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CHAPTER 1


Finley

I’m numb, and I can feel myself sliding further into some sort of protective oblivion. Carrick and Zaid talk quietly across the room, but about what, I’m not sure. I’m too fragmented to use my hearing ability. Frankly, I’m not sure I want to know what they’re saying. Glancing down at the two fingers of bourbon Zaid pressed into my hand, I take a sip and note that I don’t even feel a burn as it slides down my throat.

I think I might be broken.

Because no more than half an hour ago, at my twenty-eighth birthday party, I watched my twin sister, Fallon, die right before my eyes.

If that sounds dramatic, it’s not. One moment, she was my occasionally frustrating, annoying, and overbearing sister whom I loved more than anything in the world, and the next moment, she was gone. In her place was a Dark Fae drenched in evil.

My sister was dead.

Of course, maybe not.

Perhaps Carrick and Zaid know what the hell is going on, and there’s some form of magic that can turn her back. The thought makes a tiny kernel of hope flare within my chest, but as I focus on their expressions—so grim and worried—it fizzles into nothing.

A lone tear falls from my eye, sliding down my cheek. I don’t bother to wipe it away. It’s too much effort.

I haven’t reached the point of breaking down into full-out sobbing—probably because I’m still too numb. Perhaps I’m in denial. I have a feeling when it finally comes, it’s not going to be pretty. If it happens while sitting here in Carrick’s condo, they have plenty of tissues ready, I’m sure.

After Fallon morphed before our eyes, Carrick ushered me out of the home my sister shares with her fiancé, Blain, and into a waiting car down the street. The entire ride, I curled into myself, bending at the waist with arms folded tightly around my stomach. I just rocked back and forth as we made a beeline for Carrick’s place.

Carrick was quiet and didn’t attempt to touch me. When we arrived at The Prestige, he put an arm around my waist as I stepped free of the car and kept it there the entire ride up to his penthouse. He didn’t do this out of affection, but rather because I’d almost fallen a few times on the way out of Fallon’s condo. I guess one’s legs turn to jelly when they watch their sister turn into a Dark Fae, but that’s only supposition on my part. Never had it happen to me before.

On the elevator ride up, Carrick even pulled me into his side so I’d lean against him and I couldn’t even be appreciative. I just wanted to sink to the floor in the froth of shimmery gold material that was my evening gown and be left alone.

Zaid was waiting for us as the elevators opened, and Carrick handed me off to him. It was the first time Zaid—a daemon who was neither obviously light nor dark—had ever actually touched me, but again, it was merely to hold me up. As he moved me toward a nearby couch, I glanced back to see Carrick doing something at the elevator doors. He was holding his arms up, palms out, and his lips were moving, but I couldn’t understand his mumblings.

Zaid deposited me rather gently on the couch where I merely slumped back into the cushions. I noticed that one of my strappy, sandaled heels was gone, and I have no clue where I lost it. To be honest, I didn’t even realize I was limping along without it. Moments later, Zaid thrust the bourbon in my hand with a harsh, “Drink this,” and went to join Carrick near the elevator doors.

There’s nothing to do but go over every horrid detail of the night. I recall that moment when I got hit with a bolt of dark malevolence, causing my intestines to feel like they were being jerked out. My twin, Fallon, doubled over as I had, clearly in the same pain. I knew it had to be related.

Watching her face flicker, disappear, and turn into a horrifying yet beautiful creature I inherently knew was filled to the brim with evil—my world splintered into a million pieces. I don’t see how it will ever be right again.

My gaze drops to the glass, and I raise it to my mouth. No delicate sip I can’t even feel. I toss it back, swallow hard around the large amount of liquor, and feel it settle into my belly with a sizzling burn. It’s the first thing I’ve really felt in a while, and it causes me to hiss.

Carrick and Zaid whip their heads my way and I hold the empty glass up, rocking it back and forth. “Think I can get some more?”

“In a minute,” Carrick replies in his erudite voice that’s neither European nor American, and it doesn’t hold a hint of worry within. He moves my way, Zaid following.

Taking a chair opposite me, he perches on the end and rests his elbows on his knees. I stay slumped in the same position I’ve been in since arriving. Zaid stands a few feet back from Carrick, his arms crossed. Instead of his normally grumpy face, his expression is filled with concern.

His daemon face, that is, with protruding brow, sunken cheeks, and black eyes. I don’t even see his human countenance anymore.

“How long did you know Fallon was a Dark Fae?” Carrick inquires in a clipped tone, the accusation heavy in the air.

My mouth parts in surprise. “What?”

“How long have you known your sister was a Dark Fae?” he repeats.

“The minute I saw her face morph,” I snarl. “Are you accusing me of hiding it?”

“She’s your sister, Finley,” he replies softly. “It wouldn’t be unreasonable to think you would try to protect her.”

My gut is burning. Not from the bourbon, but with white-hot fury over his inference. I push up from my slump, straightening my spine. My fists clench hard into the diaphanous material of my skirt. “That’s ridiculous. You saw my reaction to her. It was physically painful to be near her when she changed. And since you can see fae as well, you know damn well she changed right there. When she… when she… died right in front of my eyes.”

If I weren’t hurting so badly, I might be ashamed, but I bend over with my arms over my stomach and the tears come forth in earnest. Free-flowing, hot, and salty. They drip onto the material of my skirt, creating more translucency. I take in a breath, which is a mistake because then I start sobbing. Wracking, painful sobs of misery and grief that don’t stop until I start to hyperventilate.

I can’t get the image out of my mind… the creature Fallon turned into. For someone as dark and evil as she’d become, she was so white all the way around. Pale skin, platinum hair, and almost colorless eyes. She looked like some kind of sinister ice queen and was terrifying to behold.

A weight settles on the couch beside me, then large hands come to my shoulders to pull me up straight. Carrick murmurs, “Take some deep breaths, Finley. Come on… inhale deep.”

Without question, I do what he asks, drawing as much air into my lungs as I can and holding it until it burns. It takes my mind off my loss for a moment, and I’m able to let it out in a quavering rush. I do it again, and again, and one more time, until Zaid is squatting in front of me with another glass of bourbon.

Not a lick of empathy on his face, eyes still cold and detached, yet that singular thoughtful action of bringing me liquor touches something in me. A tiny hiccup comes out and I give him a watery smile. “Thank you, but no.”

Zaid rises, then sets the bourbon on a table to the side of the couch. My breathing evens out, and I wipe my cheeks with the back of my hand. A linen handkerchief is produced out of nothingness, yet it’s Carrick holding it out for me to take. I do, dabbing at my eyes and then realizing my nose is completely stuffed up, so I blow hard into it. I ball the snot rag up in my hands and grip it tight, my gaze going hazy as I stare at the pretty silver-and-gray rug beneath my feet—one with a sandal and one without.

“It’s clear something happened right then to cause Fallon to change,” Zaid points out. By the firm nature of his tone, I suspect that’s what he and Carrick were talking about by the elevators.

Angling his body toward me on the couch, Carrick asks, “What time were you born?”

My eyes snap to him, and I’m confused by the question. Why does it matter?

But then it hits me… some catalyst caused the change and it happened on her birthday. “Fallon was born at 8:28PM.”

“I wasn’t looking at the clock,” he murmurs thoughtfully, gaze going to Zaid. “But that’s about the time it happened.”

“But what does that mean?” I ask.

Lips pressed flat, Carrick just gives a helpless shake of his head. “I don’t know. But she wasn’t always a Dark Fae, then suddenly she was near the time of her birth on her twenty-eighth birthday. That has to be significant.”

Bitterness wells up within me. “So you believe she wasn’t a Dark Fae before? And that I wasn’t hiding it?”

“I was fairly certain,” he admits blandly, rising from the couch. “I sensed nothing about her in the times I’ve been around her, and I don’t know of any fae or daemon that can hide their nature from me. But as you’ve proven to be a human who sees fae, I still have to consider all possibilities.”

“Gee, thanks. That was the worst apology ever,” I grouse.

Carrick ignores that and starts pacing while Zaid just stands by placidly with his hands folded before him. I bend over to remove the remaining sandal from my foot. For a brief moment, I wonder where the other one is and since things can’t be any crazier, I also wonder if maybe my Prince Charming will find it and bring it to me. Whisk me away from all of this on his white horse so we can live happily ever after.

I snort, realizing my thoughts are bordering on insane.

And then a horrific thought strikes me, filling me with hysteria. I practically screech as I pop off the couch. “Am I fae? Have I changed?”

Carrick stops mid-stride, turning to face me with a scowl. Zaid’s expression doesn’t change.

I pick up my skirt, round the coffee table, and put myself right before Carrick as I demand, “Look at me. Am I a fae? A daemon?”

“No, Miss Porter,” he replies drolly. “You are as you ever were.”

“It’s Finley,” I snap angrily, because it irritates me that he is back to formality with my name. “And how can you be sure? You’ve been taking me to different people trying to figure out if there’s something other than human in me, which means you can’t know everything.”

“That is true,” he replies smoothly. “But as you are standing here in front of me now, I can tell you that, as of this moment, you are not fae or daemon. Now, whether that remains true five minutes from now, I have no clue.”

He could not have said anything less reassuring to me, but, then again, Carrick has never tried to spare my feelings or sugarcoat things.

“We need to talk,” Carrick says, and this time his tone is something I’ve never heard before. It sounds regretful, and I know he has some bad news to impart.

“So talk,” I reply, crossing my arms over my chest.

His gaze runs down my body and then back up again. “Go change into some of your workout clothes. I know that dress can’t be comfortable.”

“I’m fine.” I lift my chin, showing him that he can’t order me around.

His lips don’t move, but something bursts inside of my head… an invasion of words that seem to bounce around on the inside of my skull like an echo. Go change your clothes.

Without giving my body permission to do so, it starts walking past Carrick toward the hall that will lead toward the gym. I try to push against the force, and easily stop in my tracks.

“What was that?” I ask as I whirl to face Carrick, my voice a mere whisper because I’m so stunned by what just happened.

“Compulsion,” he replies without any further explanation.

It’s the first time Carrick has ever exhibited any type of supernatural ability other than being able to see fae and daemons. It chills me to my bones as it means I know nothing about this man.

I can feel that my body is my own and the need he instilled to walk to the gym is gone. But I also know, that if I don’t do as he says, he’s going to make me do it.

So I go. Right to the gym where I pull clothes out of the cabinets without much thought. I don’t even bother going to the bathroom to change, but disrobe right there, kicking my beautiful dress that I’ll burn later because it’s now forever associated with the death of my sister aside.

I put on a sports bra and a long-sleeved t-shirt first. Picking up a pair of dark gray workout leggings, I first put my left leg in while balancing on my right. I pop my foot through the end, then pull the stretchy material up a bit before planting it on the floor and lifting my right leg.

Just as it rises, my gaze catches on the outside of my right calf. At first, it doesn’t penetrate what I’m seeing, perhaps because my psyche just can’t handle one more horror tonight.

But I stare at it hard before blinking several times to see if it will go away, hoping perhaps it’s a figment of my overused and battered imagination.

Glowing white, even against the paleness of my skin, it remains, and panic fills me. “Carrick,” I scream, flopping to the gym floor on my butt. I turn my right knee inward, drawing my ankle closer to me so I can get a better look.

Right there, about three inches down from my knee, is a white outline of a feather. With a shaky finger, I reach out to touch it, but I’m distracted by Carrick bursting into the gym, Zaid right on his heels.

Carrick’s eyes are alight with something ferocious as he scans for some threat before spotting me on the floor. Relief washing over his expression, he takes long strides my way as he asks, “What’s wrong?”

I point the finger that’s hovering just above my skin, stabbing downward toward the outside of my calf. “Look.”

He squats beside me, and Zaid comes to do the same right beside him. They both peer hard at the feather on my leg.

“What the fuck is that?” I wheeze, feeling like all the air in my lungs has been squashed.

Without any hesitation or fear, Carrick is the one who touches it. His finger starts at the quill, which is closer to my ankle. Gently, he glides it up my skin, following the long flow of the feather.

His head lifts, eyes coming to mine as he asks, “Did this just appear?”

“I don’t know.” The hysteria in my voice is not abating. “It wasn’t there when I got dressed for the party.”

I know damn well it wasn’t because I’d shaved my legs, which means I had an eagle-eye view. There was no white tattoo there.

I know I should feel ridiculous, sitting on the gym floor, one leg in my pants, the other out, and my panties on full display, but there are more urgent matters pressing upon me.

Both men rise, giving each other concerned looks.

“It must have happened at the same time Fallon changed,” Zaid says.

“More than likely, at the same time Finley was born,” Carrick corrects.

“8:34 PM,” I murmur as I stare at the feather, knowing the exact time of my birth in relation to Fallon’s. “My mom died three minutes later.”

“Get dressed,” Carrick says gently in a timbre I rarely hear, and it causes my head to lift so I can see him. His return gaze is troubled, but for the first time ever, I see a touch of sympathy in his expression. “Come into the living room when you’re done. We have a lot to talk about.”

***

It takes me fifteen minutes to get dressed, which is a long damn time seeing as how I only had to thread one more leg into my pants. But I sit on the floor long after Carrick and Zaid leave, finally getting up the nerve to touch the feather.

I expect to feel a jolt, perhaps even a tingle, but I get nothing. The lines of the feather aren’t raised, my skin smooth in texture thanks to good moisturizing and a morning shave. The feather itself is wide and long, and definitely not the type that would be used as an inking quill. It narrows only slightly at the tip, curving into a blunted edge. The individual strands can be seen with clarity. I have no clue what type of bird it might belong to, but it’s not delicate looking at all. Rather, it makes me believe it would belong to a large species known for strength of flight, like perhaps an eagle.

The coloring is odd, all one shade of bright white so it shows up like a beacon against my pale skin. Sometimes if I stare at it too hard, it seems to glow, but I know it’s my eyes merely playing a trick on me.

I try to think back to when Fallon was changing, and if it was indeed at the time she was born, it stands to reason the feather showed up on my skin at the time I was born. Except I didn’t feel a thing.

One could argue I didn’t feel anything happening on my leg because I was too busy being doubled over in pain from Fallon’s change.

I suppose there’s a small chance the feather could coincide with my mom’s time of death, but it’s more probable these events match our birth times.

A wave of grief washes through me yet again, a stark reminder that coping with what Fallon has become is going to be a process. I don’t even know what she is to me. If she’s truly a Dark Fae, does she even remember me? If she does retain her memories of Fallon, does that mean she still holds love for me, or has that been obliterated by her evil?

And make no mistake… she’s evil. It’s a knowledge that’s settled not only in my heart, but also in my bones.

Worse yet, what if Fallon was fae all along and is so powerful she managed to keep it hidden? I mean, I have the ability to see fae when I shouldn’t. Maybe she has the ability to cloak herself from me. What if she’s been stringing me along and playing me all this time, and that could possibly explain why we never had a deeply developed twin bond?

That thought is almost too abhorrent to consider.

Eventually, I finish dressing, including a pair of socks and tennis shoes, and make my way back to the main living area, except I don’t find Carrick or Zaid there. I glance in the kitchen, find it empty, and decide to make my way to Carrick’s office.

Sure enough, I find both men there. I’m not sure what it says that when I look at them, in my mind, I call them “men”. Zaid is a daemon, but is he also a man? Technically, he’s not. When I look at him now, I don’t see his human face. But still, despite knowing he is not of the human race, I consider him a man above all else. Does that mean I’ve developed a fondness? Or perhaps I’ve gotten too comfortable around him, accepting him as being more like me than not?

As for Carrick, he appears in every sense to be a man, yet I know he’s something different. When he said we needed to talk, it inferred he knows more than he’s let on before. If that’s the case, I’m not accepting any more half-truths or partial stories. I’m going to insist on knowing everything.

Carrick sits officiously behind his desk, although he’s removed his tuxedo jacket and tie, as well as rolled his sleeves up to mid-forearms. On more than one occasion, I’ve thought he has great forearms, but they do nothing for me in this moment.

Zaid sits in one of the two guest chairs across the desk from Carrick and I see a tea service set for one on Carrick’s desk. As I take my seat beside Zaid, he rises and pours me a cup.

For a moment, I consider it could be poisoned, but, deep in my gut, I know I’m too important to be expendable at this point. It’s with gratitude I accept the drink, inhaling the soothing blend of chamomile and orange, before taking a sip.

Zaid resumes his seat, and my gaze moves to Carrick. I lean forward, set my cup on his desk, and settle back into my chair. “You wanted to talk. So talk.”


CHAPTER 2


Finley

Carrick doesn’t dawdle. Doesn’t provide unnecessary background. He just rips the bandage off and says, “There’s a prophecy of doom, and you’re an integral part in thwarting it.”

I blink once, my eyes remaining open and round with shock. “You mean… like a Buffy the Vampire Slayer prophecy?”

I don’t ask that with any amount of levity, only that all seven seasons of Buffy are my only reference to prophecies.

“Who in the hell is Buffy the Vampire Slayer?” Zaid mutters. “There are no such things as vampires.”

Carrick just stares at me with such a serious expression on his beautiful face that I think what he is going to tell me is way worse than anything Buffy ever encountered.

We both ignore Zaid’s question, and I demand of Carrick. “Explain what you mean.”

Carrick leans forward, clasps his hands on his desk. “There is a prophecy that could put the entire world in peril.”

“Well, what’s the prophecy?” I ask in exasperation. “What’s the peril? When will it happen?”

“I don’t know,” he replies dully, and it’s done with such disregard of the fact that he is hitting me with some next-level information I want to claw his calm, yet glowing, eyes out.

“You don’t know?” I hiss, leaning forward in my chair. “And yet, you know there is a prophecy and I have to wonder how long you’ve known this. And why am I just hearing about it now?”

“I’ve known for about a month,” he replies, not an ounce of shame whatsoever.

My head starts spinning as anger turns to fury burning in my veins. That he would keep this from me for an entire month.

He’s been playing me, using me for some purpose I’ve yet to figure out, and drawn me deeper into a dangerous world when I might have had the opportunity to get out of it a long time ago if I’d known about this.

Reeling from what happened to my sister and the overload of information, I find myself at the end of my rope. I rise quickly from my chair. “Well, thank you very much for that information. But I’m going to have to decline participation. I’m leaving, and I want you to stay the hell away from me.”

Before I can even turn around, Carrick’s voice bursts inside my head again without him even opening his mouth. It’s stronger this time, actually making my bones rattle. Sit down.

My ass is hitting the chair before I can even comprehend what he just told me to do. I try to stand up, but I’m held immobile. I can feel my emotions getting ready to spiral out of control, but Carrick holds up a hand and I feel a calming peace wash through me.

Oh, the powers this man is just now showing me are strong, and I have to wonder what other tricks he has up his sleeve.

“Please just listen to me, Finley,” he says in a somewhat supplicating tone. “Let me tell you everything, because now not only your life depends on it, so do billions of others.”

Those words alone are enough to keep me seated. Carrick must sense this because I can feel the force that was keeping me pinned to the chair dissipate.

“Fine,” I mutter. “But I want to know everything. No holding back.”

Carrick inclines his head in an agreement to my demand.

“How do you even know there’s a prophecy?” It’s the most important question I can think of at this moment.

“To understand that,” Carrick begins in a professor-like manner, “you need to know about The Council.”

“The Council?” Sounds officious, like maybe a secret governmental faction. Maybe they’re based out of Area51.

“The Council is made up of five gods. There’s Veda, the god of Humanity. Circe, the god of—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa,” I drawl while holding a hand up. “Gods? What does that even mean? Isn’t there just one God?”

“Did the ancient Romans worship just one god?” he inquires softly. “The Greeks? The Egyptians? The Native Americans?”

I’m a bit flummoxed by his point. I guess I’d just assumed all that was a myth we learned in history and classic literature class, but, truly, those cultures had faith in who they worshipped much the same way I suppose Christians do.

Meekly, I say, “I get your point. Continue.”

Carrick doesn’t seem put out by my interruption, which is a far cry from when I sat in his office a month ago and he lectured me on fae, daemons, and angels. I wonder if he’s just more tolerant or perhaps he’s going easy on me tonight in light of what happened to Fallon.

“There’s Circe, the god of Fate. Onyx, the god of Conflict. Cato, the god of Nature, and Rune, the god of Life and, consequently, death.”

“And these are rooted in some sort of mythology?” I query.

“They are as real as you and I are,” he intones.

“And you know this how?” I ask suspiciously. Because I’ve not yet been able to glean how Carrick knows so much of this supernatural stuff.

“I know this because I have met them many times,” he replies and I just gape. “In particular, I saw them on the night I discovered you could see beneath glamours.”

“Holy shit,” I wheeze, because I didn’t think things could get weirder than angelic rebellions and such.

“The Council has been around since the beginning of time—almost fourteen billion years ago—and they control the way in which the universe works. Or at least that was what they were originally created to do.”

“And who created them?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” he replies flatly. “They always have just been.”

That generates a million questions, but I instinctively know the answers to many won’t be important.

“And just where does one go to meet this council?” I ask curiously.

“In another realm, of course,” Carrick replies.

“Created by a stone?” Because I’ve been fascinated by the concept of there being alternate realities or dimensions or realms or whatever they’re called layered right upon us. A meteor that crashed to Earth—and was hacked away by plunderers—provided the magic to create these realms.

“Not created by a stone,” he replies, and I’m shocked. I thought the stones that were chipped away from the meteor was the basis of all things otherworldly. “The gods themselves have infinite powers, far greater than the meteor that came to earth. They live where they want to live, the gateway to them only accessible if they want to be found. And remember, they’ve been around since the dawn of time. Long before the meteor crashed to earth.”

I take my teacup in hand, swallowing another sip as I absorb this information.

Carrick shifts, leaning back in his chair. He steeples his fingers in front of his face, his expression somber. “They advised me that you are an integral part to thwarting the prophecy and have commanded I help you.”

Once again, I go dizzy and my teacup shakes so much a little sloshes onto my lap. I put it back on his desk, unworried by the ring it will leave. “You’re sure I’m a part of stopping the prophecy?”

Carrick glances briefly at Zaid, who has remained quiet this entire time. “According to the gods you are.”

My throat feels parched, my head starting to ache. “And what exactly is this prophecy?

“They didn’t tell me,” he says, something he’s told me before. I think he understands I might need that reiterated a time or two.

I’m offended, though. “Well, why not? They want it thwarted, why can’t they tell us how to do it?”

Carrick’s hands lower to the armrests of his chair. “Because they’re the ones who created it.”

“They created it? Knowing it would be damaging and dangerous, and now they want us to fix it? Is this a game to them?”

The laugh that comes out of Carrick is mirthless and bitter. “That’s exactly what it is. A game to them. This prophecy was probably created eons ago by The Council, set loose to occur at a certain time, and they forgot about it. Most likely keeping entertained by other prophecies that were letting loose somewhere else in the universe. They do it to amuse themselves, for the most part.”

“For the most part?” I press.

“Some of the gods use these as teaching or growth tools. Sometimes to just an individual, sometimes to humanity itself.”

“That’s preposterous,” I sputter.

“On that, I’d agree,” he replies flatly. “But here we are, and you’re destined to be a part of stopping it.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this a month ago when you learned about it?” I ask, and I hate that my voice sounds small and hurt. Because I should have no expectation that Carrick cares one whit about me.

Something flickers in Carrick’s eyes, but I dare not even consider it to be guilt. I’ve learned the man is sorry for none of his actions. “I wasn’t sure you could handle it a month ago. You’d just found out about daemons and fae. I also didn’t know what the prophecy was or when it would be. I was hoping to divine more information to help break the news to you more gently. Take your pick—those reasons are all true.”

“So, when we went to see Echo and Stan, you weren’t trying to learn about my abilities, you were trying to learn about this prophecy?” I ask, the accusation in my tone crystal clear because he was using me.

“No,” he replies emphatically. “I was trying to learn about both because your abilities are tied to this prophecy. They go hand in hand. I’m convinced.”

“What does The Council say about my abilities? Surely, they know, since I’m assuming they had a hand in creating them? And surely they had a hand in changing Fallon to a Dark Fae?”

“The Council won’t help. We’re on our own.”

This doesn’t surprise me. Especially not if they’re beings who get entertainment value over what they’ve done to me and my life.

My hands seem steadier, so I take the teacup and lift it to my mouth to drain it. It’s merely lukewarm now. Before I can set it down, Zaid leans forward to take the pot to refill it for me, but I shake my head. Instead, he reaches out and takes the empty cup, holding it in his hand.

I nod down at it. “Going to read my tea leaves?”

There’s a shadow of a smirk from him. “Going to put it in the dishwasher.”

My gaze moves back to Carrick. “So let me see if I have this straight. There are five gods who create prophecies on whims and to keep themselves entertained. One has been put into play, and I’m a part of stopping it. We don’t know what it does, how bad it is, or even when it might occur, but we do know that my sister turned into a Dark Fae tonight, so we’re reasonably assured she’s part of it, too. We have no direction, no help, and I’m getting the distinct feeling that my life is going to be in extreme danger. Is that about the gist of it?”

Carrick’s lips press into a flat line. He merely nods.

“And truthfully, what’s in it for you?” I ask, because I know damn well he’s not helping out of the goodness of his heart.

The scowl on Carrick’s face deepens. His words are clipped and short, but I know they’re truthful. “There’s a reward for me if I help you thwart the prophecy.”

“Hmm,” I murmur in response, mulling that for only a second. Of course there’s something in it for him.

A calm settles over me, and I have no clue where it comes from. I just know, deep in my heart, there’s one thing for me to do.

I smile at Carrick—one that is a little bit of gratitude and a whole lot of fake manners—and stand from my chair. I give a brief glance to Zaid, same smile in place, and then back to Carrick. “Well, I appreciate you filling me in on this. I’m grateful you’ve taught me about the fae and daemons and such, as well as their history. But I’m going to politely decline to be a part of this and go back to my normal life.”

“You can’t decline,” Zaid sputters, looking entirely affronted at my claim.

“Oh, but I can,” I assure him. One last look at Carrick, and I incline my head. “Goodbye. Please don’t contact me again.”

I pivot, heading out of his office. The numbness I’d been feeling after watching Fallon disappear out of my life starts overtaking me again. Which is good… it means my emotions are muted and I need a break from them.

“She can’t leave,” Zaid says, and I know this is directed at Carrick.

Thankfully, he doesn’t respond and makes no move to stop me either by supplication or by his compulsion.

But I do have a curiosity, I wonder if he will indulge me now that we are parting ways. I stop, turn only slightly but mostly look over my shoulder. “You’ve told me you’re not a fae or daemon. What are you?”

Carrick stands from his chair. “I am but a servant of the gods.”

Not an answer at all, which means if he were going to tell me the truth of his nature, he would have done so. I shrug as if his response means nothing to me at all and walk out of his office door.

No one tries to stop me.

***

It’s late when I arrive home, but the house is blazing in lights. When I walk in the front door, it’s as expected. Rainey, Myles, and Adira are waiting up for me.

They had last seen me several hours ago, sick to my stomach and heart just moments after watching Fallon turn into a Dark Fae. They had no clue the source of my illness, only that my rich, successful, business partner Carrick Byrne was leading me out of Fallon’s condo. He led me out wearing a fancy gown and now I’m dressed in workout clothes.

On the one hand, I know they’re waiting up for me because they’re worried. On the other hand—especially where Rainey is concerned—she thinks there’s something going on with me and Carrick.

I disabuse her of that notion the minute I shut the door and lock it. Turning to face my friends—Rainey and Adira on the couch, Myles on the loveseat—I tell them. “I’ve had a bad night and I don’t feel good. I don’t want to talk about it and I’m going to bed.”

That normally wouldn’t thwart any of them but before they can protest, I add on with my eyes going just to Rainey. “And there is nothing going on between Carrick and me. There never has been so get that notion out of your head.”

She opens her mouth and I hold my hand up. “I’m serious. I don’t want to talk about anything tonight. I’ll see you in the morning.”

It’s my tone that keeps them all silent, except for Adira who utters a soft, “Good night, Finley. Sleep well.”

“Good night,” I reply and head up the stairs.

In my room and with my door closed, I stand still, not quite knowing what to do. I’m exhausted yet I don’t think I can sleep. I’m terrified of what dreams may appear tonight.

Ignoring the dresser that holds my pajamas, I move to the side of my bed and sit on the edge. Hunching over, I press my elbows into my thighs and cradle my head in both hands. My eyes are dry for the moment, but I don’t think, by any means, my tears of grief are finished.

For now, I’m just… broken.

I cannot fathom Carrick’s story of a prophecy, although I don’t doubt it. I may not trust the man, and I’m furious he hid this from me for so long, but I do believe he’s being truthful. I believe it because he’s getting something out of it by helping me.

A reward from the gods, he’d called it.

Freaking gods.

There are five freaking gods who create prophecies—no, games—and they put innocent people on the chopping block when they let them loose on the world. It makes me wonder how many horrific events have occurred throughout the history of our world that were merely prophecies unfolding because these gods were bored.

And not just this world. I distinctly remember Carrick saying they controlled the universe. That implied there were other planets like earth, and I’m not even letting my mind travel to the possibility of alien life.

But even learning all of this horrible news, nothing can compare to the moment I watched Fallon morph into a Dark Fae. A supremely evil being. One who is here to cause destruction, because let’s face it… her change, the feather showing up on my leg, and the discovery of a prophecy are too coincidental.

How am I even going to be able to handle this with Fallon?

I wasn’t kidding tonight when I told Carrick I was not participating. They can get someone else to do the job the gods want me to do. Hell, maybe Carrick can pull it off on his own, but I didn’t sign up for this. I didn’t ask for my abilities, and I sure as hell didn’t sign up for any hero cape.

I never, in a million years, wanted to lose my sister.

I have so many questions about Fallon swirling in my head, and I can’t quite sort them out. I can never let the creature that now wears her face know that I know what she is. But I honestly don’t know if I can even be around her in a safe manner.

There’s the whole problem with me doubling over in pain because of the malevolent vibes she puts off. There’s a possibility she knows I can see beneath her glamour. Hell, she could know I’m part of a prophecy.

Christ… she could know exactly what the prophecy is and be a hundred steps ahead of me.

Correction… ahead of Carrick. I’m not a part of this anymore.

My head actually hurts from thinking about all the various possibilities, many of which could lead to my death at the hands of my former sister.

I lift my head from the cradle of my hands and without thought, I pull my sketching journal out of my bedside table drawer. I open it, flipping the pages to find the last drawings I had done a few weeks ago.

I look at the Concordia daemon I had drawn with her delicate wings. Zaid with his dove gray aura that I was able to blend to a perfect shade to match his real one. And finally… Carrick. That moment he first laid eyes on me and the unmistakable loathing that was there in his expression.

My hand presses flat against the drawing and I slide it downward, smudging his likeness so I can’t see the hate as clearly. Then my fingers press hard, get purchase on the paper, and I draw them inward, crumpling the paper. I squish it hard and rip it from the journal, balling it up tightly.

As I rise from the bed, my journal falls to the floor and I move across the room to my desk. I drop the drawing in the wastebasket, hoping the symbolic act will help erase Carrick’s memory. Help scrub away his heavy presence that has left an indelible mark over the past month.

Yet, I have the strangest sensation he’s closer to me than ever.

For a moment, I think it’s just emotions surfacing and perhaps part of me rebelling against wanting to cut him from my life. But then, with utter clarity, I suddenly realize he is close by.

I can feel him.

Whipping toward my door, I expect to see him standing there, but it’s firmly closed. I pivot back to my window where the blinds are shut, narrowing my eyes.

Surely not.

Casting my room in darkness by flipping off the overhead light, I creep over to the window. Gently, I put my fingers between the thin plastic slats and pull them up barely an inch so I can peek out.

At the end of my driveway stands a lone figure too heavily shadowed to see his face with any detail. But I can tell based on the height, build, and gnawing intuition in my gut that it’s Carrick.

He stands with his legs spread slightly, and he holds his hands up with palms facing my house. It’s the exact same stance he had tonight facing the elevators. Although I can’t see his face at all, I know he’s murmuring words that would sound like gibberish to me.

And suddenly it hits me what he was doing at the elevators. Back in his condo, I was still too deep in the throes of grief and anguish to really give it much thought, but the foreign words I now remember not understanding and the way he held his hands up, I realize he was casting some sort of protective spell on the elevators. I can only assume he was afraid the evil Fallon could potentially come after me.

Now here he is, standing before my home, and I know he’s doing the same thing. Casting some sort of protective measure over this house so his precious little prophecy breaker won’t get hurt and be of no use to him down the road.

I should have known this would happen. It was too easy tonight when he just let me walk out of his condo, especially since he had the power to make me stay if he wanted.

Carrick clearly has powerful magic.

A servant of the gods is what he called himself. They must have gifted him, making their lackey special enough to carry out their biddings.

And they’ve promised him further reward for helping me.

My hackles rise as I understand Carrick thinks I’m his to control. I’m sure he thinks he can force me to help with this prophecy.

The figure at the end of my driveway drops his hands, then turns slightly my way. His head tips back a bit, which would mean he was looking at the second floor of my home. My window is the only one visible to the street.

Carrick stares at me for what seems like forever. I don’t make a move to drop the one-inch space of blinds, feeling that would be like letting him win. Instead, I keep my eyes pinned on him until he casually turns and starts walking down the street, eventually melting into the darkness.

I release the blind. Not bothering with pajamas, I flop onto my bed and kick off my tennis shoes. Curling onto my side, I draw my knees up and hug my pillow tight.

I’m scared.

I’m sick at heart.

I’m alone.

But despite all of that, the one thing I will not do is be forced to participate in any of this. It’s time for me to disappear for a bit in the hope this will all blow over.


CHAPTER 3


Finley

It’s surprising to me how quickly my plan went into effect. I barely slept last night, but the good side to that was I did a lot of thinking.

And now, less than twenty-four hours after I left Carrick’s condo, I’m officially in hiding.

It started first with a candid but “with boundaries” talk with my roommates early this morning. I told them that something bad had happened, I couldn’t tell them what it was, and Carrick Byrne was someone I felt the need to cut from my life. Incredibly careful with my wording, I told them while he was not a danger to me in any way, I felt the need to maybe get away from the house in case he wanted to seek me out.

Of course, they were all alarmed. There were a million questions I couldn’t answer, causing frustration for all.

Rainey was still thinking there was something romantic between Carrick and me, and that this was a broken-heart issue. I assured her it was not, and she said even if it were, she was still all in helping me to lay low.

Myles was worried something abusive had happened, and I assured him that was not the case. He was not convinced. I had to re-assure and continue to do so until the level of skepticism in his expression dwindled to acceptance. I hinted that my issues with him were of a more philosophical nature, but they were important enough I had to cut all ties.

Adira was worried about One Bean, as was I. Carrick is still my business partner, and he has taken an active interest in the coffee shop he helped me to purchase. I’m not stupid enough to think I can just ignore him if he wants interaction from me on a business level, because he has the power to destroy One Bean if he wants. So I have to play this very carefully.

I don’t plan on evading him if he reaches out for business reasons. I’m just going to do it from a distance and if he doesn’t like it, that’s tough. There is a part of me that is hoping—no banking—on this blowing over somehow. That Carrick will leave me alone. That he will appeal to his crazy gods to find another person to thwart the impending doom. That the prophecy will come to pass without me. That Fallon will be changed back into the sister I love.

That was probably naïve thinking, but the alternative is just not acceptable to me right now. Given what I saw last night and what I’ve learned, my psyche simply won’t allow me to consider any other options. Perhaps I’m just not strong enough to face this, and I am hiding.

There’s even a part of me that’s longing for the days I was thought to be mentally ill, because at least that was something I could have some control over through medications and counseling.

But this horror story I’m involved in right now… there is no control at all.

Thus, I decided to disappear for a little bit, at least until I can figure out how to handle Carrick’s involvement in my business.

The houseboat that will be my temporary hideout home is a treasure in Seattle. It’s called the Fantasia, and it’s located on Lake Union, just under the Aurora Bridge. At almost five-thousand square feet in size—four bedrooms and three baths—it’s the largest floating home in Seattle and known as the Jewel of Lake Union.

Not that I’ll be out and about much, but it sits at the base of one of my favorite places in Seattle—Freemont. It’s a suburb of cool indie shops, eclectic bars, and a very distinct bohemian vibe. It’s home to the famous Fremont Troll, which lurks under the Aurora Bridge and, ironically, a supernatural creature I’d always been drawn to. I wonder if perhaps that was because of my innate ability to see such things in real life?

It’s a crystal-clear day—I take that to be a meaningful sign—and as I sit on the top deck of the three-story houseboat sipping a cup of coffee, I can see Mount Rainier in all its glory. I’m lounging on a chaise with custom made cushions in navy and white while
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