a tempting escape route in the past. Leof knew
that better than any of us. If he hadn’t, I might have shared a
stake to the chest already.

Not that suicide provided the
only escape route available. I’d learned a long time ago that
physical pain could refocus a fracturing mind, just as surely as it
could cause the cracks. I’d known it after my night with Beorn,
when I’d taken a razor to my limbs to blot out my guilt and shame.
Perhaps I should have remembered that lesson, or at least
remembered that Conn had witnessed it. He’d learned from me, and
his desperation in the present far outstripped mine back then.

Too late, I recognised the drive
urging him to take such drastic action. I gasped in shock as the
flesh at my wrist split, as sudden as the skin of a squashed grape
rupturing open, but clean, as if a sharpened knife had slashed
across it. Blood welled quickly, dripping from severed veins before
vampire healing sealed the injury.

“What the Hel?” Fenn hissed as I
clamped my other hand instinctively over the wound.

Further tears welled, my horror
increasing even as Conn’s lessened. Leof chased an illicit release
from panic, one that he probably believed would remain his guilty
secret, and there was nothing I could do about it. Had he forgotten
what I told him in Valhalla, after we tried to give his body to the
sun? He must have forgotten, surely? Even now, he wouldn’t
purposefully injure me… Right?

The next cut wasn’t a cut at
all, and I screamed as a blade plunged into my thigh. On instinct,
I reached for the weapon to tug it free, but there was no knife to
retrieve. Blood spurted, splashing across my grasping fingers, hot
and profuse. When Leof twisted the blade, determined to cause
himself as much pain as possible, I writhed in agony, my body
jerking away from an assault I couldn’t evade. Even when I
scrambled back over the bed, leaving a bloody trail in my wake, I
still couldn’t escape.

“Darcy?! What’s happening?”

Fenn’s concern might’ve
enamoured me if I’d retained awareness of anything but the searing
agony. I didn’t care when he ripped the fleece of my pyjamas,
exposing more than my leg and the angry wound which bled onto his
sheets like some unholy stigmata. He pressed blankets to the
injury, as if to stem the flow, but his anxiety fragranced the air
as he tried to understand.

“Is this Osier? Is this some
kind of magic?”

A choked laugh bubbled out of
me; the sound manic... until another scream cut it off. My hands
knotted in the bedding as the blade twisted deeper into my leg,
grinding against bone and shredding muscle. For a moment, I
couldn’t think. A white burst of agony washed away everything else,
and only the knife in Conn’s thigh remained.

When I finally managed to speak,
I panted just two words, “Phone. Will.”

Fenn’s frown deepened, but he
pulled out his phone. He couldn’t do anything else for me as my leg
jerked of its own accord, flinching at the sensation of Leof’s
knife being yanked free. Barely a second passed before another deep
wound ruptured my skin and poured further blood onto the bed, and
fear and incomprehension coloured Fenn’s voice as he spoke to my
Co-Sire, struggling to explain what he himself didn’t
understand.

Reaching out with a gore covered
hand, I tugged the mobile from his grip, gritting my teeth as I
hissed words through pain, “Where’s… Conn?”

“Darcy, what’s going on?” Will
asked, sounding half asleep. No surprise in the middle of the day,
but I wanted to strangle him. Couldn’t he just answer the
question?

I gasped as the knife continued
to turn, my voice a rough croak as I bit down on the need to cry
out.

“Where… Where is… Conn?” I
repeated, desperate for Will to listen to me. “Hurting… himself…
Hurting… me.”

He didn’t answer immediately as
his sluggish, newly-roused mind wrestled with the message I tried
to convey. A sob escaped me as I waited for him to catch up, and I
struggled to gasp a further explanation as wave after wave of fire
tore through the muscles of my leg.

“The shrine… Will! I burned...!
He’s… hurting… me!”

At last, my message sunk in,
alarm shocking Will into action as he babbled, “Fuck! He’s in his
apartment. Shit. Hold on, I’ll phone back.”

I dropped the phone without
waiting to see if he disconnected, then I curled up on myself,
enduring the two minutes of torture it took him to get from his
second-floor apartment up to the top floor suite which had once
been my home.

Conn’s emotions gave me a
running commentary on the altercation which followed, a stream of
anger and indignation morphing into shame at being caught. Guilt
hit me a second before anger rose back up again, mingling with
loathing and unforgiving enough that I suspected my name had caused
his rage. The depth of his hatred left me breathless, more so than
the knife had done.

When William called back and
Fenn held his phone out to me, I shook my head, my throat closing
around a lump of disbelief and loss. I didn’t want to know what
Conn had said, nor endure Will’s concern. I didn’t want to be asked
if I’d be alright, because in all honesty I didn’t know how long I
could go on like this. Leof might’ve escaped Valhalla, but he still
fell further, day by day, and he still dragged me down with him.
Yet I’d be damned before I did anything to shake myself free of his
grip.

I let Fenn speak to Will, so
Will could explain my inexplicable link to Conn; a tie which still
had no reason. They didn’t need my input, and I didn’t want to know
if they blamed me for the bond, the way Gunner had after the failed
funeral. I didn’t want to know if Leof blamed me.

The bed dipped when Fenn finally
moved, taking a position at my back. His hand brushed my shoulder
in a comforting gesture which did little to ease the ache in my
chest, especially when he murmured, “I didn’t realise you were
bound to him so completely. Do you know how it happened?”

Swiping tears from my eyes, I
roughly dried my face before rolling towards him. “We never figured
that out. It only happened after he died. Obviously, or you
would’ve killed me instead. But I have no idea what caused it.
Gunner still believes I did it, but if I did then it wasn’t
intentional. It’s not the only connection, either. I think, before
we came to earth, I also made him into a beacon, one I’ll always be
drawn to like a moth to a flame. He’s the true north to my compass
point. His emotions echo in every moment of my awareness, and now
every injury is shared too. He’s the centre of my universe and he
despises me.”

Conn’s anger and panic increased
again, his conflict echoing in my chest, and I guessed he’d kicked
Will out of the Sire’s suite. He hid himself away, alone with his
dread. Only he wasn’t alone at all. I’d always be right there with
him, even when I wasn’t.

“This is another version of
hell,” I observed, and I almost wondered if suffering Tiw’s cruelty
wouldn’t be simpler.

“He didn’t know, then? That he’d
be hurting you as well, I mean,” Fenn wondered.

Shaking my head, I hoped not. “I
told him when we tried to give his body to the sun that I’d burned
instead, but that was while he was in Valhalla. I doubt he
remembers considering the state he was in… Considering the state he
is in. He mustn’t have realised. He wouldn’t have wanted
anyone to know what he was doing, even me.”

Fenn tensed at my confession.
“If he knew you’d burned, he should’ve considered…”

“Why?” I interrupted, not angry
at his accusation, but needing him to understand. “There’s no
reason for us to be linked this way, so why should he have realised
that we still would be? Why should he be aware of this while he’s
preoccupied with trying to piece himself back together? You don’t
understand what was done to him, Fenn. You don’t understand just
how all-consuming what he’s going through is.

“Didn’t you hear what Will said
about his nightmares? He wasn’t just beaten. There are so many ways
to torture someone to show you have power over them, and in
Valhalla there were no limits. Tiw’s depravity knows no bounds.
Leof was maimed, crushed, burned, and slain in more ways than I
could imagine before I felt them.”

Fenn looked away, as if he
couldn’t bear to see my confirmation when he asked, “Felt them...
You used your sight on him?”

“During one visit to Valhalla, I
used my magic on him,” I explained, shuddering at the memory. “I
felt everything he’d been through and a lot of what he would go
through if I didn’t save him. The deaths were horrific, but they
were far from the only way he was made to feel powerless. Tiw
wanted to strip him of everything he was, his strength, his fight,
his belief in himself as a warrior, even as a man...

“Do you know what I remember
most clearly about all the centuries I spent with Ragnar?”

The discomfort in Fenn’s
expression showed reluctance to find out, but should I tell him?
Could I tell him, even though it would make his own guilt
worse?

“What?” he prompted when I
hesitated, resigning himself to hearing the horrific truth.

Dropping my gaze to hide my
shame, I struggled to find the strength to explain. Words seemed
too crude to express the darkness of my past, but they were all I
had.

“The faces of some of the people
I killed for him still haunt me, but it’s not the murders that I
remember most vividly. I remember the sound of my bones breaking
and the scent of my blood as Osgar carved me up, but even the
torture isn’t as clear in my mind as what Ragnar did. What I
remember, in more vivid clarity than anything else, is the feel of
a body invading mine, unasked for. The sense of helplessness, of
knowing I was too weak to stop what was done to me, of being made
into a plaything for the amusement of another who only wanted to
massage his own sense of superiority. That’s what I remember with
the most clarity.

“Now think about what you know
of Conn. Of Woden. He’s the embodiment of strength. Every time
someone’s tried to control him, he’s fought. He escaped Ragnar. He
led people. It’s his nature to fight and never give up. Imagine
what it’s done to him to be tortured beyond endurance in so many
varied ways, in ways that he might never come to terms with, just
to bolster Tiw’s sense of supremacy. Quite frankly, it’s a wonder
he’s aware of anything but what was done to him. The fact he didn’t
remember we’re bound to each other isn’t really that surprising,
not considering the memories that plague him.”

“You felt all that?”

The expected guilt roughened
Fenn’s voice, renewed at knowing he’d not only caused Conn so much
suffering, but that I’d experienced it too.

“I felt more than I’ve ever
admitted. More than I would ever tell Leof, even if he were willing
to listen to me. He went through all that, and the only reason he
survived was because I told him to hold on. He followed my order.
He clung onto himself for me, and then I…” I shook my head bitterly
before finishing, “Then I betrayed him. I understand why he hates
me, even though I wish he didn’t.”

For a while, neither of us
spoke, lost in our own thoughts. When Fenn pulled his hand away
from my shoulder, too much shame flavoured his scent, and I guessed
his mind had wandered to my past. To our past.

“If I’d known, I never would’ve
asked what I did of you in exchange for my blood,” he murmured.

I believed that. Or at least, I
believed he would’ve tried to find another way, no matter what Tiw
demanded of him.

Sitting up, I wrapped my fingers
around Fenn’s and squeezed gently as I declared, “If it weren’t for
Tiw, you wouldn’t have asked anyway. Having seen you here, at home
amongst your pack, I don’t believe making such a demand was normal
for you. Not even in your ‘Beorn’ guise.”

“No,” he admitted, his frown
still tight. “But… I didn’t know I would be opening old wounds. Not
that what I did was right either way. It wasn’t. I’m so very
sorry.”

“Can I ask you something?”

Fenn nodded. “Of course.
Anything.”

“Did you decide on that course
of action, or was it suggested by Tiw?” I wondered, although I
suspected I knew the answer.

The scowl that darkened Fenn’s
expression confirmed as much.

“I thought I could use you from
the moment I met you, but you were…” A fleeting half smile touched
his lips. “You were fire, and I wanted to seduce you. That was me.
And yes, when you reacted at The Pit, I realised I could use
that against O'Dowd. I regret that, but I never would’ve forced
you. Tiw ordered me to take it as far as I did. Tiw wanted me to
control you, to claim you on his behalf, I guess, at least for one
night... He was adamant…”

Fenn rubbed his jaw in a way
that suggested Tiw had landed several blows to ensure he understood
just how adamant.

“I guess that was another
sadistic power play,” he noted. “He wanted you to know you could be
controlled, and he wanted Conn to know how easily what he loved
could be taken from him.”

That suited the pattern of Tiw's
behaviour; he’d unleased monsters on us before, to keep us apart or
to keep us from Ésageard, whilst also knowing the sort of creatures
they were.

“It seems he has no problem
sharing any earthly body I possess, despite wanting to use the body
I left in Ésageard to beget his heirs. Ragnar was Tiw’s man to
start with,” I mused bitterly. “It wouldn’t surprise me to learn
he’d known exactly what he was doing when he gave you that order.
He knew what Ragnar was, and what he would've done to me.”

“How can you forgive me?” Fenn
asked, each word loaded with bemused awe.

“I saw the fire at The
Pit,” I admitted with a slight shrug. “I saw the bruises on
your body. You didn’t choose. Then when the Cohort was attacked by
the Bloodied Hand, you protected us. You told me to speak to Hel
because you wanted to fix what had been done. I forgave you because
you weren’t to blame, and because I’ve known monsters. Real
monsters. You aren’t one of them.”

He studied me with far more
wonder than I deserved. Tugging my hand to his lips, he pressed a
chaste kiss to my knuckles in a gesture that said as much as his
next statement; “Conn will come around. I don’t see how any man who
falls for you could ever do anything but continue to love you.
He’ll remember who you are and what you mean to him. One day,
you’ll go home.”

The edge to his tone betrayed an
ache at his own assessment, but I didn’t want to think about what
he felt for me. No more than I could bare to consider his
assessment or how I’d cope if Conn’s anger proved him wrong.
Picking at the frayed edge of my torn pyjamas, I avoided meeting
his eye.

“Come on,” he said at last,
standing and offering me his hand to help me up. “Let’s go up to
the house and find a distraction. I think we need it.”

My hand visibly shook when I
reached for his, my body still trembling with a vibration of fear
that rattled over my nerves like the carriages of some rickety
rollercoaster. Leof kept me on the ride even when I wanted off, and
although I wrapped my fingers around Fenn’s and let him pull me to
my feet, I still needed a few moments before I knew my balance
wouldn’t fail me.

“You might want to change,
though,” Fenn noted, then grinned and winked as he indicated to my
ruined pyjama bottoms.

“Probably for the best,” I
agreed.

My legs felt weak as I headed
for the chest which contained my clothes – garments donated by
various wolves – but I couldn’t do anything about my unsteady gait.
I’d feel off-kilter until Conn recovered from his nightmare... If
he ever recovered.

Fenn turned away as I tugged my
pyjama top over my head and replaced it with a clean t-shirt. I
doubted he’d give such privacy to one of the wolves. They weren’t a
modest species. I’d learned that much in The Pit, where they
fought and fucked without caring who saw what. They emphasised the
point when I first came out of hibernation, when Thel showed me the
communal showers up at the farmhouse. The facilities comprised of
one tiled room, lined with shower heads, where men, women, and
children all washed.

I couldn’t tell whether their
lack of shame inspired or disconcerted me, but it certainly felt
alien. I had enough problems with vampire hearing catching things I
didn’t want heard without baring all as well. I didn’t enjoy going
to the shower block while the pack streamed in and out of its
steamy interior, especially when showering meant revealing the
scars that covered my side; Dorian’s brands, carved by Viola’s
hands, at Ragnar’s prompting, and as the price I paid for Conn’s
initial interest. It led to too many feelings; too many complex,
tangled emotions that warred for dominance.

Rather than face it, I wiped the
worst of the blood from my legs and slid into fresh jeans, hoping
to avoid a little embarrassment. I’d have to wash the blood from my
arm as soon as possible, but I could shower properly later, once
the farmhouse was quieter. Few wolves went up there in the evening
when they usually preoccupied themselves with lighting fires and
cooking whatever animal had become supper. Sometimes I managed to
snatch a moment of privacy around sunset.

Even though I’d learned to dress
in the same space as my host without blushing, heat still scorched
my cheeks when I turned around again. Across the pavilion, Fenn had
also stripped out of his blood covered clothes. Muscle flexed as he
reached for clean jeans and the black lines of the tattoo on his
back rippled over tanned flesh. I couldn’t deny that he looked…
better than I wanted him to... as he slid his jeans up over his
toned thighs and behind. From his broad shoulders to his tapered
waist, Fenn had been perfectly formed. One day, he’d be some
partner’s pride and joy.

He sensed my eyes on him, and a
broad grin turned his expression mischievous as he glanced in my
direction. “This privacy thing only works one way, does it,
Wiðercorra?”

My blush grew hotter as I
dropped my gaze. Yet I smiled anyway, because his open, playful,
flirting felt far easier to take and dismiss than moments of tender
concern or affection. The game, I could play. Anything deeper than
that and it would drown us both under my unrequited love of Leof.
We both knew where my limits lay.

“Like you mind being stared at,
Ábroðen. You’re as arrogant as they come and have no sense of
modesty.”

He laughed at my appraisal but
didn’t gainsay it.

“Why would I be anything but
proud of this?” he teased, indicating to his sculpted chest.
Winking at me, he added, “I mean I am an unrivalled specimen of
virile masculinity, right?”

I laughed too, despite myself,
which I suspected had been his goal. Fenn flirted even when he
probably shouldn’t because he knew he could drag a chuckle from me.
It didn’t matter that I treaded water in a sea of gloom, he could
still make me laugh
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