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Welcome to Prisma Isle, a realm not for the faint of heart. 



Humans may not exist, but that doesn’t mean villages don’t have any fucked up shit happening inside their walls. We would warn you of everything, except the list is extensive. And we could be here far longer than necessary. All you need to know is that shit gets bad and escape isn’t always possible. 



On the brighter side, because let’s face it, there has to be one. There’s a lot of sex to counteract all that dark. 



Yes, we agree. 



Balance is the necessity of life.
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Adolescent: term in shape shifter culture for children ten years of age to twenty years of age
Aphros [af-rows]: the second cycle of the Vernal Equinox (the spring)
Antekilio [ant-E-keel-oh]: library of the Sirens
Chicane Village: village of the guilers
Cycle: approximately one month or from one full moon to the next
Demeter [dee-MEE-ter]: the goddess of fertility, earth, and harvests; protector of marriage and social order; daughter of Cronos and Rhea; mother to Persephone; and creator of the sirens
Full-fledged: term in shape shifter culture for adults; those twenty years of age and older
Galenus [gah-LEE-nus]: male, canine shape shifter, deceased
Guiler [guy-lure]: a humanoid species with elemental abilities
Hades: the Greek god of the underworld; sometimes used as a sort-of curse word by the shape shifters
Informant: soldier to the shape shifter king, Markham
Julunna [jew-lew-na]: the first cycle of the Luminos Equinox (the summer)
Kriah [KREE-uh]: a female nymph who lives in Migas Village
Lacuna [la-KEW-na]: an hour of time
Luminos Equinox [lum-OH-nose]: summer
Marana: the second cycle (month) of the year
Métamorphe [met-a-mor-fey]: the shape shifter village
Migas Village [MEE-gahs]: the hidden hybrid village and a place of sanctuary
Mindlink: a telepathic connection between twins and some mates
Nestling: term in the shape shifter culture for children one year of age to five years of age
Newling: term in the shape shifter culture for newborns to one year of age
Penumbra(s) [pah-num-BRAH]: week(s)
Pteryina [ter-EEN-uh]: home of the sirens; adjacent to The Clouds
Seiphinx [SEF-IŋKS]: a creature with the head and front torso of a bird (sparrow), back torso and tail of a lion, and gold beak; they are battle-intense creatures created for the warriors of Migas Village
Solaris: year, which comprises sixteen cycles (months) for the inhabitants of Prisma Isle
Ta morá mou: My sweet one(s)
Umbra(s) [um-BRAH]: day(s)
Vasilia [vuh-SILL-ee-uh]: female siren that is the Elder of the sirens and lives in Pteryrina
Verdant Grove: home of the fae
Vernal Equinox [ver-NAL]: spring
Youngling: term in shape shifter culture for children five years of age to ten years of age
Zancle’s Rock [Zan-kuls rock]: bar and restaurant in the marketplace run by Ambrosia; known for their venison stew
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Julunna, Year 1027 
Gavin felt Parthenia nearing the treehouse. His excitement and relief at seeing her again was overwhelming, but it wasn’t enough to overpower his fear. She was walking, not flying, because it hurt too much to do so. They hadn’t seen one another since the morning after they’d made their trip to the barrier. That had been nearly three days ago. Then, afterward, whatever had happened to her—‌he’d felt it all. As he’d sat at the top of the staircase, pining after her but unable to reach her, he’d sensed her wake and felt her excruciating pain. His mate’s suffering had eased somewhat. Perhaps someone had tended to her. Parthenia had thought of him, and her body had relaxed. When she’d radiated calm, she’d fallen asleep. Though it had been a natural sleep that time, not her passing out. Gavin had stayed there for as long as he could until the sun had nearly set. Then he’d fled back to the village, arriving just in time. 
She hadn’t shown up to the treehouse the next day. Hadn’t been able to move without pure agony assaulting her. Today the ache wasn’t as great, but periodically he felt a searing sting lance his shoulders. 
As her presence drew near, her yearning fluttered through him, to see him and to hear his voice. He longed for her just the same. The sensations grew more and more intense the closer she got. As her pain hit him anew, his eyes turned black. Squeezing them shut, he tried to calm the roaring rage inside and get his eyes to change back to their normal color. He didn’t know what had happened to her. Nor did he know how badly she had gotten hurt. 
Gavin took several deep breaths, but they did little. As she got within feet, he eyed his reflection in the silvered mirror Gabby had placed on a shelf. Nope. Black as charcoal. Gods, his body shook. He needed to calm down. Now. 
It wouldn’t happen. He was halfway down the tree before he’d even registered leaving. As he leaped the last ten feet onto the ground, he shifted to his humanoid form. Parthenia stood at the base of the tree in one of her white dresses. “You are hurt. What has happened?” Closing the distance between them, he went to take her into his arms and she winced away. He’d barely touched her shoulders. He snatched his arms back, letting them fall to his sides. “What has happened to you?” 
As she stared into his eyes—which he knew were still jet black—he sensed the direction of her thoughts. She felt as though she shouldn’t have come, injured as she was. But he could also sense how badly she’d wanted to see him. Parthenia swallowed, her throat working as he watched. It was still another moment before she formed words. “I was punished.” 
Gavin growled. “Punished?” He reached a hand out; despite the rage that coursed through him, the caress he gave her cheek was gentle. “Why?” 
“I said some things to Fagonia I shouldn’t have.”
His jaws clenched tight together, and he barely held back a snarl. Though she said aloud that it was Fagonia, her thoughts pointed in a different direction altogether. Her mother. “I want to see. No. I need to see. Show me.” 
Showing him wouldn’t change what had happened, and he could sense that Parthenia didn’t think it was a good idea. All the same, she exhaled a soft breath and slowly turned around. Her dress hid most of what she’d endured, but it didn’t hide all of it. With a grimace, she untied the top of the straps to her dress and let the back slide from her skin, gently clutching the front to her breasts. Although she tried, her wings didn’t extend very far. It was enough that he could see.
Hot tears spilled from his black eyes as a loud roar emanated from him. Balling his hands into fists, he dug his claws deep into his palms. He felt nothing from them, not even when blood trickled through his fingers and dripped onto the ground. No. All the pain he felt right now came from her. 
Large gashes that were still healing covered her back. On several spots lay angry, red welts. Something had ripped small chunks and holes from her wings, tearing out her feathers. “Whoever has done this to you …” Oh, gods, he would lay them to waste. He couldn’t get any more words out as his throat seized up. He faced the tree holding the treehouse. She had told him she’d brought more healing potions here. He needed to get her one immediately. Touching the trunk, he glanced over his shoulder at her. “Close your wings, love. Do not hurt yourself anymore. Stay right here, and I will be right back.” 
Letting her wings fold into one another, Parthenia shook her head. “I know what you’re thinking, and no. I can’t take the potion.”
All he could do for a moment was stare at her. “Why would you not? You need it to heal. You are… you are in so much pain.” He let out a growl, but his wrath wasn’t towards her.
“Because she will see. I can’t.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “They will know I didn’t stay put. If they find that out, they will never let me out of their sight. If I take the potion, then I cannot return, and we may never find all the answers we’ve been looking for. Gavin, we have spent penumbras pouring through books. I can’t let that happen. I just can’t.”
With his body sagging a bit, he gripped the bark of the tree, leaving a gouge in the wood. His eyes clenched so tightly shut he felt as if they were trying to fuse. He let out a low, keening cry, his chest heaving as he tried to draw breath. “What can I…” He let out a deep, shuddering breath. Her pain and her tears were shattering him apart. “Can I tend to your wounds? If you cannot take the potion, may I at least do that for you?” Then he remembered. “Gabby. She brought more herbs here, the ones for pain. Let me give you those.” 
 “Can you… can you retie my straps first, please?” she whispered.
Gavin could only nod. Blinking furiously to get his eyes to lighten to their normal hue, he pushed off the tree and went to her. He took great care as he re-tied her straps. Taking her face gently in his hands, he brushed her tears with his thumb. “Do you think you could hold on to my neck? I could take us up to the treehouse. I will go slow so as not to jostle you as much as possible.” His voice was soft, but still strained. He fought to hold his anguish back. She didn’t need to feel that from him, not now, but it was so difficult.
Her gaze held his for a minute. “I think so.”
Turning his back to her, Gavin shifted to all fours. Putting his front paws on the trunk, he peered over his shoulder at her. “Put your arms around my neck, lock your fingers together, and grab my back legs with your talons. I will wrap my tail around your waist, too. I will not let you fall, beloved.” 
Briefly dipping her chin, she followed his instructions. With a small wince, she placed her arms around his neck and interlaced her fingers. Lifting one leg, she curled her talons around his leg, and then did the same with the other. The pull on her back was a bit more intense at that point, but it was tolerable.
“I will go slow,” he reminded her. “Tell me if it hurts too much, and I can slow down.” He brushed his cheek against hers as he wrapped his tail around her waist. She rested her head against him just a touch, and he inched up the tree. It was going to seem to take forever, but if it gave her a chance to rest until she had to go back, it would be worth it. “When we get up there, will you allow me to dress your wounds? Or is that not allowed either?” he asked through clenched teeth.
 “They are only allowed to be cleaned to prevent infection.”
He bit the inside of his cheek to stop the growl from coming out. He didn’t want to risk her losing her grip if his body vibrated. Rage surged through him. “Do they need to be cleaned?”
“Likely. They have not been cleaned since yesterday.”
“I will clean them after I have given you the herbs.” He spoke no more words until they had gone further up the tree. Flickers of images from her reached his mind, but he could tell she was trying to keep the details from him. He had probably terrified her already with his eyes. Part of him didn’t want to ask, but the other part of him needed to know. “Will you tell me what happened?” 
“If you feel you truly must know, I will tell you, though not before we reach the top.” 
Gavin simply nodded and continued to climb. He wasn’t sure how long it took before they reached the top. Moving over only so far as she would need to step off, he then stopped so she could dismount at her own pace. 
It took several minutes, but she climbed off with minimal twinges. Parthenia stepped in further to give him room to climb in. After entering the treehouse the rest of the way, he shifted to his humanoid form, took her hand, and helped her lower herself to the floor. After pressing his forehead to her knuckles for a moment, Gavin made his way around the room. It took him a minute to find the herbs Gabby had left, and even longer to find what he’d need to clean her wounds. He grabbed a jar of water to mix the herbs in as well. With their texture, it was easier to drink them than to chew them. Not to mention, their taste left a lot to be desired.
Gavin glanced at the silvered mirror in passing. His eyes were still black. It was rare that his eyes changed like this, and they had never stayed dark for so long. But then again, he’d never been quite this livid. When he’d collected everything, he lowered himself to the floor in front of her. Keeping his eyes downcast, he worked on readying the herbs. 
Parthenia inhaled a heavy breath. He flipped his gaze up to meet her stare, then turned back to his task. “Do not worry over me, my love. My anger will pass.” Even when his eyes returned to normal, even when the trembling in his body settled, and the constriction in his chest lifted, he would never forget what had happened to her. When he was done with the herbs, he held the jar out to her. “Drink all of it, if you can. When they have worked and your pain has eased, I will do what I can for your wounds.”
“I wish you didn’t have to be angry, though I understand why you are.” Gingerly, she picked up the jar from his hands and took a sip before taking a larger gulp. 
The taste was horrid, but the herbs did the trick. His voice was still quiet and weary. “My mate has had violence done to her. I cannot go after the ones that harmed you right now, and I cannot do anything to take your injuries away. How could I not be angry?” Taking her free hand in his own, he stroked her palm and fingertips. He would wait until he sat behind her to ask her for the details. She was in enough agony, not to mention everything she would feel from him. His eyes were still black, but she didn’t need to see his expression or his tears when she told him.
 “I would’ve waited longer, but I missed you too much. I simply had to come.” She drank the last of the remedy in the jar. It wouldn’t take long for it to take effect. 
As he moved his fingertips up and down her forearm, the touch of her skin allayed him a little. “I am glad to see you. I have missed you so much. That you are in pain, though…” He let out a breath. He could feel the ache in her body taper off. “Will you allow me to carry you home when you must return?” 
He sensed the protest on the tip of her tongue but also that she really didn’t want to turn his offer down. It would certainly be better than walking, and they would be able to further enjoy one another’s company. 
“Yes. I would like that. Thank you,” Parthenia said.
“Of course, my love. I cannot do what I wish, so I will do what I can to keep you from further pain.” He brought her wrist to his mouth and stroked it with his tongue. The last thing he wanted to do was cause her any more discomfort by touching her too much. “Let me know when you are ready for me to clean your wounds.”
The tension further eased from her shoulders. Combined with the herbs, he could feel the first bit of relief he’d felt from her in days. A deep sigh left him. His trembling passed as her tension left. The constriction in his chest settled into a dull throb. He was too in his head to know if his eyes returned to their normal color or not.
“I am ready.” 
Gavin moved behind her, dragging the supplies to clean her wounds with him. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, his chest tightened again as he scanned all of her injuries. Lifting a shaking hand, he clenched it to steady himself. He inhaled and exhaled slow, deep breaths. In. Out. In. Out. Trying again, Gavin worked on her, keeping his touches as light as he could. “Will you tell me?”
Silence stretched between them. “Fagonia was outside the library when I returned after our trip to the barrier. She questioned me on my whereabouts. Somehow, it turned into a verbal fight. I said that her insistence that The Poppy Fields and The Reflection Pools had nothing to do with the isle was our downfall. Our argument drew everyone’s attention. At which time, I called her a burden to our people. I may be right, but it was the wrong thing to say.”
He was quiet for a minute once she’d finished speaking. “Perhaps, if they disliked the truth so much, they should have looked at the perpetrator. Not who called them out. Everyone should be allowed to speak the truth.” What was he saying? No one in his village could do so either. “Why does Fagonia care so much where you go?”
“I am responsible for The Poppy Fields and The Reflection Pools. We continue to lose lots in the fields, and the second pool has lost water. They think I am being derelict in my duties. That instead of finding answers, I am causing more problems.”
“What is happening with those is not your fault. Any more than what happens in my village is mine. We cannot grow crops within our boundaries since well before my birth. Trees grow even though they appear to be dying. But nothing else. And the difficulties with pregnancies.” None of that had been anything he’d yet told her. Gavin shook his head. “What good does misplacing blame do? They should assist you in finding a solution, not chastising you for something that you have no control over.” 
Parthenia half glanced at him over her shoulder. “I do not believe we are the only ones suffering. The problems you’ve just stated in your village seem to confirm my suspicions. Something is happening on the isle. Something that is the true cause.”
“If they are happening within the other species as well, Devin may know. She travels around the isle more than anyone I know, but I do not know if she speaks to the other species or not. What do you think the cause might be?” Neither of them had thought to ask her. Even if they could confirm suspicions, they’d be the only ones who knew. But at least it would allow them to focus on other areas. 
“I have found none. But the more I study it, the more it feels as if the isle is losing its power.” She paused. “Regardless, no one cares to hear my thoughts. And the argument with Fagonia was simply the ammunition my mother needed.”
“If the isle is truly losing its power, it does not seem to have any effect on Markham. The village, yes, but not him. His power only appears to grow. Each solaris, it appears he is stronger.” Which really made little sense unless there was something else at work with Markham. He couldn’t have said what, though. Once he finished cleaning the wounds on her back, Gavin moved to her left wing. Her last words confirmed his thoughts from what he’d caught from her earlier. “So, your mother did this to you.”
“Yes. I’m certain she has been looking for a reason over the last cycle. This simply presented her with the opportunity. And because of the nature of the argument, the punishment…” Her words trailed off. “It demanded to be public as well.”
It felt as though fire burned within them. Gavin jerked his hands away from her wing as they curled into fists. “What?” he growled. 
“It was…”
Images of her memories flickered through his head. Thoughts of the moment her mother and Fagonia had agreed to a public lashing. Her sister stepping forward to object. Her refusal to reveal his existence, even though it may have stopped her punishment.
Fury surged through him so much that his vision shorted out for a moment. He picked up one bottle of medicament in his hand and threw it against the wall. It shattered, covering the floor beneath it in liquid and shards of glass. 
Parthenia jolted at the sound of the crash and cried out as a pang lanced through her shoulders, radiating down her wing. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she squeezed her eyes shut tight. She swallowed, taking shallow breaths as she tried to gain control of the erratic throbbing at the base of her wing. For a brief second, an image of a spiked metallic whip popped up in his head. 
Oh, no. What had he done? Another keening cry, louder than the one he’d uttered on the ground, came forth from him. He couldn’t have even said where such a sound came from. It was one he’d never uttered before today. His claws gripped the wood beneath him, and he leaned over until his forehead pressed against it. His chest heaved and fell, quick gasps leaving him. He couldn’t breathe. He had caused her pain. His emotions and his anger were out of his control, and it hurt her. “I am… sorry. I am… oh, gods, I am so sorry,” he sobbed out. 
Parthenia reached out and stroked his back. “It’s not your fault. Please, please, do not blame yourself.” 
The tremors through his body slowed as her fingers sifted through his fur. “It is my fault. I cannot seem to control myself. I have never been like this. Oh, Parthenia, I am so sorry. I should not have startled you. My action caused you pain. I would never…” Well, he couldn’t say he wouldn’t cause her pain because he just had. “I would never mean to cause you pain.” Forcing himself upright, Gavin faced her. As gently as he could, he took her face in his hands, rubbing his thumbs over her cheeks where her tears had fallen. “I am so sorry,” he whispered. 
“I know you wouldn’t.” Closing her eyes, she pressed a tender kiss to the inside of his palm and lifted her gaze to his once again. “I don’t blame you. The pain, until I fully heal, simply cannot be helped.” 
He stared into her eyes, his thumbs slowly caressing her cheeks. “I wish to hold you, but I know I cannot. Is there anymore I can do for you?” 
Her gaze dropped to his broad chest and flicked back to his eyes. “I believe there is. Lay down, please.”
“On my back? Or otherwise?” 
“Yes, on your back. Just don’t move until I am settled.” Once he’d laid on the floor, she crawled on top of him bit by bit. He stayed utterly still as she adjusted herself. It took several minutes, but she lay atop him in a way that didn’t cause her any discomfort. Her head rested just over his heart, her arms tucked in close, her wings and shoulders relaxed, and one knee right above his hip. “If you keep your hands on my hips, we should be fine.”
He let out a contented sigh. Settling his hands on her hips, Gavin kept them still, but stroked her skin through the slits of her dress with his thumbs. Closing his eyes, he breathed in her scent that surrounded him, letting the beat of her heart resonate through him. “I wish there were a way for us to run away now.” The words came out all on their own. Thinking about wishes that had no hope just yet of coming to fruition made his heart ache allover again. But it was too late to take them back. “One day, hopefully soon, I will whisk you away from all of this. And I will never allow harm to come to you, never again.” He gently kissed the top of her head. They both wished for that more than anything. 
“Yes, one day soon. We will leave and never look back.” 
There was a comfortable silence between them for a while before he spoke again. “I would like to have a family with you one day. Even if Markham is defeated, I would not want to stay here. I do not want to raise young here. There has been too much darkness.” It was nice to speak about the future. Speak of what they believed would happen. Soon Devin would find the answers they needed to get past the barrier. And they would find the answers to their other issue. Not that it was the right word for it. Though, perhaps it was a good thing they couldn’t take their lovemaking further. They still enjoyed and satisfied one another, but they needed to find a way off the isle before they brought young into their lives. So, not an issue, just a delay.
“I do as well, but I agree with you. This isn’t the place to raise them. I’d like for us to find a place of love and acceptance. I believe that is where we should raise them.” 
“Our young, when they are born,”—Because he refused to believe that they wouldn’t find the answers they sought; refused to believe that a true future for them wasn’t possible—“will be free. To grow up in safety. Make their own choices. Speak their minds. Love who they wish for when that day comes. Without punishment. Without repercussions. They will have two parents who love them, and they will know our love knows no bounds. They will have my sister and her mate.” A sudden tear pricked at the corner of his eye, but he didn’t want to move his hands except for the soft strokes of his thumbs, so it stayed where it was, not yet traveling down his cheek. “They will have all of us to teach them right from wrong. To show them how things should be. To give them the life that they deserve. They will never know the pain we have.” 
“Yes, they will. They will have an abundance of love. As we all will.” She shifted her arm just a touch. With her thumb, she gently caressed his chest. Unhurriedly, she inched her hand closer to his collarbone and continued to trace an indiscernible pattern through his fur. A quiet purr came out of him, and he tilted his head to the side to give her better access. “I do not wish you to get angry again, but I thought about you when it was happening. You gave me strength. I endured because of you.”
That news gave him a strange sort of happiness. But the rest of what she said made him feel as if his heart were constricting again. The tear that had threatened slipped down his cheek, followed closely by another one. He still refused to move his hands. His throat tightened, and he swallowed hard to clear the lump. Gavin forced his thumbs to linger as they brushed against her hips. He felt unworthy to be touching her perfection at all. “You should never have had to endure that,” he murmured. “I should have been able to come to you. I should have been able to put a stop to it.”
“I know, my love. But I would have done whatever was necessary to keep you safe.” Possibly keep them both safe, and be able to leave and still come down to see him. This was their current reality. Until they could change the outcome, this was what they had to do. Parthenia’s fingers rosea little higher and gently ran the length of his neck.
“Mmm.” He tilted his head a little more, his purr a little louder now. “I do not want you to feel like you have to sacrifice yourself for me. Endure pain because of me. But I would take every death blow thrown at me in order to protect you. So, I cannot fault you for that.” Her fingers inched a little higher. “I love to feel that peace from within you.” 
“It’s all your doing. Your purrs, the gentle beat of your heart. It’s like the perfect lullaby.”
The corners of his lips lifted just slightly. “Then we will stay like this for as long as we have.” 
“I very much like the sound of that.” 
He could feel how comfortable she was, the most she’d been in days, and he didn’t want her to move any more than she did. He lightly nuzzled her head. “Do you know how long until you need to return?” As much as he despised she had to return at all, it was necessary.
“Before evening meal. Cipriana and Fantasia will come to my apothecary with dinner for me.” 
“If you would like to rest, I can wake you in enough time to get you back there.” Before he’d even finished speaking, her fingers stilled, and she’d fallen asleep. He watched her as she slept. The slow rise and fall of her body with each breath she took. The feel of her on top of him, her hand against his neck, and the peacefulness he felt within her all helped keep his anger at bay. He kept his breathing slow and even, not moving his hands from her hips. Every once in a while, he would glance at the view of the sun that he could see out one window. While she slept, he enjoyed her dreams about a little girl with his emerald green eyes. There would come a day when that dream, as well as all their others, would become reality.
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Pierce didn’t blame Jo for doing what she’d done. How could he? As he’d told her, that was her home, and those were people—her family—so that was where her duty lay. Oh, he knew all about duty, didn’t he? He’d almost killed a member of her village. He’d had a good reason, and he didn’t regret it. Not one bit. But it changed nothing about what he’d done. All actions came with consequences. 
What position did that animal hold in her village? Did it matter? In his village, attacking—let alone killing—an Informant was punishable by death. He’d never escaped punishment, but he’d escaped death—purely because of his position, lineage, and because he was good at what he did. He could only imagine what the repercussions would be for his behavior. 
If they killed him for this, who would care for and protect his sister? Gods, let Logan not forget about their sister. To all the gods, let him not leave her in that place.
Pierce couldn’t bear to think of the true gravity of what this might mean. Beyond what would happen if Lilli got left in Métamorphe, he didn’t want to look at Jocasta, knowing it might be the last time he ever saw her. He didn’t want to see the tears he smelled, the ones that ripped his heart to shreds. He wanted to hold her, but if he held her now, he would never let her go. And he must.
As he went to what might be his death, he wanted to remember the sun on Jocasta’s face. Droplets of water against her bare skin. Her laughter. The sounds she made when they made love. When she gasped his name. Her taste. 
As they traveled to her village, neither of them spoke. They didn’t touch each other. He didn’t look at her. It killed him. Utterly destroyed his soul. But if he lowered the wall he’d thrown around himself, he would completely break. If he thought about saying goodbye to her, never touching or kissing her again, and never getting another chance to express his love to her, it would break him. If he stopped shielding himself from his emotions for even a fraction of a second, he would drop to the ground and shout to the gods, ‘Do not take me away from her!’ 
But what had the gods ever done for him? They gave him a life of heartbreak and loss. Everything important, everything and everyone that meant anything—they had torn away from him time and time again. He’d gotten a brief gift of happiness—a fleeting glimpse of what it looked like for the sun to shine in his life.
Someone would rip it all away now. He should have expected nothing less.
As Jocasta led him through her village, he noticed nothing surrounding them—none of the sights, scents, and creatures staring at him. 
Their path ended in front of a lone hut. “Just go inside.” 
Pierce wanted to say goodbye, tell her once more just how much he loved her. That she had changed everything for him. She had fixed him, made him a better male, taken away his anger, his feelings of worthlessness, and made him feel like he finally belonged somewhere. But he couldn’t. If he did, he would run from this, and he ran from nothing. He never fled from duty, so he would do what was right. He would do this.
All actions had consequences, he repeated to himself. And he would take his. 
Before Jocasta, the life he’d lived would have thrown him straight to Hades. At least now, he wouldn’t go to his death with darkness in his soul. Perhaps that would make the difference, and maybe he would get to see his mother again. 
Saying nothing, Pierce moved past her, stood just inside the door, and waited. A short female, only half his height, eyed him. With a minor dip of her chin, she led him further into the hut to the back room.
A male with fiery red hair kneeled on a mat. When he rose to his feet, he stood almost three feet shorter than Pierce, but his demeanor made him appear to tower over all. His bright yellow eyes shifted to the female. “Thank you, Delenia.” With a bow of her head, she departed. “Come in, Pierce.” 
It didn’t even seem strange that the male already knew his name. Of course he would. Did the ache in his heart reach his eyes? Perhaps not. He’d trained himself a long time ago not to show emotion. But he had not once felt quite like this. 
Pierce took another step in. He would come no further until instructed, speak no words until he was told, and do nothing that might offend the Elder. That was not who he was. He rarely broke rules or laws. Not if he could help it. A few times over the course of his life, he had. Once when he’d tried to go to Logan and warn him about Markham—against Ailwin’s orders—only to be forced to send Derrick instead. Then when he’d stolen Lilli away and made sure she kept her precious life. And when he attacked many to save her honor—what honor Ailwin had allowed her to keep. And he couldn’t forget when he’d tried to kill that male to protect his mate.
Okay, so more than a few times. 
But there was nothing he wouldn’t do, nothing he wouldn’t lose for the ones he loved. Not even his life. 
“You may sit.” The male gestured to the mat in front of him.
Pierce crossed the room slowly and kneeled as instructed, resting his rear on the heels of his feet. As his hands settled on his knees, his claws sank in. No, no. He could not break, would not break. He didn’t fear death. Far from it. It was everything he’d finally found that he knew in his heart he was about to lose.
“Tell me of the incident with Leo the day past.” The male didn’t mince words, getting right to the key aspect.
Pierce inhaled a deep breath, exhaling slowly, then spoke. 
He recounted everything—seeing Jocasta at Mosina Falls, their plan to meet that morning. The feeling he’d had all morning. Not that he meant to say that aloud, but it came out anyway. His eyes darkened to black. “I have known many males like him. I could smell his intentions, and I sensed how it would have ended had I not come upon the scene. It was not something I could allow. Would allow. Most especially, because…” His eyes shifted back to their natural ruby color as a vision of her filled his mind.
Because it had been her. It had been Jocasta. Because she was his, and he would never allow harm to come to her.
“She is your mate,” the male stated matter-of-factly.
“Yes.” The word left him in a hard rush. “Despite everything about who and what I am, she chose me.”
The Elder slowly circled Pierce. “Would you change your decision to attack Leo? If given the choice?”
“No. I would not change what I did. I would make no other choice. Despite the repercussions, despite that it means death for me, I love Jocasta, and nothing will change that. Nothing. She is my everything. I would never allow harm to come to her.” He looked up but didn’t turn his head, only seeing the male when he came around. “I am not sorry.”
Stopping in front of Pierce, the male stood there a moment. “Why do you believe it means your death?”
“Against my will, my King made me an Informant. That it was against my will makes no difference. Informants, more so than any of the other villagers, cannot mate unless he permits it. Doing so outside of our species is forbidden. I have broken one of our most sacred laws. But again, I am not sorry. I would alter nothing. She has changed everything for me.” 
“Then I would not blame you for protecting your mate.” The male paused. “Tell me what your position as an Informant entails.”
The male may not blame him, but punishment would still follow. And when word of all that had transpired reached Markham, Pierce’s life was forfeit. “Leaving the village to live elsewhere is another thing in our village that is forbidden. The duties of Informants are to find—‌hunt down—those that have left, and Informants who have deserted. Locate those who go against any of our laws. Hunt hybrids. Break in the females who wish not to mate. Regardless of the duties I am given and how outwardly I may appear to follow orders, in reality, I do not. Although it is a risk, I work in the shadows. Often taking punishments to protect those who cannot protect themselves. While I have taken lives, I refuse to kill an innocent. I have never shed blood based on genetics.” Oh, gods, the words were spilling out, and he couldn’t stop them. “I have helped to fake the deaths and hide three hybrids that were fleeing from my King.” 
“Everything you have said aligns with the other statements I have collected. I am aware of Markham’s rule. Based on requests made on your behalf, I will offer you sanctuary. We have but one law in our land. Should you accept sanctuary, you shall not commit a crime against another. Is this understood?”
His chest tightened. He couldn’t breathe. There was a loud ringing in his ears. This could not be right. “What?”
“We do not punish with death. Nor do we punish those who have suffered wrongdoing. I will handle the matter of young Leo. I have heard nothing save truth from those I have spoken with, including you, my son.”
The female that had escorted him into the room earlier reappeared. “Yes, Santos.”
“Fetch Jocasta, please. I believe he will wish to speak with her again. She has returned to her mother’s.”
“Yes, Santos.” The female left.
“I will ask you again. Do you understand our law?”
His head bobbed up and down so swiftly his brain rattled. Pierce swallowed the hard lump in his throat. “Yes. Absolutely. I understand.” He cleared his throat. “I cannot accept your sanctuary just yet, though. I cannot leave my village until I free my little sister.”
“Logan has spoken to me about Lillianna. I have already granted her sanctuary.” Santos offered a brief acknowledgement to Pierce. “Now, I must tend to young Leo’s statement and punishment.” For a moment, his eyes changed color to a bright orange like fire. “Delenia will show you where you may speak with Jocasta.” With that, he exited the room.
The male disappeared before Pierce could say thank you. Something wet dripped onto his lap. He swiped at his cheeks. When had he started crying?
A few minutes went by before the female returned. “Come with me, please.”
Pushing himself to his feet, his head still reeling, Pierce followed her. He felt as if he would fall over from the shock. None of this had been anything like what he’d expected.
The female led him down the hall to another room two doors down. Opening the door, she stepped aside. He could feel it as Jo’s heartbeat faltered. She’d been trying to clean up her face, but her tears still flowed. Entering the room, he fell to his knees before her, gathered her into his arms, and buried his face in her neck. 
“I am so sorry, my love,” he whispered. Gods, how could he have gotten this all wrong? How could he have treated her so harshly? The way he’d acted so cold and guarded toward her. He’d been unable to be any other way, though. On the other side now, as he held her in his arms, for the first time, genuine hope consumed him. Things might actually change. Lillianna would be safe. They could both become free.
Pulling back slightly, Pierce placed a kiss over her heart and kissed her tears away, and finally, her lips. “Sorry. I love you. I am so sorry.” He couldn’t stop saying it, couldn’t stop holding her. And he never, ever wanted to let her go.

      [image: ]Jo was in his arms. Oh, gods. She was in his arms. Tears ran down her face as she hugged him tight and stroked the back of his head. It was an attempt to calm her racing heart as much as it was to comfort him. 
Oh, gods. His apology and declaration just made her cry more. However, these were tears of joy. For a short time, she didn’t think she’d see him again. Hear his voice, or those words from him. “I love you, too. I’m so sorry. Santos had to know. I had to tell him.”
“It is okay. Everything is going to be okay.” Pierce kissed her and then lifted her chin until their eyes met. “Santos has offered me sanctuary. I cannot accept until Lillianna is safe, and I told him so, but he has offered me sanctuary.” 
“Oh, thank the gods.” She threw her arms back around Pierce’s shoulders and peppered his face with kisses. Once she had covered his entire head, she kissed him on the lips.
“I was so afraid…” His voice was strained. “I was so afraid to be taken from you.”
“He wouldn’t kill you. I knew that. Not for what happened. He just wouldn’t. But I had to tell him you were an Informant. And I didn’t know…” Gods, she couldn’t let him go. It was hard just to put any space between them. She finally withdrew enough to lock her gaze on him. Those beautiful ruby eyes she thought she’d never see again. “I didn’t know if he’d give you sanctuary. I told him you weren’t like the others. You were different. You were warm and loving. I just… even with Logan asking, I wasn’t sure.” Was she rambling? Possibly. But the words she couldn’t form earlier had found their way forth. “Telling him felt horrible. I didn’t want to. I was afraid if he knew, he wouldn’t grant you sanctuary. And I just couldn’t deal with that. I need you. I need you here, with me.”
“Shh.” He brushed a tender kiss across her lips. “It is alright. I was never angry at you. Not once did I blame you. I just did not want to lose you, lose this… what we have.” He pressed his lips to hers again, where the kiss lingered. “I need you too, my queen. With everything in me, I need you. I would stay with you now, if not for my sister. I may not leave the village with her, and we barely get to speak. Markham is always watching, and when he is not, my father is. Hopefully, Derrick will speak to her soon. Then we can both leave and be free of that place forever. Once that day comes, I will never leave you again.”
Gods, it had felt like she’d already lost him during that trek here. She never wanted to go through that kind of anguish. Jo pressed her forehead to his and inhaled a deep breath. He was everything to her. “I didn’t want to lose you either. But I would never ask you to leave Lillianna. And I pray you can both be here soon.”
The door opened, and Delenia poked her head in. “Your presence is required outside.”
Pierce looked up at her and gave her a nod before getting to his feet. Jo watched as he scrubbed the tears from his face, wrapped an arm around her waist, and together, they followed Delenia through the empty corridor and exited the hut. Which gave her the chance to clear her tears away as well. There was no telling what this could be about, what they needed them for, but nothing could part them from one another right now. 
Once they stepped outside, Delenia halted them just past the front door. Two guards escorted a shackled Leo through the clearing and disappeared with him through the maze of houses. 
Santos walked toward them and stopped in front of the both of them. “We have formally charged Leo, and he is being taken to the prison. He will no longer be of concern. Thank you for coming forward.” Santos bowed his head ever so slightly and started forward, but paused before leaving them. “Jocasta, if you wish it, we will find suitable housing for you and your mate for when he returns.” He didn’t give either of them a chance to respond before he departed. 
They both stood there, silence stretching between them for a beat. “He is a male of honor, that one.” 
“Yes, he is.” There was a reason he was their Elder. Not only could she feel relief wash over Pierce, but she was ever so grateful to Santos. It felt like he’d done more than just resolve an issue and ensure their safety. He’d given her a future with her mate.
Pierce dropped a kiss on her neck. “See, my love? Everything is going to be okay,” he whispered in her ear. 
Jo turned her face into Pierce’s chest and hugged him tightly.
He held her against him, stroking her hair and her back, placing kiss after kiss against the top of her head and her canine ears. 
“When do you have to go back?” Jo asked.
“Soon. Lillianna is… not well today. But I had to see you. I could not stay away. I am glad I did not.”
“Me too.” She leaned into him. “I’m sorry she’s not feeling well. Hopefully, you can get her away from there soon, and that will be something less for you to worry over.”
A moment passed before he uttered a single word. “I hope so too,” he said, his voice tight.
There was something about the way he said it. Something that told her the female needed to get out. Sooner rather than later. “Would you like to walk around before you have to go?”
“Yes. I would love to see your village, your home.” 
“Soon to be ours.” The corners of her mouth curled up as she thought of exactly where to take him first. Grasping his hand in her own, she tugged him toward the barns.
He laced their fingers together as she took the lead. “Yes. Soon to be ours.”
Jo led Pierce back through the throng of homes and past the gardens. There were two large barns on one side, with the doors open. Across from them sat another one with the doors closed. Animals of a more basic nature filled the smaller of the two large structures. That had long ago built about twenty individual stalls into the massive barn. The size had been a necessity because of the physique of the spourgiffs.
She immediately went to the back of the barn. A few days had passed since her last visit, but she’d never stop coming to see them. They were beautiful creatures, with silky fur covering their rounded heads, taloned front feet, muscular bodies, and hooves for their back feet. That was without even considering their massive wings. “Several members of the village take them out daily so they can stretch their wings.” 
“That is probably a good thing. My mother told me once that they get cranky if confined too much.”
“They do. It’s why we do everything possible to treat them as we would treat another person.” 
“I am sure they appreciate that. Unfortunately, not everyone does so.”
She strode to the last two booths. A low piece of wood separated the compartment so that the two spourgiffs could easily gain access to the other. A large spourgiff, seven-feet at the shoulder, stood in the right stall. His eyes were harsh but inquisitive. A smaller spourgiff, six-feet at the shoulder and covered in white, fine fur, stood in the left stall. The lighter-colored creature lowered its head to Jo. She reached up and stroked the top of her head.
“This is Grace. And this is Beast.” She gestured to the creature to the right.
He smiled with appreciation at both of them. “She is beautiful. And she seems to like you.” His eyes drew to Beast. 
“I don’t ride. One time was enough, but I come in to feed them.” She crossed over to the wall, picked up a brown mesh bag of corn and grain, and returned to the female. Holding the morral out, Grace dipped her beak into the fibrous bag to feed. “They’re mates. It’s why we lowered the space between them.”
“That is sweet. Why the piece of wood separating their stalls, though? Do they need their own space sometimes?” He walked over and got another of the nosebags. Getting closer to Beast’s stall, but not closer than arm’s length, he raised his eyebrows as he offered the bag. “Are you hungry?” Beast sniffed at him before dipping his head in the bag, but his gaze never left Pierce.
“Every couple does. It also makes it easier for them to be taken out separately.” She continued to run her fingers along the top of Grace’s head as she ate from the feed bag in her hand.
“Ah, that makes sense. I was not around just yet when the village had a few in captivity. My mother just told me stories.” He grinned at Beast. “Do not worry. I will not touch you unless you wish it. You are magnificent, though.” 
A low chuckle left her mouth. His assumption was kind of adorable. As much as she didn’t enjoy hearing of the spourgiffs in captivity, these creatures weren’t much different from them regarding mates. “He’ll let you touch him. Just don’t come near Grace.” Beast snorted as if in agreement.
“I can respect that.” Holding the bag of food in one hand so Beast could continue eating, Pierce slowly extended his other and stroked the creature’s head.
“He’s the largest we’ve ever had. Most of them are all the same height.”
“Is there a reason he grew larger than the others?”
“We honestly don’t know. He’s always eaten a little more than the others and gotten a bit more exercise, but it’s just because he needed it. Our best guess, it’s something in his parentage and their genes.” The village had dedicated a lot of time to understanding the difference over the years, but they’d found nothing.
“Hm. Well, perhaps he is just special,” he said, letting his hand trail the nape of Beast’s neck. 
“Oh, he’s special, alright.” Jo snickered. She shot a look at Beast. He’d been the first spourgiff she’d ever ridden. Talk about a disaster in the making. He was also the only spourgiff believed to be large enough and strong enough to carry the weight of a shape shifter. “When my dad was alive, he was the one who took Beast out for his flights.”
“I can tell he would need a firm hand. He seems to have a dominant personality. Tolerant, though, at least at the moment.” A quiet laugh slipped past his lips. “My mother told me she was not supposed to get close to the ones in the village. They did not permit it. She did so anyway, though.” There was a brief tilt to his mouth. “Did you visit them here with your father?”
It didn’t surprise her that his mother got close to the spourgiffs. They were beautiful creatures. The temptation to get near was simply too much to pass up. “I did. He always tried to encourage me to ride, but I wouldn’t. It wasn’t until solaris later I did. And once was enough. What about your mom? You said she got close to them. Did she ever try to ride one?”
“She said she did once, but that she got punished for it. Now her brother, apparently he let them out all the time.” Pierce chuckled. “Why did you not want to ride them when you were younger?”
Yeah, life in his village. His village treated females differently than males. “They were big, and I was small.” Okay, that wasn’t entirely true. “You remember how I told you I tried to spook the keeper while in the pasture? I might have attempted to get closer to the spourgiffs when I was around three, I think.”
“Oh, gods, that had to have been terrifying. They would seem enormous to anyone at that age.” 
“Oh, no, I was older when that happened. I learned to swim before I could walk, but as soon as I learned to walk, game on. I never stayed still. My parents lost track of me on more than one occasion. Needless to say, I made my way into the barn. I might have grabbed the wrong part…” A burst of mirth erupted from her, cutting off her words. She stepped back from Grace as the memory flooded her brain. Maybe she couldn’t finish the story, but she’d given Pierce enough information to get the gist. Only her twin could’ve convinced her to try riding for the first time.
His eyes popped wide open. “Oh.” He laughed out loud. “A little too inquisitive for your own good, love?”
It took her a second to get her fit of giggles under control. She wiped at the tears in the corners of her eyes. “You should’ve seen the look on my father’s face when he found me. Shock. Amusement. Among other things. You think that makes me inquisitive? Wait until you meet my sister. You ever want to know anything going on in the village or the market? She’s your go-to. I swear she always has one ear to the ground.”
“That sounds like someone I know back in my village.” 
“Oh?”
“Derrick’s sister.” 
He’d mentioned Derrick once before to her. Another Informant, but one he considered a friend. She lifted the bag back up for Grace. “Constantly listening and talking to those who would offer information.”
“Yes. She seems to always know when someone around the village needs her.” He paused. “She travels around the isle a lot as well. I think she breaks the rules more than she gets caught at it, but she does not seem to care much. If the good of the outcome outweighs the bad, the punishment is worth it to her.” Keeping the food where Beast could reach it, he moved a little closer to the stall, allowing his hand to stroke lower onto Beast’s back.
The female almost sounded like her mother, minus the traveling part. That was more like her sister. Jo adjusted her stance a bit as her gaze flicked to him. “Are you going to miss any of them?”
He was quiet for another minute, his fingers running down Beast’s back some more. “Perhaps. But not enough to think of changing my course.” 
She didn’t imagine it would. Nor would she want it to. Maybe that was selfish of her, but she always wanted to know he was safe. Have him in her arms whenever she desired. Fall asleep with him. Talk to when something bothered her. All the things they hadn’t been able to do. Lowering the empty bag, she closed the distance between them and wrapped an arm around his waist.
His bag was empty now, too. He tucked her into his side. Bending down, he nuzzled her neck and breathed her scent in. She knew he didn’t want to return to the village, nor did she want him to, but he would have to go before too long. His sister needed him. “I am glad that you brought me here. It was very enjoyable. One umbra soon, we will come here every umbra if you wish and feed them together.” 
Jo pressed her lips to his chest. “I’d like that. And maybe we can convince my sister to give you riding lessons.” She snickered slightly, and a soft giggle escaped. 
“What is funny, love? Do you not think I could ride?” he teased, tickling her side a bit, which only made her giggle more. 
She playfully swatted at his hand. “Oh, no. I just thought it would amuse me.” 
“Oh, would it, now?” 
“Oh, yes.” 
He tickled her again as he pressed his body into hers, moving them back toward the wall. As he did so, the best idea ever popped into her head. Although other shifters lived in the village, she’d had no one else to play with. They were all far older than her. And she’d guarantee they’d both have fun. Jo bit her bottom lip.
Reaching the wall, he gripped her ass with a rumble deep in his chest, almost as if he knew what danced across her brain, and lifted her. Automatically, her legs came around his waist. “I love when you bite your lip like that.” He licked up her neck with a growl and nipped her ear. 
Crossing her legs at the ankle, she tugged him closer. With a soft moan, she gripped his shoulders, biting her lips as she raked her nails down his back, through his fur. “I love when you growl at me like that.”
“I cannot help myself around you, love. Especially when you do that.” He kissed her. Another growl permeated the air as the corner of his mouth lifted. “I love your nails on me. I love every time that you are touching me.” 
Things probably shouldn’t progress further, given their current location, but the chance of someone walking in on them heightened the blaze lighting her veins on fire. This was about so much more than the physical communion between their bodies. “Mmm, no more than I can help myself with you. Or how much I love when you grab my ass. Push me up against the wall. The way you feel on top of me. Against me.” She trailed her fingers up and down the nape of his neck. “How much I love touching you.” She brushed a soft kiss across his lips. “And I can’t wait until you’re here permanently, because I have some ideas I think we’ll both enjoy.”
“Oh?” He slid his hands up her arms, pinning them above her head. He teased her neck with licks and nips. “What ideas might those be, my queen?”
Her back arched as she ground against him ever so slightly. Angling her neck to the side, she offered better access and moaned. “I call it camouflage tag, and I’ve never had a playmate.”
“Hmm, that sounds like it could be loads of fun.” He sucked and licked at her neck as he moved her wrists to just one hand. Sliding his free hand along her curves, he pushed her shirt down, then palmed her breast. He massaged it, drawing a gasp out of her, and slid his hand lower. “Are you wearing anything under this skirt, love?”
For once, she was grateful she never wore undergarments except in the marketplace. Maybe she couldn’t move her arms much, but she could use her mouth. She nibbled on his bottom lip. “Maybe you should find out.”
Plunging his tongue into her mouth, entangling with hers, he slipped his hand between her thighs. The vibrating, thunderous sounds coming out of him intensified as he stroked her slit. “So wet for me already.” 
Oh gods, the things he did to her. Grinding her sex against his hand, she groaned. “Always.”
A new rumble rose in his chest as his gaze fell across her face. “Do you want something, my queen?” He pinched her nub then went back to stroking her, harder this time. 
Gods, yes. She wanted… no… needed to feel him. The tingling sensations served as a sharp reminder that they were alive and that what they’d found in one another was within reach. Something neither of them realized they desired. Her back arched as she ground her slick folds against his fingers. “More,” she demanded. “More, my king.”
“Say that again.” He nipped her lower lip as his digits slid inside her, stroking the inner walls of her sex. “Call me your king.” 
“Oh, gods!” she cried out. Her eyes locked with his. Sometimes I love you, got expressed in a multitude of ways. Physical touch. Acts of thoughtfulness. Verbal communication. They were nothing more than two simple words strung together in a particular order, but their meaning went beyond their simplicity. They didn’t just convey how she felt about him, but that she’d found something in him she hadn’t known she was missing. Both of them had. That made these two words profound in her book. She swept her tongue along his lower lip and fused their mouths together. Releasing the deep kiss, she moaned those two precious words, “My king.”
“That is right, love,” he growled. “You are my queen, and I am your king.” Their mouths crashed together, his tongue plunging deep inside. Pulling his fingers out of her, he gripped his cock, angled it up, and slid her down on it. A sharp hiss left him as her sex sheathed him completely and he drove into her. “You fit me so perfectly.”
She cried out in ecstasy as he pistoned in and out of her. No matter how many times they came together, it always felt like the first time. Gods, she’d never get enough of him. He was right. They fit together perfectly. Her back arched as she met him thrust for thrust. “Oh, gods, yes, Pierce.” Tightening the hold she had on his ass with her legs, her talons raked along the back of his thighs as they rocked against one another.
“I love it when you moan my name.” He grabbed her ass in one hand as his thick cock pumped in and out of her. Fisting a palmful of her hair, he tugged on it and ran his tongue across her breasts. “You are mine. All mine.” 
A shiver ran up her spine as all of her synapses lit up. She clutched the back of his shoulders and dug her nails in deep as he pounded into her. Her thighs clenched, her body going into an exquisite and powerful freefall. She threw her head back and cried out, “All yours!”
He roared as his orgasm exploded out of him. Releasing her hair, he slapped his palm against the wall. As a shudder rolled through him, his claws curled, scrapping against the stone. A moment passed before his body stilled. 
Her forehead dropped against his chest as she panted heavily. Slowly, Jo eased her fingernails from his flesh. She might have grabbed a hold of him a little harder than she intended, but she wouldn’t change a thing about it. “Astounding,” she uttered in a breathless whisper.
Pierce nuzzled her ears, then laid his head on top of hers. Ragged breaths burst out of him. “Every time with you is amazing. Every moment with you is amazing.” He wrapped his arms around her, holding her close. 
She shut her eyes. Gods, she loved when he did that. Just a gentle touch. There were no words she could come up with that would ever express how beautiful he made her feel with her furry, pointed canine ears. Her thundering heartbeat settled, as did her pulse and breathing. She brushed a tender kiss across his chest and enveloped his shoulders. “It’s always…wonderful.”
Lifting her chin, he gazed into her eyes. “You are perfect.” Pierce pressed a soft kiss to her lips, lingering for a moment, then laid his head back on top of hers. 
“So are you.” Resting her head against his chest, she listened to the sound of his heart thundering behind his ribcage and inhaled his exquisite smoky aroma. “We were made for each other.”
He stroked up and down her spine with his fingertips. Neither of them wanted to be parted from the other. Eventually, they wouldn’t have to, but it couldn’t come soon enough. “Yes, we were.” He kissed the top of her head. “I love you, Jocasta.”
“I love you, too, Pierce. More than I feel like I can ever show you.” Though, maybe one day soon, she’d find the perfect way to express everything he meant to her.
“There are no words, no gestures, strong enough to express how much I care for you. How much I love you.” 
She had to disagree with him. Gently, she lifted her head and cupped his cheek. “I think you do. Every time you caress or nip at my ears. When you kiss me, slow and deep. Even when you just hold me. Or when we’re in the quiet aftermath. I don’t even know if you realized how many times you tenderly stroked my arm, back, or hip. Or held me close. Maybe we have shown each other, even if we didn’t notice it.”
Pierce beamed. “You have certainly shown me. When you kiss my chest over my heart, and lay your hand there. Anytime you run your fingers along my forearm, neck, and head. When you hold me and let me hold you. Every time you do not judge me for my thoughts. Or when my anger does not frighten you away but makes you come closer so you can comfort me.” He nuzzled her nose with his. “You show me in so many more ways than you think you do as well.”
“I’ll keep showing you every umbra for the rest of my life. I can promise you that, Pierce. For the rest of my life, you will always be my one and only, my king.” Pressing her forehead to his, she trailed her fingers along the nape of his neck.
“As will I. You will always be my one and only, my queen; every umbra, until my last umbra. There will not be one moment that I do not love you, take care of you, cherish you.” He kissed her. It was languid and intense, speaking beyond their shared words. Then he dropped his forehead to hers.
She knew he had to go, and she could already feel the ache from both of their hearts because of it. “We’ll be together soon, my love.” It wouldn’t be more than a few days apart. At least, that’s what she prayed for. Nearly as much as she prayed, he returned to her safely. There was no going back.
“Yes, my queen. Soon. Not soon enough… but soon.” His lips found hers. “I will pray to the gods that the time passes quickly.”
“As will I.” Kissing his chest one last time, she lifted her gaze to his and brushed a loving kiss across his lips. “I’ll show you the front so that you can find your way back easier.”
With a brief nod, he eased her down, letting out a groan as his cock slipped out of her. Once he re-situated her clothes, he wrapped his arm around her, tucking her into his side as they left the barn. 
Jo took her time leading him back beyond the gardens and through the maze of houses. Someday soon, one of them would be theirs. Perhaps the one next to her sister and Logan. If she remembered correctly, it was empty. She thought about all the things that would need to be taken care of as they walked toward the clearing. They hadn’t gone the most direct route, but it didn’t stop the ache in
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