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      Traveling through portals was not made for the phoenix kind. How did I know this? Because so far, I was two-for-two when it came to traversing a frigid plane of nothingness while shivering my tits off. Scientists might not consider two trips a reasonable number to base a statistically sound judgment, but I wasn’t a fucking scientist.

      No, I was a walking Veronica popsicle and quite possibly lost in between realms.

      The last time, on my way to the fae realm known as the Otherworld, it hadn’t taken nearly as long. But I had no idea where I was headed this time, or even if some dimensions were farther than others. For all I knew, I could be headed straight for hell. That kind of heat sounded fucking fantastic right about now.

      My whole body shook, my teeth a clattering mess that, besides my shuffling feet, was the only sound in this desolate wasteland. I stumbled onward through the never-ending grey mist, rubbing my hands together and blowing into them as if it would somehow help. My inner fire—as in the source of my magic, not my spirited nature—had only partly returned, and I refused to use it unless I froze in place. It was too precious to waste. But also, what good would it do if I was truly lost?

      Had I known I’d be realm-jumping today, I would have prepared by dressing smart, like wearing a jacket for starters. Too bad I’d dressed for a fight in hot and humid Miami. The bite on my calf burned beneath the rip in my pants, which probably wasn’t a good sign but was the least of my concerns right now. It was the only warm part of my body. I almost longed for it to spread, but I wasn’t that desperate…

      Yet.

      What kind of idiot goes running into a portal without even knowing where she would end up? Oh, that’s right—me. I followed William and his necromancer wannabes because he dared to take away my new friend and the only other phoenix I had met outside my family. I even left the man I love behind.

      Thane.

      His name froze on my lips. I fell to my knees and curled into myself, my lungs constricting, making it hard to catch a breath. Had a breeze swept by and made it even colder? Was that even possible here, wherever here was?

      Damn it all to hell. I couldn’t think about leaving him right now, or about the devastated look on his beautiful face when he realized what I was about to do. And if my thoughts swerved to my best friend Kit and how she almost killed me in her grief-turned-rage, I would be done for. I would just lie down right here and never move again.

      Nope, not going there. I had to help Ivan. It was my fault William captured him instead of me, with the monstrous goal of harnessing Ivan’s phoenix magic to raise whole battlefields of the dead.

      I leaned forward on my hands and knees and crawled, not yet willing to give in to the possibility of being stuck in between worlds. I sure as hell wasn’t ready to consider never seeing Thane again, especially not thanks to my foolishness.

      Raw and red, my fingers ached as I clutched at the ground and pulled myself forward. I couldn’t even feel the grass beneath my hands anymore⁠—

      Wait.

      Grass?

      Everything around me was a shaky blur as my entire body shivered, but I wasn’t in a frozen tundra anymore. Dawn lit up the sky with widely spread golden tendrils, allowing more than enough light to see my surroundings. Leaf-filled and flowering trees reached toward the sky, explosions of color everywhere I turned. Dried seeds and pods littered the clearing around me, as did patches of vibrant green grass from where the sun peeked through the thick branches above.

      I was in a forest.

      Holy shit. I’d made it through the never-ending portal. I crumbled all the way to the ground in relief, happiness, and exhaustion. A sob escaped my lips, and I allowed my inner flame to warm me at last. I lay on my side and closed my eyes, ready to let the darkness take me while the heat defrosted my body.

      Metal clashing against metal hit my ears like a thunderclap. I sat up, somehow instantly alert. The unmistakable sounds of fighting with steel made their way through the trees, along with grunts and yells as people took hits or gave them.

      Ivan.

      With the phoenix’s name on my numb lips, which I was sure were cracked and blue, I scrambled to my feet and ran toward the clangs of battle. Adrenaline could do some crazy shit to get a body moving again, but I would pay for it later. That was a problem for future Veronica.

      I ducked beneath low branches, twigs, and leaves crunching beneath my feet. A weird squirrel-like animal with long ears and two tails stared at me from its perch to my right, but I didn’t have time to stop and figure it out.

      Ivan needed me.

      I burst out of the trees and onto a dirt road. Sure enough, scuffles had broken out between the necromancer mages I’d followed from the human world and some newcomers. It was easy to tell the mages from the others since William’s idiots all dressed in ridiculous floor-length black robes and carried staffs. At this point, anyone fighting against the maniacal fae necromancer and his minions was an immediate friend of mine.

      Without another thought, I drew two of my knives and threw myself at one of the black-robed mages. I was lucky to still have the blades, having the foresight to tuck them back into their sheaths right after entering the portal. If I hadn’t, chances were I would have lost them in the world between, falling from my frozen fingers.

      The mage blocked my attack with his staff. I nearly lost my footing when my knee threatened to give. The werewolf bite on my leg screamed in pain. I had to ignore it for now, though, and hope someone here had some Advil or something until my magic replenished enough to burn out the infection.

      Amputation might do the trick, too.

      I sliced the mage across the arm. The quick-acting sleeping poison coated on my blade immediately took hold. He crumpled to the side. I met one of the newcomers’ gazes—a tall guy, slim, with bright blond hair and a cheeky, dimpled grin. He winked sangria-hued eyes at me, an eye color I’d never seen before. My eyebrows raised in surprise, then we both had to duck under swings.

      Between jabs, I realized William and Ivan weren’t even here, and I was pretty sure they hadn’t been when I jumped into the fight. I wanted to scream a line of expletives into the air, but my vision went swirly for a moment, distracting me. I wiped the sweat from my forehead before it dripped into my eyes.

      The last of the mages fell with a sword through his middle, courtesy of one of the new guys. I preferred not to kill unless I had no other choice—something that had become more common in recent days—but I didn’t judge others for doing so. Especially not when it came to the necromancers.

      I panted and bent over with both hands on my knees as I looked around the area. The newcomers were wiping off blades and securing the few mages who survived.

      “Where are the other mages?” I asked. “The Winter Court fae?”

      The tall guy who winked at me earlier frowned at me now, suspicion narrowing his strange, purplish-red eyes. Like Ivan had been, this man was dressed in leather clothing, only he also wore thick shoulder pauldrons and brandished a longsword. He gripped the sword’s pommel tighter as he looked me up and down.

      “You’re not human.” His voice held the slightest hint of an accent I couldn’t place.

      As a wave of nausea swept through me, I sheathed my knives. In part, a display of good faith that I wasn’t the enemy, but also because it would really suck to land on one of my own blades if I fell over. The sun’s light was blinding now, and I squinted up at him, catching the hint of otherness about him and his friends now that the fight wasn’t distracting me.

      “No shit, Sherlock. Neither are you.”

      “Then why are you speaking in a human tongue?” he asked.

      I noticed that the group of newcomers had me surrounded—five of them, fully armed and dressed in the same type of leather armor. And only one of me in cargo pants and a tank top and most definitely not at my best. Fuck. “And what other tongue would you expect me to speak?”

      “Yazyk. That of the feniks.” He swept his arm toward the others. “You’re one of us.”

      My mouth dropped open, and I tried to tilt my head to the side, except I ended up falling to my knees as my whole world spun with the head movement. “Is this Mirognya?”

      “Of course. Are you friend or foe to the crown?” The others closed in as he questioned me.

      “I… I have no idea.” I licked my dry lips. “I came through a portal following the mages. They took my friend. He’s a phoenix. A feniks.” Forming words was getting a bit difficult, like my tongue was swelling up. I hoped it wasn’t, though, or else I might end up swallowing it. I took a deep breath. “He said his name was Ivan.”

      The phoenix’s name sent a flurry of whispers and furtive glances among them. One of the others stepped forward and knelt in front of me. A woman. She had long black hair worn in dreadlocks but secured away from her cheeks with some sort of leather tie. The olive-toned skin of her face had been covered beneath some swirly purple tribal makeup—a warrior woman. The rest of her was kind of blurry.

      “You’re a friend of Ivan’s?” she asked.

      I attempted to smile, but my cheeks felt a bit sluggish. “I think so. He reminds me of my brother, Maddox.” I fell over, my chest heaving as I struggled to get enough air.

      “What’s wrong with you?” she asked, her eyebrows furrowed.

      “Bite on my leg. Werewolf… I think… infected…”

      The world went dark.
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      Days and nights, weeks, or even months could have passed for all I knew. I woke from time to time, emerging from a fitful sleep and crying out for water as the fever threatened to consume me. Someone changed and pressed cold compresses to my forehead and chest in an attempt to keep my temperature down. It didn’t seem to be working, but I wasn’t known for my patience with these types of situations. Make that in most situations.

      In my more lucid moments, I knew that I didn’t want to become a werewolf. Nothing about their pack-driven, alpha-lead lifestyle appealed to me in the slightest, and I made sure to tell anyone who might be listening.

      Wild wolves didn’t even follow an alpha the way werewolves did. That need for domination came from human genetics. I thought I cauterized my wound well enough before leaving the human world, but I hadn’t even known if cauterizing it would stop the spread. Clearly my body was telling me otherwise.

      Besides not wanting to wolf-out, I was terrified.

      Not of dying, of course, because I would just resurrect. Maybe that would even fix the problem.

      No, I was scared that the infection might somehow affect my phoenix abilities. With my limited knowledge, I’d never heard of a phoenix being infected. Would I even be able to shift into a falcon anymore? It might sound vain or downright ridiculous, but being a phoenix was my identity. With my family gone, it was all I had left. Even Kit had moved on.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t have too many lucid moments to worry about those things.

      The rest of the time, I lived in a nightmare.

      Visions of my past and possible futures haunted me, showing me what could have been or never would be or even what might be based on my failures in life. Maddox’s limp hand on the side of the bed while Jackson Reed stood over him, grinning, his hands coated in blood. There hadn’t been any real blood involved in Mad’s death, but the image of that monster so close to my baby brother chilled me to the bone.

      Thane came next, his accusing gaze speaking loud enough for him because he never spoke in my dreams. He only looked from Maddox to me, accusing me with his soulful, ocean-blue eyes. But he knew how hard I tried to get answers. Why the hell was he blaming me?

      Because I didn’t try hard enough when Mad was alive, that’s why. Guilt gripped everything inside of me, twisting and pulling painfully. Thane turned and walked away, ignoring my pleas to stop.

      Something cold touched my forehead, and I groaned. It felt glorious and awful at the same time.

      “The fever’s broken,” said a woman to my right. I didn’t recognize the higher-pitched, lilting voice, but my eyelids were too heavy to lift to find out who she was.

      “How much longer until she wakes?” asked another unfamiliar voice, male this time. Deep and commanding, sending a sliver of apprehension up my back. Either of them could kill me right now, and I wouldn’t be able to do a damn thing about it.

      Where the hell was I?

      My mouth wouldn’t obey my commands to open—all my limbs and muscles felt too weary of doing anything but rest, which they did fantastically well, much to my dismay.

      “Unknown,” said the woman. Warm hands moved the sheet up my body and tucked it in around my shoulders. The creak of a chair and swish of fabric rubbing together, two sets of nearly silent footsteps moving away, the click of a door shutting, then silence.

      I was alone, without a clue as to where I was or who these people were. More importantly, I wasn’t a werewolf. At least, I didn’t think so. I sure didn’t feel like one. Did that mean I had to wait for a full moon?

      Sweet Mokosh, I wish I had paid attention to my lessons better. I was sure my parents had gone over the process of turning into a werewolf once or twice, but my stubborn brain refused to dredge that information up.

      I knew wolves could shift forms at any time like me, but I had an inkling of memory telling me the change only completed itself at a full moon. Technically, an undead werewolf bit my leg. Perhaps a Risen wolf bite didn’t do anything except hurt and make the wound infected from common bacteria. As in from a mouth that’s been decaying below ground for who knows how long before chomping into people’s skin. Gross. Godsdamn William and his world domination via zombie plan.

      Oh well. I guess I would find out whether I’d be howling at the moon soon enough. Back to the matter at hand.

      Who the fuck were these people?

      My finger twitched. Ognebog’s flames! I could move.

      I pulled on my inner fire, which was swirling around inside me, happily replenished and giddy to be used. I sent the flame all around my body, giving myself a boost of energy. Being a phoenix meant my wounds healed faster than a human, but my magic was mostly about destruction and complete rebirth. It wouldn’t help much now, but it would allow me a small window of time to check the place out before I passed out again.

      With great effort, I peeled my eyelids open. A haze filled my vision. I blinked a few times to clear it, then focused on what was right above me—a ceiling. I was inside somewhere. Good to know.

      Without turning my head in case someone I hadn’t heard or sensed was still in the room, I made out a wall on my left. Smooth grey stone of some sort, just like the ceiling. I couldn’t see any windows for a potential escape yet, but the room’s darkness suggested it was nighttime.

      I turned my head a fraction of an inch to the right—the room was empty. I sighed in relief. Now I could snoop better.

      The windowless, wooden door stood on the far wall, some kind of metal water pump with a small basin attached took up a corner to the door’s left. A few blue-leafed plants hung from the ceiling in decorative planters. Flame-shaped sconces decorated the walls, but only two near the door had been turned on and at a low setting.

      A wooden chair stood close to my bed, and I spied a cup of what I hoped was water. I licked my dry, cracked lips, very aware of how thirsty I was, but my limbs were too heavy from exhaustion to lift. Urging the little bit of energy I had into my arm, I lifted the limb toward the chair. Excitement rippled through me, giving me another boost to reach for the cup. Almost there…

      My arm dropped, exhaustion winning over once again.

      Fuck.

      The door opened, and a woman with a long swishy skirt slipped inside. She closed the door and walked toward me, holding a tray. I couldn’t make out the details of her shadowy features because the light was behind her.

      “Oh, good, I was right.” A hint of sarcasm tinted her otherwise warm and inviting voice. “I had a feeling you’d woken.”

      “Where am I?” I croaked.

      She placed the tray on a small table near my head. I didn’t even see the table before, but it was far closer than the chair and held another cup I could have easily reached.

      Motherfucker.

      She picked up the cup and held it to my lips. “You’re safe, that’s where.”

      I let her help me drink because my body returned to not moving again. The water’s coolness soothed my parched and aching throat. Sleep was already tugging at my brain, but I had too many questions to let it rest just yet.

      She set the cup down and flicked her wrist. A light above the table grew to life as if on a dimming switch, allowing me to see her better. Her long hair was black, quite possibly the same shade of midnight as Thane’s, and shiny like satin. She’d done it in several thick braids before twisting them artfully around her head. Her eyes were a super light blue, and her skin had more of an olive tone than the man I met in the forest.

      The forest.

      Phoenixes.

      Holy shit.

      “I need to find Ivan,” I said, my voice still rough but not as frog-like. “The fae mage who kidnapped him wants to harness his magic.”

      “We already have people searching for them,” she said.

      “Did you guys question the captured mages?” I asked, struggling to sit up only to find my muscles too weak to respond.

      She rested a hand on my shoulder. “You need to rest. We have things under control.”

      I succumbed to the annoying inability to move. “Are you a phoenix, too?”

      “We all are.” She tilted her head to the side. “But I’ve been told you’re from the human realm.”

      “Yes.”

      She lifted a bowl from the tray, stirred the contents with a spoon, then lifted the spoon to my mouth. I accepted it because I needed whatever nourishment I could get right now. There were far easier ways to kill someone than to feed them poison, like stabbing them. Less messy, though.

      Oh well.

      I swallowed the salty liquid—bone broth. Perfect.

      “You’re in Mirognya. Well, Mirfeniksa, to be exact. The realm of the feniksy.” She continued to feed me. “I’m Lizabeta, but most people just call me Liz.”

      Mirognya. My stomach did a little flip-flop. When I first heard the word in the fae woods during my meeting with the stag—known as the Keeper of the Forest—I didn’t know what it meant. Now I knew it was the phoenix realm, and I was actually there. Here. I had made it to the world my parents left. Maybe I’d finally find out why they never came back.

      I swallowed before attempting a smile. “I’m Veronica, usually called V.”

      “Welcome to our home, V.” Tiny crinkles formed beside her eyes when she smiled. “We’re in⁠—”

      The door slammed open behind us, sending a rain of dust and pebbles down from the ceiling. Liz jumped and spilled soup onto her lap. Letting out a tirade of words in another language at whoever had just entered, she attempted to mop up the liquid before it soaked into her skirt. She blocked my view of whoever had caused such a mess.

      “Enough,” said the man’s deep voice from earlier, cutting Liz off and sending goosebumps up my arms. Heavy footsteps strode closer until he was visible.

      He was tall, real tall, his head almost brushing the ceiling. If I had to guess, I’d say he was 6’4”, if not taller. White-blond hair—like mine when it wasn’t dyed this awful brown—fell straight to brush against his shoulders, but his skin was several shades darker than mine. Naturally rich brown rather than tanned. An equally blond beard hugged his chin, but strands of black and red mixed together to darken it in mesmerizing patterns.

      He wasn’t just tall, either. He was big. His chest was broad, and defined muscles twitched beneath the white shirt he wore as he closed in on the bed.

      And his eyes? His eyes were breathtaking—a mix of blues, greens, and even purple. Despite the rainbow, they were hard and fierce as he glared down at me.

      He leaned closer, a hand resting purposefully on a sword’s hilt at his side. “Who sent you?”
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      From my place on the bed, I squinted up at the giant of a man, bristling at the insinuation that I was doing someone else’s dirty work. I did my own, thank you very much. “First of all, nobody sends me anywhere. Second, how fucking tall are you?”

      Faster than I could blink, the man’s large hand was around my throat, rough calluses scratching my skin. He clenched a dagger in his other, held where I could see it, though noticeably not at my throat. He didn’t want to hurt me, but he wanted answers. The sharp steel glinted in the light. “Who sent you?”

      I coughed as he squeezed. It didn’t hurt, just enough pressure to be an annoyance.

      Liz placed a small yet firm hand on his arm. “I hardly think this tactic is necessary. She was answering my questions just fine until you came bursting in like a griffin in a pottery shop.”

      The sass was strong with that one. I liked her.

      He let some of the pressure off my throat but didn’t let go. “I will not ask you a fourth time. Who sent you?”

      I swallowed, trying to wet my still-parched mouth and throat. “You could ask me ten more times, and the answer would be the same. No one sent me. I followed a crazy-ass fae mage into a portal he opened because he took my new friend.”

      “And you claim Ivan to be that friend?” he asked.

      “Yeah. To be fair, we had only just met, but he’d been stalking me for weeks.”

      After a few seconds stare showdown, the man released me and moved back. I wanted to sit up and give him a piece of my mind for treating me so poorly, but I didn’t have the strength. Damn undead werewolf.

      “Tell me who you are,” he said. Well, demanded. This guy didn’t seem to be doing much else. If I had any energy, I would totally play with that, take a walk on the wild side and see how far I could push him.

      “As I’ve already told your friend, I’m V.” If he was going to ask vague questions, I would give him vague answers. Okay, I guess I could still play a little bit.

      He stared at me, clearly waiting for more, so I just stared right back. Take that, asshole.

      “And V stands for…?” he finally caved.

      “Veronica.”

      “Veronica, what?”

      “Neill.”

      The lines along his jaw moved as he grit his teeth. “How did you meet Ivan?”

      “He was following me like a total creep show,” I said, “and when I finally caught up to him, he told me who he was.”

      The man and Liz exchanged a glance.

      “What exactly did he tell you?” he asked.

      “That his name was Ivan, and he was looking for something.”

      He gestured for me to continue. “And?”

      I tried to glare up at him, but my eyelids were too heavy for it to be effective. “And that’s it. Like I said, we had just met. Speaking of which, who the hell are you?”

      He sheathed his dagger; I must have passed some test. He said something to Liz in their other language, then he left, shutting the door a little softer than when he had burst in.

      “What was all that?” I asked, my voice getting raspier from use and abuse.

      “That was Pietr.” She rolled her eyes. “He’s not always that obnoxious, but he’s been on edge lately.” She got up and moved to the water pump, using the lever to fill a cup. When she returned to the bedside, she helped me drink again. It was blissfully cool and refreshing.

      Speaking of the obnoxious devil, Pietr could have gotten quite the show. The sheet covering me slipped down during my encounter with the man. Someone must have changed my clothes because I was in some sort of long nightgown. I didn’t even want to know who had seen me naked this time. I had passed out more than once in front of Thane and Kit. Even Jessa. Now, these new people.

      Why was this becoming a thing in my life?

      “Is Pietr your boss?” I asked after a few sips.

      “You could say that.” She set down the cup and picked up the soup bowl. “This has cooled quite a bit, but it’ll still give you nourishment to regain your strength.”

      I let her feed me a few spoonfuls. When she sat back again, I asked, “Where are we exactly? And why is Pietr so demanding about my intentions? Who are you people?”

      “You’re in Gavan, which means Haven in your tongue,” she explained. “Pietr created it as a refuge for those of us fleeing the capital.”

      I frowned. “Why did you flee? And what do you mean by ‘it’? Created what exactly?”

      Her smile was sad this time. “All of that can come later.”

      Sleep beckoned to me like a lover, caressing my limbs and drawing me down into its depths faster than before. “Did you drug me?”

      “What your body and flame need most right now is rest.” She set the empty bowl on the tray.

      “So, you drugged me.” My words were getting sluggish and sloppy.

      “I’m putting you back into a medically-induced sleep, which means yes, I drugged you.” She patted my arm. “Nighty night.”
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      The next day—or maybe even longer for all I knew in this windowless room—I held onto the cool, stone wall for support as I finished taking shaky steps around the room. Thirty-nine steps all the way around, and this was my fourth such lap. My legs threatened to buckle, but I wasn’t sure I’d be able to get back up if I fell.

      “Good, we’ll do more after lunch,” Liz said, pointing to the bed.

      I didn’t need any more encouragement. Letting out a sigh, I collapsed onto the twin-sized bed and leaned against the wall for support.

      Before my brief wake-up to meet Liz and Pietr, I’d slept for almost four days straight. Most of it was medically induced, but four days was apparently enough to make my whole body go soft. And here I thought almost getting eaten alive by a nest of vampires took a long time to recover from, but that had only taken two days.

      Although to be fair, my pseudo guardian angel healed me that time. If Jessa were here, maybe it would have taken half the time to recover from this bite, too.

      I bit my lip, not wanting to dwell too much on everything and everyone I missed from home. I needed to get back and make sure Thane and Kit were okay. Thinking of them and how we had left things made my heart clench painfully. I wanted to kick myself for not thinking my rash decision through. Impulsivity sucked sometimes.

      Healing methods aside, an infection from an undead werewolf was no joke. I still didn’t know if a bite from a living wolf would be more intense and therefore harder to reject, even with an angel’s healing. The good news was I hadn’t turned into a wolf.

      The room I’d been staying in was inside a cave. I didn’t know much else yet, like how far below ground we were because Liz refused to tell me anything more. I wasn’t quite a prisoner; more like a diplomatic guest who was treated with an abundance of caution in case I turned out to be a spy. For whom or what, I still didn’t know, but I definitely planned to find out.

      The only thing she would tell me was that they were still looking for Ivan and the mages, and no, I wasn’t allowed to help.

      Like they could stop me if I tried.

      “How long have you lived in Haven?” I accepted the cup of water Liz handed to me, thankful that I could drink it on my own now.

      “A few years.” Someone knocked at the door, and she rose to answer it. I couldn’t see who was on the other side, but the person passed Liz a tray. A mouthwatering scent drifted toward me, and my stomach growled in response.

      Chuckling, she set the tray down on the bedside table and retook her seat. “Perfect timing for breakfast. This is a bit more substantial than the soup from yesterday.”

      Okay, so I was right that it had only been a day since my interrogation at knife-point. One question answered, so many more to go.

      I put my cup on the table and took the bowl. Chicken noodle soup—that’s what it looked like, anyway. Whatever it was, I was ravenous. I held the bowl close to my mouth, relieved I no longer needed to be fed like a baby bird, and shoveled the noodles inside.

      Sweet Mokosh’s embrace. I might have even groaned a little bit.

      Liz laughed. “I’m glad you approve of our meager offerings. We don’t eat nearly as well as those in Sokol, the capital.” Her face darkened with her last words.

      I swallowed what I had in my mouth. “What was so bad that made you leave?”

      “Here in Mirfeniksa, we follow a matriarchal style of government,” Liz said, carefully choosing her words. “Our tsarina, like a queen to the humans, has ruled for nearly three decades, but some of us do not agree with her goals and methods for achieving them.”

      “Like what?” I asked.

      “Now’s not the time to get into politics, but Pietr led some of us to Haven to start our own community with our own rules.”

      “In secret, not sanctioned by the tsarina,” I deduced.

      She smiled. “Yes.”

      “Well, you’re in luck. I happen to love rebels and renegades.” I shoved another spoonful of noodles into my mouth.

      “I had a feeling that would be the case,” she said, giving me a knowing smile.

      When I finished the soup, I set the bowl on the tray. My eyelids and limbs drooped, too heavy to lift. “Did you drug me again?”

      “Nope. Your body just needs rest, and you need to listen to it.” She helped me lay down and pulled the sheet up over me. “Sleep now, V.”

      And I did.
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        * * *

      

      Once again, Liz came back into the room just as I opened my eyes. Or maybe she was there the entire time and only stepped out for a moment. I was out like a broken lightbulb as soon as I laid down, so who knew.

      Either way, she brought me lunch—more noodle soup, which I devoured just as quickly as the first time—then told me the best news: I was allowed to leave the room. I jumped at the chance.

      Just, not literally.

      “You sure you don’t want to hold on to me?” Liz asked, one eyebrow raised. Her look of disbelief in my ability to walk was enough to fuel my need to prove her wrong.

      “I got this.” I shooed away her attempt to help me.

      Sometimes all it took was a little positive self-talk and an overabundance of stubbornness to be right. I let go of the room’s stone wall and stood on quivering legs. Only a few hours had passed since my last excursion around my room, but it was time to get these puppies moving again. Plus, I was itching to check out more of this place.

      Liz held the wooden door open as I made my way toward her. I was definitely the turtle in this race. Step by agonizingly slow step, I made my way out into the corridor beyond the room.

      We were still in the cave, at the end of a long, rounded tunnel. Arched wooden doors like the one we’d come from spanned the length of it. The hallway curved six doors down, making it impossible to see where it ended, but the air was as warm here as it was in my room. A variety of scents teased my nose, everything from a rich, earthy smell to something like cinnamon or brown sugar.

      A man stood waiting for us, his thumbs tucked casually under his belt. I did a double-take when I recognized him.

      His golden blond hair was hard to miss even in the dim light, but the dark red hue of his eyes looked blacker without the sunlight blinding me. He was tall and slim but far from weak. Lean muscles shifted beneath his tanned skin as he moved away from the wall. Like before, he wore a leather getup consisting of a brown tunic and pants.

      “I’ve met you,” I said lamely, wishing I’d thought to ask Liz for names.

      Not that there had been any doubt, but his cheeky grin confirmed it. The man had some seriously cute dimples. “I’m Pavel. Good to see you standing again, stranger.”

      I smiled. “I’m V, and I’m glad I’m not a wolf, thanks to all of you.”

      His grin turned devious. “Has enough time passed to be sure?”

      Well, shit. “Honestly, I have no idea.”

      “Stop heckling her.” Liz tsked. “You’ll be fine.”

      He held up his hands in surrender. “We don’t have were-things here, but they sound fascinating from what
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