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      Cara dropped her head when her captor entered her room. The white walls and cement floor were clean and functional, but lacked the lavish decor of her previous accommodations over the years. “Good day, Louis.”

      Louis Lestant put his hands behind his back. “Still so formal, Cara.? After two hundred years together, you can drop the false nobility.”

      She met his pale eyes. He no longer used a disguise in her presence. The white hair and light skin tone made him appear as if he’d never walked in the sun. As the last of his species and the creator of a new, more resilient demon, he would destroy everything she loved. “I have been your captive, your consort for all this time, but I have nothing except contempt for you.”

      Louis ran his eyes over her. “Yet you have never been this disrespectful before. What has changed?”

      She recognized the dead tone in his voice. He hadn’t taken the drug that induced temporary emotion. “I tire of this life and wish to seek eternal rest. I am of no further use to you.”

      “Just because you cannot bear young does not mean you are useless.”

      She swallowed the regret and love. “My demon no longer speaks to me. My soul is slipping away. I humbly ask that you allow me to say goodbye to our son.”

      “Roman is a traitor. I should never have allowed you to raise him in his infancy. His weakness infected the first generation of Ladon, and now Vorek and his followers are plotting against me.”

      Her eyes met his. “I hate you with everything I am, but I love my son. I hope he kills you, but I will not be around to see it.”

      “You are the only one for me, Cara. I mate with others to further our species, but you are the only woman to hold my interest.”

      Cara raised an eyebrow. “You said the same thing to Carina. Your affections are as loyal as you are.”

      Louis grabbed her face. His fingers bit into her skin as he held her face angled up toward him. “I should kill you, but it would give you what you want.”

      There was a flutter in her heart. The regret of abandoning her son to an uncertain fate. That she had condemned her husband to the black void of emotion, madness and death. Despite her flicker of emotion, her will, her strength had forsaken her long ago. Eternal sleep would be a blessing. “I dare you to carry out that threat.”

      Louis turned when the alarm went off. He hit the intercom button in her room. “Report.”

      A Ladon, dressed in a security uniform, opened the door. “Vorek’s men are attacking. We need to get you to a secure location.”

      Louis snarled. “How did he find us? I take every precaution.”

      “We think Roman is helping Vorek. They were novices together. One of Vorek’s men killed Siam and took his form. He transferred to this location with us,” the guard said.

      Louis pointed at Cara. “Escort Cara to the transport. I will meet with the security heads before we move out.”

      The guard took Cara’s arm and led her down the narrow hallway. The metal door burst open as they reached the end. Men in black tactical gear attacked the guard, holding Cara. She fell to the ground, keeping her head down as the men fought.

      A man in a black face mask knelt before her. “You have twenty-four hours before we hunt you.”

      Cara swallowed hard. “How? Why?”

      The man stood. “Roman supplied us with information on the compound. Vorek allowed you a twenty-four-hour amnesty. I suggest you use it.” He followed his comrades down the hall.

      Cara pulled herself up the wall, looking at the open door as if it were a snake. It had been so long since she believed in freedom, that the prospect was overwhelming. She peeked out the door to see men chasing fleeing women. Chaos reined over the remote location, surrounded by tall metal fences. She had no idea where she was, but instinct kicked in.

      She pulled up the hem to her simple dress and sprinted down the stairs and onto the pavement below. The large gate was open, with a single guard in black gear. He motioned her to take the road. Her son had secured her freedom, but what was the cost? The soldier had said he would hunt her. Were the other women already designated as prey?

      She ran past the guard at the gate and down the gravel road until reaching the edge of the forest. Cara didn’t recognize the terrain, but it had been hundreds of years since she had traveled under an open sky. She could run past a playground of her youth and never know it. The buildings in the distance, the smell in the air, even the clouds seemed different to her.

      Cara wasn’t sure how long she ran, but it was dark and the lights from a small establishment beckoned her as she slowed her pace. She stopped at the edge of the tree-line, shrouded by the forest, as she looked at the small diner.

      Her hand rested on the thick bark of an evergreen. The smell of sap and pine forced her to take a long breath as she contemplated her next move. Instinct told her to reach for Marcus, but her betrayal ran deep. A living reminder that opposed everything she believed in. Was there a way to contact Charisse? The young rebel who had thwarted his attempts to recapture her angered Louis. Cara admitted her failure. She didn’t understand this world, with its technology and bright buildings. She admired the strings of green and red lights that circled the tree outside the restaurant as she reached out with her mind.

      Without the neural inhibitors, the mate bond was a sparkling white thread woven throughout her mind. Her soul. It pulsed with beauty and patience, unwavering in its belief. Tears rolled down her cheek as she connected with the thread. Its love reminded her of the man she created it with. The man she would condemn this very night. Marcus.

      His strong voice traveled through the thread. I am here, my love.

      He sounded close, but there was no way he knew where she was. Though he could zero in on her location, he would have to be within miles of her. She could be in another state, or in Canada. I wanted to say goodbye. You deserved to know I made this choice. I am sorry I must make it for both of us.
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        * * *

      

      Marcus warred with his demon’s anger. It’s fear. Cara’s death was always a guarantee, but he had let hope creep into his heart when he received the text from Charisse. He hadn’t prepared for those three words. Cara is Free. It stung that he wasn’t the one to find her, that her traitorous son had found his mother and made a deal with the Ladon splinter group to ensure her release. Yet, he had hoped when faced with a choice, despite the atrocities they had subjected her to, she would choose him. Once again, he was mistaken. Where are you, Cara?

      I have earned my eternal rest. I am free and I will stay that way.

      He blocked out the swaying motion of the van. He hated having to travel in the back, but it was the only way he could maintain partial shielding. Strange, he felt little of the pain he usually did when traveling outside the PIA headquarters. I will not take away your choices, Cara.

      Jenner looked into the rear-view mirror, so he could see Marcus. “You okay back there?”

      “Yes, my bride wishes to seek eternal rest. I am too late. I failed her.”

      Jenner glowered. “She isn’t dead yet, and until she takes her last breath, you fight for her.”

      “I will never let her go. I have fought for hundreds of years just for the chance to see her face again. What do I offer her when my life is not what it once was?”

      Jenner glanced at the traffic as he switched lanes. “You offer her safety, love and family. Where is she?”

      Marcus closed his eyes. “She does not wish to tell me, but I can see through her eyes when I concentrate.”

      Jenner whistled. “I didn’t know demons could do that.”

      “As far as I know, this ability is unique to me.” He sat quietly, feeling his way down the white thread of their shared bond. He felt a trickle of interest before it washed away. Cara was not whole. She did not notice the intrusion in her mind. Maybe she had forgotten it existed. “She is standing across from a small diner named Rudy’s.”

      Jenner pressed the accelerator, and the engine roared forward. “That’s only five minutes away.” He cleared his throat. “I should tell you; your eyes have changed. They are bright blue.”

      Marcus nodded. “They went dark when Cara was abducted. It was a sign of my failure. Now that she is free, and my demon can feel how close she is, he has reconnected with me to secure her return.”

      “Then we tell everyone you got new contacts,” Jenner said.

      “Agreed.” Marcus pulled back, navigating to the thread in Cara’s mind. Wait for me, my love. I ask only that I see you. Hold you one more time.

      I am tired.

      Cara wasn’t lying. He could hear the weariness in her voice. Roman went to great lengths to get you free.

      I know. He shouldn’t have. I fear the repercussions of his alliance with Vorek.

      Why do you wish to give up, now that you are free?

      Cara was silent for a long time. My demon gave up. She no longer speaks to me.

      I sensed the difference in you. She has retreated, but she is not gone. May I ask a favor of you?

      You deserve anything you ask for, but don’t ask me to live like this.

      His hand went to his chest. Physical pain as his demon wept. I will not. I ask that you spend one last Christmas with me before we take our eternal rest.

      Cara sighed. I see the lights in the distance. I haven’t celebrated Christmas in a long time. It used to be my favorite time of year... those days seem so long ago.

      Marcus clung to the remnant of hope. He sent memories of them in their tiny house, with oak floors and hand made coverings on the walls. It was a different time, but beautiful because she was part of it. One Christmas. That is all I ask.

      I will spend this Christmas with you, but on midnight I will release my hold on this world.

      Gravel crunched beneath the tires as the van rolled to a stop. I am in the black van. Come to me, Cara.
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        * * *

      

      Marcus’ heart leapt as she stepped into the van. His memories did not do her justice. She wore a plain white dress and her long black hair cascaded down her back like a silk waterfall. Her skin was like butter cream, but her eyes made him pause. The sunken sockets held dark circles beneath them and lacked the brightness of her youth. Her soul was fading. He pulled her to the bench, tucking her under his arm. Her honeysuckle scent remained unchanged. Its sweetness made him inhale, just for the pleasure of the moment.

      She stiffened in his arms. The gut reaction, the adversity to his touch, squeezed his heart. He did not deserve her forgiveness for his failure. “I’m sorry, my love.” He released her and sat with his hands in front of him.

      Jenner turned around after starting the van. “It is a pleasure to
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