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IN THE HEART OF THE Demon Isle, where magic and mystery intertwine, the Howard Witches find themselves on the brink of an all-consuming battle. Life, love, and duty are formidable challenges in their own right, but the stakes are even higher when love defies the boundaries of mortality. 

The witch and her vampire beloved face a harrowing trial, poised to burn at the stake, their forbidden bond threatening to ignite a war that could shatter the fragile peace of their home and legacy.  

As tensions rise and alliances are tested, the fate of the isle teeters on the edge of chaos. The outcome of this impending battle will leave indelible marks on all involved, forever altering the tapestry of life and magic on The Demon Isle. 

In the aftermath, whether the price of love proves too high or the power of unity prevails, one thing is certain: nothing will ever be the same again.

Volume 3: Wicked Truth

Includes Original Books 7-10:
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JACK HOWARD SCRUTINIZED his son. It looked like him, and yet it did not. “You don’t look right,” he told Charlie. 

Is it possible, he wondered? That their father had been freed, and was alive, but had no idea over four years had passed since he’d vanished after being taken prisoner by the Soul Hunter. 

Confused or not, Charlie couldn’t help himself. He wrapped his arms around his father, tears stinging at his eyes. 

“It’s okay, Charlie,” comforted his father. “Whatever it is, it’s okay.” 

Charlie pulled back, unable to take his eyes off his father. He looked exactly the same. He hadn’t aged a day. A few stray gray hairs on his head, stubble on his chin. Still rugged and healthy looking as the last day he’d seen him. 

“Why don’t we talk while you drive us home,” suggested Jack, a sudden urgency coming over him. “I need some supplies. I’ve got to get back to your mother. She’s in White Pines. I only just got away myself. Got some business to deal with tonight, I’m afraid.” 

God. He doesn’t know... he really doesn’t know. 

Charlie didn’t know how to tell him. How to tell his father he’d been missing. That their mother, his wife, Catherine, was dead. Only her bones remained in White Pines. 

Jack headed toward Charlie’s jeep but he stopped him, gently. 

“Dad, um, the truth is... Mom is not waiting for you. There’s no need to rush to White Pines.”

“She got away,” he breathed out in relief. “I guess I was caught inside that thing longer than I thought. How many hours have I been gone? When did your mother get home? Sorry- I guess you’ve all been out looking for me, haven’t you?”

“Dad...” Charlie paused, unable to continue. He was still in disbelief that he was talking to his father. 

Jack took a step closer to his son, peering into his face. “I can’t quite place what’s different.” Something seemed to be clicking in Jack’s brain. “Why do you look different?” he asked absentmindedly. 

“Four years, Dad,” exhaled Charlie. “That’s what’s different. That’s why I look different. You haven’t been gone hours, you’ve been gone for four years.”

Jack fell back a little, leaning against the jeep. “What? No. No.” 

“Dad, you and Mom went searching in White Pines for the power source just over four years ago. You sprung a trap and were captured by something called a Soul Hunter. It kept you prisoner all this time. I haven’t seen you in over four years. That’s why I look different, Dad. I’m older.” 

“Your... your mother?”

Charlie couldn’t say the words. He tried, but they wouldn’t come out. The pain etched on his face said enough. 

“Oh,” was all Jack responded. 

Charlie worried his father would go into shock. 

How did someone process this sort of thing without going into shock? Without just shutting down? Charlie hated that he needed his father so much at that moment. Needed him to be the man, and witch, he always was. 

“We thought we’d lost you both that night. We didn’t know you’d been captured until just a few weeks ago. I have no idea how it is that you’re suddenly walking down the street a free man, but... here you are.” 

“Four years...” Jack repeated a few times. “It’s really been that long?” 

“Yes. I’m sorry, Dad. I wish I could make this easier for you. The truth is, things are not going so well right now.” 

Jack’s head snapped up. “Michael? Melinda? William?” 

“They’re fine,” Charlie responded, having no idea that neither Melinda nor William was safe or fine at that moment. “They should all be home by now.” Charlie urged his father to get into the jeep. 

Jack did, silently sliding in and letting Charlie shut the door.  

It was a strange ride home, which seemed to take forever. He had a hard time keeping his eyes on the road. He didn’t know what else to say other than to bombard his father with everything going on. He would need a bit of time to adjust to the reality he’d just dropped into. Time Charlie feared they did not have. 

He could not fathom losing four years of time in an instant. A lot happened in four years. They’d each grown up in that time. Melinda and Michael had still been in their teens and Charlie just twenty-two when their parents had gone missing. 

“Um, Dad,” he started as they neared home. “I don’t want to overwhelm you more than you must already be, but...”

“Go ahead, Son.”

“I think it’s only fair to warn you that there’s been some changes since you left. I don’t want you to freak out when we get home is all.”

“What are you talking about?”

“William suggested we up security at the mansion and I agreed. We’ve had a few problems, but we’ll discuss that later. Anyway, to help out, we now have gargoyles guarding the house.” 

“Gargoyles, really?”

“Yeah, I guess they’re like supernatural alarm systems. They can sense evil.”

“I’m aware of what they do,” Jack answered, sounding a bit more like himself. “I just can’t imagine needing them.”

“Times have changed,” Charlie hated to admit. 

“I’m starting to get that.” 

“Oh, and um, you should be aware that there’s most likely members of the Deane family in the house.”

“Have you gone mad?” exclaimed Jack. “I haven’t come home at all! I’m in some backwards bizarro world.”

Charlie decided to keep the fact that his daughter was dating a member of the Deane family, to himself, for now. Allow his dad to adjust to the idea of Deanes being around. Heck, they were all still getting used to it. 

“We might have gone a bit mad, Dad, but we do trust these Deanes. And I promise you’re in the real world.” 

His dad tried to speak, but the words came out all at once, and not at all, in a long incoherent stammer. 

Charlie chuckled. He missed when his father got so tongue-tied he couldn’t speak coherently. “Dad, I don’t know where to start. So much has happened in the last four years. Just this summer alone. We’re not in a good place right now. We’re under attack and we need all the help we can get.” 

“But Deanes, Charlie?” scolded Jack, his tongue less befuddled. “In our home?”

“The gargoyles let them stay,” he pointed out. Although he had yet to see one in action. Regardless, Lucas had been home all afternoon with Melinda and there had been no incident. “Please trust me, Dad. We need their help right now.”

“Who or what is attacking the Isle?” inquired Jack, changing the subject. 

“That’s going to take some time to explain.” 

Charlie tried to imagine the reaction from his siblings and William when he stepped inside with Jack in tow. 

“Four years,” Jack repeated again as Charlie pulled in the driveway.

Charlie parked and turned to him. “Yeah, Dad. But it felt more like twenty.”

His son’s demeanor bothered him; something was very wrong. 

“I’m here now, Son.”

Charlie couldn’t respond to that. 

Before they exited the jeep, Jack paused. 

“Your mother’s body? Did you ever...”

“I’m sorry. Until a few weeks ago, we had no idea where her remains were located. We did try, but we don’t know how to open the doorway under the old tree. Mom is still in there. We hated leaving her...” 

“It’s okay, Charlie. At the first chance we can, we’ll go get her. Together, as a family. As soon as possible.” His voice cracked at the end. 

Charlie nodded in agreement. Unable to vocalize it. He didn’t quite trust his eyes, almost afraid to blink, fearful that when he did, his father would suddenly vanish. 

Even though he’d warned his father about the gargoyles, Charlie jumped when a shadow rushed by him. There was a quick snort followed by the pitter-patter of feet sauntering away from him. He never saw the thing; it never exited the shadows. 

Must have been checking us out I guess, and I guess we passed. 

Charlie stalled for a minute. A sudden thought plodding through his mind. The gargoyles had sensed nothing evil about his father. This was a good thing; he berated himself for even having the doubt. 

“What’s on your mind, Son?” 

Charlie shrugged. “I had this sudden doubt, something telling me I should make sure it’s really you.”

Jack stared at him not understanding. 

“We’ve had some problems with a shapeshifter.”

“Ah. Yes. I’ve never met one I liked yet. And in that case, yes, you should definitely question! I appear out of nowhere at a time of peril... it’s your job, Charlie. Never be ashamed to do it properly.”

“I don’t need to though. The gargoyles made me think of it. They checked us out, and we passed their evil-sensing test. If William had been with me, he would have been more cautious. He would have made certain when we first found you.”

Jack nodded. A thoughtful look in his eye. 

“Are you ready to go inside?” asked Charlie. 

Jack let out a hasty breath. “I don’t want to see my baby girl all grown up,” he admitted. 

He followed his son up the stairs. Charlie opened the door anxiously, hearing Michael and Lizzy in the kitchen. He called out his brother’s name as he entered. 

“About time someone got here,” spouted Michael, sounding unhinged. “Melinda and Lucas have disappeared. William went to search for them and hasn’t come back yet. Emily and Riley have been taken by Eva and the Feyk, and...” he stopped, staring at the shape stepping into the house behind Charlie. 

“Hello, Michael,” said Jack. 

Michael’s gaze flitted back and forth between Charlie and his father. 

“I found him walking down the street,” explained Charlie. 

“I...” Michael was stupefied. Felt like he’d been sucker-punched. 

Just seconds before, he’d been planning on how to locate and rescue Emily while plotting revenge against Eva Jordan. At the same time, worried that Melinda, William, and Lucas had not yet returned after following the gargoyle, which had returned to its post a while ago. 

And now his father was standing in front of him. His father. Alive. 

He raced forward, embracing him. 

“I’m sorry,” Jack told him. “Seems I left you all quite suddenly and for a long time.” 

“I just don’t believe it,” muttered Michael, stepping back. “How did this happen?”

Charlie shook his head. He had no idea. 

“I’m a little confused about that myself,” said Jack. “Things are a little hazy. But Charlie tells me I’ve missed quite a bit. And it’s apparent. Look at you both. My sons. Both men now.” He glanced around. “Where’s Melinda?”

He hadn’t heard Michael’s rant. 

Lizzy came into the room answering his question. “She and Lucas, my brother, for all intents and purposes,” she clarified for Jack’s sake, “ran off with one of the gargoyles tracking the Feyk that took Riley... my other brother, who is infected with a rage spell. They haven’t come home and we can’t reach them. William stormed off to track them, and now he’s M.I.A. so it’s just us here.” 

“The last time I talked with Melinda she was with Lucas just passing the ferry landing, but her phone line went dead,” informed Charlie. 

It didn’t bode well. He turned to his father. 

“Dad, this is Lizzy. Lizzy Deane. She’s been helping us.”

Jack’s brow furrowed, but he nodded a curt hello in her direction. 

“Yup, I’m a Deane,” she told him, seeing the distrust in his eyes. “I know you just got back and all, probably been through hell, but deal with it, and fast. We’ve got major problems and we need all hands on deck.”

Charlie tossed her a pleading glare.  

“Sorry, speaking the truth.” She turned and disappeared back into the kitchen. 

“She is...” Jack trailed off. 

“Many things,” smirked Charlie.  

“Including unfortunately, correct,” affirmed Michael. He wanted to sit and talk with his father. To tell him everything that had happened in the last four years, to find out what had happened to him, but there wasn’t time. They had problems piling up, sending them into full crisis mode. 

“Should you be in a hospital or something?” wondered Michael. 

Charlie hadn’t even thought of that. He’d been in such shock after finding him.  

“No. I’m fine. It’s a little hard to describe really, but it’s sort of like I just got out of a very long, very strange, dream, and yet it feels like just a few hours have passed.” 

“Might be better that no one knows your home just yet anyway,” noted Charlie. “We might need a bit of time to come up with an explanation as to where you’ve been.” 

“So much to consider,” said Jack, his mind reeling. 

Lizzy returned, her attitude softened. She handed Jack a tray holding a plate of food, some water and a mug of coffee. 

“Oh that smells good,” said Jack, taking a deep swallow. “Thank you.”  

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. But I just regained a family and I don’t relish the idea of losing them. And I figured you’re probably famished after four years. It was the first thing I wanted to do after I got back. No, wait, actually it was tequila,” she recalled with a thirsty fondness.  

“And then you smacked one right on William,” mused Charlie. “Dad, if you could have seen William’s face. Priceless.”

“He is easy to fluster,” said Lizzy, with a mischievous smile. Jack threw her an inquisitive frown. She cleared her throat. “But my ghastly tale is a story for another day.” 

Jack eyed them all in bewildered unease. 

“I also had a difficult first day back and can only imagine what you must be feeling right now.” Lizzy smiled kindly. 

Who is this woman? Jack wondered silently. 

Is this the real world? 

It must be, but my God, things have gotten crazy while I was away. 

And my children, orphaned overnight. Curse the dread, this instantly caused him. 

Regret leaked into his heart. He should have taken the quest into White Pines more seriously. If he had, perhaps at least one of them, he or Catherine, would have survived. So many times, they had searched and failed. 

Oh my dear Catherine, he shoved the regrets deep. 

His family needed him. He would mourn later. 

He set aside the tray, keeping just the coffee. “Why don’t you boys fill me in on what’s been going on. Who or what is attacking the Isle?” 

Charlie began, starting with a brief explanation of the weeks immediately following Jack’s disappearance. They quickly skipped ahead to when they’d met Eva Jordan. Michael and he taking turns filling in different parts of the details. Jack did his best to remain emotionless as they explained, but there were moments when it was too difficult to keep it in. 

Especially when discussing Melinda, and her difficulties after losing both her parents at once. She saw it as her fault, because she didn’t know she’d had a prophetic dream and could have prevented it. 

Michael was grateful that his empathy had not yet turned back on. His emotions completely his own since discovering Emily was missing. Having had a break for a few hours made him aware of the toll it was taking on him. He hadn’t fully realized it was getting harder to block other’s emotions until they’d just shut down and he had only his own feelings to contend with for the first time in years. 

As his sons explained, Jack became aware of many things. His children had endured much in his absence. The life of a Howard Witch was never easy, but it was apparent that he’d never properly prepared them for the fact that he and his wife might leave them so soon. Or that they could leave them both at once, so suddenly. 

It was something he and Catherine worried about constantly. But not something he’d expected while out romping around the Isle on yet another excursion, searching for the power source. 

He and their mother had always tried to protect them from the harder, scarier stuff. Wanting them to be young and free. To enjoy life before they were sucked into their duties as witches. 

Something William had warned him to be careful of doing. 

And this was the reason why. 

He’d left behind three capable and talented witches that he hadn’t properly prepared to live and work on their own, without him. 

He’d always thought he had more time. 

I must thank William, he told himself. He has not had an easy time of it. I’m sure. He kept my family alive and together. They stuck it out and remained true to their duty. He wished he could take more credit, but these last four years were owed to his lifelong friend. 

Jack had been born into the world with William like an uncle, when he was young, and then a mentor and dear friend, as he’d gotten older. There was no Howard family without William. 

He had become the glue holding them together. 

He was also his children’s undoing. 

It was becoming painfully clear that they’d come to depend on William far too much. 

Jack had no idea what to do about that. But it would have to wait as other more pressing issues were making themselves very clear as well. After many long hours, now going on two a.m., his sons finished. Jack was certain of the reason he’d been released from the Hunter. 

“I was set free because I can open the doorway to the power source. They expect I will show them.”

“Because of Mom?” confirmed Charlie. 

“Yes. I’m sure of it. They hoped I’d go right there to get her and open it for them.” 

“I guess we have a good idea where the Feyk moved to then, since they abandoned the fort,” said Charlie. 

“And what about everyone that’s still missing?” Lizzy brought up, noting how much time had gone by without a single word of contact.

Jack looked at her with new light in his eyes. “You’re a Deane of old.”

They had explained Lizzy’s tale, he understood better who she was. 

“Does that matter, Dad?” asked Charlie, feeling the need to defend her and her brothers. 

“Deane’s of the old age were our most trusted friends. You’re from a time before the dark days.”

“You have no idea what it was like,” said Lizzy. “Watching my family go down that path, giving into dark magic. Not being able to stop it. Their actions were... disgusting, and humiliating. I didn’t want to be a Deane for a long time after that.”

Jack nodded. Still a tinge of doubt in his gaze, but he was warming to her. 

Charlie wondered if he’d be as accepting of Lucas and Riley. 

Michael got up and started pacing. “They have been gone a long time. It’s not like Melinda. It’s definitely not like William. He always checks in.” 

“This Eva girl,” started Jack. “She sounds pretty hell-bent on revenge. And if she’s got Feyks working with her... they are tricky, spiteful creatures. I hate to say it, but Melinda and this Lucas might have gotten themselves caught.”

Michael hoped if that were true, that they were at least with Emily. It wasn’t a bright spot so much as a tiny comfort, that she was not alone after suffering through watching Eva kill her father. 

“Even if they did get caught, where’s William? It’s not like him not to report in. Especially if something did happen to Melinda, or Lucas. He’d have reported that to us. He was on their trail. He should have found them easily,” insisted Charlie. 

“It was in Melinda’s dream,” reminded Michael. “She said that Riley’s rage kept building, and from what I heard coming out of the kid’s mouth, I’d say that for whatever reason he’s aiming all his rage at William.”

“Riley isn’t a kid,” argued Lizzy. She didn’t care for the demeaning tone in which he said it. She was getting a little tired of the whole Deanes suck thing. 

“It’s not because he’s a Deane,” clarified Michael. “I’m being the overprotective big brother. Any guy that dates my sister,” Jack hissed, cutting Michael off. 

“Are you telling me that my baby girl is dating a Deane?”

“Um, yeah, Dad. Sorry. I was going to tell you earlier, but it felt like I was hitting you with a lot.” Charlie threw Michael a glare, and Lizzy a please just deal for now gaze. 

“Yeah, I could have been more tactful,” apologized Michael. “But we’re kind of out of our comfort zone here anyway, don’t you think? We don’t have time to play all nice nice. People are missing. The shit pile can’t get much higher. We need to do something, now.” 

“Okay, let’s just all settle down a little,” said Jack. “Me included. This is all just...”

“A lot, Dad. We know.” Michael smiled weakly. “My mind is starting to imagine many frightening scenarios as to what’s going on. I need to be doing something.” 

“I understand,” replied Jack. “But it’s important to remember that all details are important, and we must be prepared before taking action. Running into an unknown situation unprepared, never ends well.”

Charlie and Michael looked at their father, soaking in every word. 

“Now,” continued Jack. “There are ways to immobilize a vampire. William is not untouchable, however fearsome a foe he can be.” 

“I just can’t imagine William falling for something like that. Getting himself caught.” Charlie shrugged indifferently. “It’s never happened since I’ve known him.” 

“Nor in mine, but we all have weaknesses,” cautioned Jack. “Even vampires.” 

“And we all know William’s is Melinda,” stated Lizzy. 

“What?” said Charlie.  

“Um,” she cleared her throat, after mistakenly saying that aloud. It was her turn to stumble over her unintended words. “I just mean he cares about you all, very much, and if she or any of you were caught by the enemy...” 

“I don’t think that’s what you meant,” Jack disputed tightly. “Rage spells have to start with a spark of reality. If Riley’s anger is centered on William, he at least believes that William is a rival. I have to say, I’m not sure which scenario I disapprove of more, Melinda dating a Deane or a vampire...” Apparently, Jack was not going to go easy on Lucas or Riley, the Deane’s of today.

Lizzy tried not to take offense of his Deane disapproval. Charlie threw her an apologetic look. She shrugged it off apprehensively. She’d just unintentionally given away William’s secret. 

Jack had nothing against William finding happiness; he loved him like family. 

However, his daughter was off limits. She had a responsibility to carry on the Howard bloodline. 

But mixing Deane blood with Howard blood? 

It had never been done. Even back when their families were allies; no Deane and Howard had ever married or had a child together. 

Two powerful witch families coming together in one bloodline; a child with a witch as a mother and a father... the potential was unlimited. 

From a professional standpoint, it didn’t sound like such a bad idea. 

But on a personal level, maybe Melinda would move on from this Riley. He could only hope. 

Michael’s memories flicked back to an earlier conversation with Melinda, after he’d caught her straddling Riley in the basement. She’d dismissed the subject of why Riley would take his rage out against William. 

Why was everything so obvious to him in hindsight? The outliers of the emotions had been there, but he had not pressed the issue. Was it possible for his sister to fall for someone uncontroversial? Maybe just a normal human guy... 

He kept all this to himself. It didn’t matter at this point.

Charlie could not grasp his head around the idea. He’d seen Melinda flirt with the vampire many times, but always in jest. Never seriously. “Melinda’s always had a teenage crush on William, there’s nothing more to it than that. I would know.”

“She’s not a teen anymore, Charlie,” reminded Michael. 

“Yeah, well, whatever, I don’t want to think about who she wants to date. I just want to get her home, and safe again. And then, we are sitting down to have ourselves a serious talk,” he clipped his words, clearing his throat. “Sorry, Dad. It’s going to take some time to get used to you being around again.”

Jack gave him a pained smile. Proud, but also sad, for the position he’d left his son in. The eldest. The one in charge. More a father now than brother. 

“Yes. Well. Back to the task at hand. If they have been caught by the enemy, this makes us greatly outnumbered.” 

“I say we storm in and attack, tonight,” urged Charlie. “I don’t think they’ll expect that.” And like his brother, the need to physically do something was mounting by the minute. 

“I’m in,” chimed Michael in decisive agreement. 

“No. We will not attack tonight,” refuted their father. “There’s a good chance they are expecting it, and we would be ill prepared and most likely fail. Making this already dangerous situation even harder to overcome.” 

“Sorry,” spoke up Lizzy. “I’m with your father on this one. Like he said earlier, you go in all cocked and loaded without preparing first nothing good’s going to come of that. We’ll just get ourselves caught and then who’s going to come to the rescue?”

“I don’t think I can just sit back and wait,” grumbled Charlie. The shock of his father’s return was ebbing, his fears surfacing. “Who knows what they’re doing to them right now? We’ve seen what Eva is capable of.” 

Michael nodded. He could not vocalize what it did to him to think of his sister or his girlfriend in Eva’s clutches.

“I have brothers in trouble, too. I still think it’s a bad idea to rush in tonight.” Lizzy’s voice was sympathetic, but determined. 

“You’ve known them for a few weeks,” retorted Charlie heartlessly. 

She stood up and folded her arms, glaring at him hotly. “Meaning I care less than you do?” 

“I’m sorry, Lizzy. That came out very wrong.” 

“Yeah, it did,” she responded harshly. “It’s a bit cliché, but my father taught me that only fools rush in.”

“Then I guess I’m a fool.” He was ready to go, now. He didn’t want to wait. 

“Not if you listen to your father, Charlie. He’s right on this.” 

Michael had to stifle a grin. He’d never seen his brother put in his place by anyone other than William. 

Jack’s eyes danced, watching Charlie interact with Lizzy. It was reminiscent of him and Catherine. He was starting to like this Lizzy a little more.  

“The idea of waiting...” Charlie shook his head, giving in with an anxious sigh. “How do we figure out what’s going on, then? If the Feyk and Eva, or Riley I guess, somehow managed to catch William off guard, and took him as their prisoner, what chance do we have?” 

“The exact reason we cannot fly in and attack now,” explained Jack. “It won’t be easy, knowing people you love are in the hands of the enemy, but we must prepare. Battles do not get won by rushing in. And let’s give William a little more time. He’s gotten out of some pretty hairy situations before. He might not be caught, just investigating. We don’t know for sure, yet.”  

“Okay,” accepted Charlie. “You’re right, Dad. It’s just, the thought of Melinda and Emily, Lucas, or William being in the hands of a mad woman capable of killing on a whim is shredding my insides.” 

“You got that right,” agreed Michael. 

Jack looked at his two sons, gazing back at him like two lost lambs, soaking in his every word as gospel, as if he had every right answer, and every right move. 

Did he? He had no idea... 
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SUNRISE ARRIVED WITH no sign of, or contact with, William. 

No word from Melinda, Emily or Lucas.

It left a dark pit expanding inside each of them.  

Jack Howard was starting to feel a bit more like himself again, although he was glad they were busy; it kept him focused on helping his sons, rather than the fact that he’d been out of their lives for so long and that his wife had died. 

Mack arrived just before dawn, with no news other than all of a sudden like, the strange looking men, a.k.a. Feyk sightings, had stopped. Completely. No new sightings all night. 

No one assumed this was good news. After that, Mack spent the next hour visiting with Jack. As shocked and pleased as the rest of them to see her lifelong friend alive and well. 

It was hard to rejoice in the fact that their father was home when people they cared about deeply were missing, and presumed prisoners of either Eva Jordan, the Feyk or most likely, both. 

They had spent the night in William’s study, making various plans of attack based on numerous different possible scenarios. Jack was certain that their enemies would reach out to them, somehow, at some point, with demands. That they were holding everyone as leverage; they assumed, to make certain he opened the door to the power source. 

After a few cups of coffee, Mack announced she had to leave. 

“I’ll expect you guys to keep me updated as things progress. I’ll do whatever I can to help. But as of thirty minutes from now, I’m on parade duty. Seems weird to be having a parade with all this bularky going on.”

“Parade?” questioned Charlie. 

“It’s the Fourth of July,” reminded Mack. 

“Right, one of the busiest days of the year for tourists to come to the Isle,” said Michael. A day they had planned to spend together as a family this year. He’d even told Emily they’d make sure to get her father to tag along. A stabbing pain pinched his heart. 

Mack nodded with a stiff huff. “This concerns me, too. A lot of extra people to look out for. But the Isle has the most famous fireworks display on the Maine coastline. Not like we can just cancel. People travel some long distances to see it, and it lights up the sky for miles.”

“And don’t forget about the noise, and all night parties,” noted Michael. Parties he used to frequent and enjoy.

Lizzy’s head shot up, a gasp on the cusp of her tongue. Her eye caught Charlie’s, and he nodded in silent agreement. 

“What?” asked Michael, not catching up to their thinking. 

Jack let out a sigh, getting it now too. “It would be the perfect distraction,” he reveled. “The entire island will be focused on the fireworks.” 

“The Feyk might expect it,” warned Charlie. Still, he allowed himself a glimmer of hope. They were moving forward, coming up with a real plan. 

“Even if they did expect it,” said Michael, understanding their idea now, “it would give us some cover, and keep the tourists out of harm’s way.”  

“It’s the best frigging idea we’ve come up with all night,” bellowed Lizzy. 

“Can we get prepared in time?” Charlie asked his father. Just a short time ago he’d wanted to rush in and attack, now an entire day didn’t seem like it was enough time. 

“I think whether the Feyk expect it or not, it’s a good cover. We’ll have darkness on our side. Possibly the element of surprise. The fireworks will cloak the sounds of a battle. And tourists will be safely watching the fireworks.”

Michael pursed his lips. 

“You don’t agree?” Charlie asked. 

“No, I think it’s a good plan as well, but will the fireworks give us enough time? The show lasts, what, about forty minutes or so?” he directed at Mack. 

“Thereabouts, yes.” 

“Everything would have to be timed so perfectly,” said Lizzy. “No mistakes. No surprises.”

“And when is there ever no surprises,” droned Charlie. 

“What if I could get you more time?” asked Mack. 

“How?” returned Michael. 

“We get the locals to help.”

“That’s potentially dangerous,” worried Jack. 

“I’m not talking about taking part in the battle. Just adding some time to the distraction. Perhaps starting the distraction earlier than anticipated...” 

“You mean get the show going early, just in case the Feyk are expecting us to attack when the Isle’s show starts tonight?” confirmed Charlie. 

She nodded. 

“I don’t think they’d be expecting that,” agreed Jack.

“How exactly would the locals help out?” questioned Michael. 

“By shooting off every damn firework they can get their hands on. I can make it rain fireworks all damn day and night if I need to.” She stopped and let out a hearty laugh. “I always knew all those confiscated fireworks would come in handy someday.” 

“Yeah, plus most locals and tourists buy a ton to shoot off as well,” said Charlie. “They go off all night long most years.” 

“But to start it early is a smart plan,” said Jack. “The Feyk would have no idea it wasn’t normal. It would give us our best chance to strike with any possibility of surprise on our side.”

“Or at the least, time it to our liking,” said Charlie. 

“Yes,” agreed his father. “We control when it begins. It gives us the upper hand.” His eyes gleamed in agreement with his son. The plan was forming. 

“I might need some help organizing,” advised Mack. “The locals will all be at the parade, if not in the parade. I’ll pass it along for them to meet me after.”

“Tell them to meet you at the Wicked Muddy Cafe,” suggested Michael, thinking back to what Grace had told him during her visit to White Pines. “I’ll go with you,” he offered. “Help spread the word and explain.” Grace had said the locals had been talking, wishing they could help in some way. 

“Sounds good,” said Mack, nodding in approval. “I’ve been thinking too, even if we didn’t seek out the local’s help that we need to give them some warning. I think they have a right to know that the Isle’s under serious attack. They understand what living here means, but this is different. This hasn’t happened since...”

“Since my family started a war,” finished Lizzy on her behalf. 

“Sorry. No offense. Just stating the facts.”

“I would too.” 

Mack shrugged. “Should they be warned? What do you guys think? I don’t want to start a panic. We have a lot of extra people on the Isle with no idea that the fantasies they come here to revel in are actually real.”

Charlie and Michael turned to Jack. He in turn said, “What are your opinions, Boys?”

Charlie contemplated. “I think you’re right, Mack. But to what level they should be told...” he shook his head. 

Michael agreed. “They should be told. They have a right to know. But I would impress the whole no need to start a panic or mass evacuation... not easy I realize, but I think I can help you with that. I’m kind of thinking we should figure out a way to close the park. Can’t chance tourists coming across the Feyk.”  

“That’s going to be a tall order, but I was thinking the same.” The sheriff nodded.  

Jack grinned, pleased. “You’ve always been good at this sort of thing, Michael.” He liked seeing his son take the reins, speaking to the townsfolk. 

“Have I?” He always felt the opposite. Even if he had, he had never enjoyed it. Somehow, just now though, it felt right.

“Yes. You have a way of smoothing things over. I used to see it all the time between you and your siblings,” chuckled Jack. 

“Guess that’s just the middle child in me,” he jabbed. 

“Don’t discount your empathy, either, Son. It may not be an easy burden to carry, but it will help you in a job like this. And frankly, Charlie, you’re good at many things but, public speaking and public relations,” he shook his head wearing a bemused grin. 

“No argument here,” agreed Charlie.

“Let me guess,” said Lizzy. “You lose your temper and go all wolfy on everyone.”

Charlie smirked and rolled his eyes at her simple, yet poignant, explanation of his temperament. “I’m much better on the front lines or behind the scenes.” 

“Regardless,” said Jack. “It’s a good position for you, Michael. I see you doing well in this.”

“Thanks, Dad.” I can’t believe he’s really back. Michael couldn’t express what this did inside him. He never realized just how much he missed his father. He cast an overwhelmed glance at his brother. They wore the same look. 

Once they’d gotten through this day, and gotten everyone out of the clutches of the Feyk, and dealt with Eva Jordan, things would be different. A good different. 

Jack caught Mack’s eye, her gaze penetrating, as if trying to read his mind. 

Just what are you up to, Jack Howard? Something she saw in his gaze disturbed her. Jack was always a doting father, but it felt like he was preparing his sons to continue on, alone. She shook it off, supposing they had to be prepared for any scenario. 

“You ready then, Mr. Spokesman,” said the sheriff to Michael. 

Michael shuddered. It sounded so official and final. Like he’d just been hired for a job he wasn’t even certain he was ready for or wanted. “I don’t have to wear a suit do I?”

Mack let out a sharp cackle. “C’mon, Kid. Although you’d look mighty damn fine in one. I’d sure as hell let my eyes linger.” She tossed him a playful wink. 

Michael rolled his eyes and ventured toward the front door. “Wish me luck,” he called out, waving goodbye. 

Mack cast a glance at the others. “We’re going to get everyone back, safe and sound. You all just remember that.” She followed Michael out the front door. 

“Okay then,” started Charlie. “Lizzy, from what I’ve heard, you’re good at making potions. Would you mind helping me out? We’re going to need as many as we can make.”

“Of course.” She headed into the kitchen, making herself at home. 

“William...” Charlie stopped himself, shaking his head. “Sorry. So used to William being here. So stupid of me.” 

“Why don’t you go help Lizzy, Charlie,” said Jack. “If you don’t mind, I need a little time. I’ve got a few things I’d like to do and honestly now that I’m free of the Hunter, I’m starting to feel like I haven’t showered, shaved, or changed my clothes in four years.” The excuse sounded lame, but he did need a bit of time alone.  

Charlie chuckled understandingly. “I can’t even imagine. We’ll be in the kitchen.”

Jack Howard headed to what he hoped was still his bedroom. 

It was. 

They hadn’t moved or changed a thing. In four years. All their clothes and belongings were in the same places they had always been. Maintained and cleaned, but gratefully, something that was as his memory remembered it. 

He reached into a drawer and grabbed a notebook and pen. 

He sat down at a small desk and started to write. 

William,

My longest friend in this world. I write this letter in case things tonight go badly and I don’t have the chance to speak with you in person. I realize in my short time back that I’m living on borrowed time.

First, I must thank you on behalf of Catherine and myself for looking out for our children after our sudden departure from your lives. I cannot express what your presence in their lives, means to me. You have kept them alive and seen them through difficult times, and for this, I am forever grateful.

Second, there is something that’s become painfully obvious to me in my short hours back on the Isle. There is something I must ask of you... 

Jack stopped and set down the pen and tossed the letter, leaning his head onto his hands. It tore at him, what he needed to ask of William. He needed to think hard and fast on it, making certain he secured his children’s future, as well as the safety of The Demon Isle. 
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CHARLIE ENTERED THE kitchen, watching Lizzy gathering ingredients. Almost like she belonged there. 

“I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I didn’t mean to be such a dimwit earlier. You love your family, and I know that. My wolfy temper does tend to flare and make me say stupid things.”

“Don’t worry about it. I did the same thing to your father right after he got here. I was pissed at Lucas for flying off with Melinda like he did. He’s like a lost puppy. Has no idea what goes on around here. How dangerous it can be. He hasn’t accepted his heritage at all, and it makes him an easy target who can’t defend himself. And he’s dragging his brother down with him.” 

“I’d like to disagree with you on that, but I wasn’t terribly thrilled with the idea myself. Lucas or Melinda going off like that. She’s still pretty new at some of this, too.” 

“Let’s just hope they’re all right. Is your father okay?” she asked, changing the subject. 

“I do not imagine so. It’s all got to be hitting him pretty hard at this point. All the time he’s been gone. All that’s happened. All he’s lost. I’m sure he needs a bit of time to decompress.” 

“I can sympathize,” replied Lizzy. “We got this anyway. Let him rest a bit.” 

“I suppose if anyone did understand, it would be you. How are you managing, anyway?” Charlie grabbed bottles of herbs for potion making while she responded.  

“Fine. Sometimes, not so fine. It’s an adjustment. But I’m fairly certain that even on my worst day, living, I’d take it a thousand times over versus being a ghast again. Hand me that cattail, would you? And the lady slipper.” 

“What are you making?” he asked, handing them over.

“I was going to make an explosive, but then I decided it might be more prudent to have some cover in addition to the fireworks. So I’m making a cloaking potion.”

“I’ve never heard of that. But I definitely agree with explosive. I can make those.” There was an impassioned eagerness in his words.  

She nodded, but with a smirk on her face.

“What?” 

“Men... you’re always so excited to blow things up.”

“Yes. Well. Me, Man. Like things go BOOM!”

She laughed lightly, shaking her head. 

“So what’s the cloaking potion?” he asked curiously.  

“It’s for us. We drink it, and for about six to maybe seven minutes, you can’t be seen.”

“I had no idea that even existed.”

“It has its drawbacks.”

“Like?”

“Like no one can see you, including the people you want to be seen by. You’re invisible, but not impenetrable. You can still get hurt. And you have to work fast because the magic wears off fast.” 

“So we can be heard?” he clarified. 

“Yes. Another major drawback, if you happen to be heavy footed, or a mouth breather.” 

Charlie snickered at her lack of eloquence in explaining. “Still, I can see the advantage of it.”

“I think so as well.” 

They each kept at it, assisting each other when possible, filling vial after vial with potions for the upcoming battle. 

After a couple hours, Lizzy noticed Charlie looking away, just as she made eye contact with him. It was obvious he wanted to ask something, but didn’t dare. After a while, when he didn’t, she got annoyed and stopped what she was doing. 

“What’s on your mind, Charlie?” 

“Nothing,” he insisted poorly.  

“Right...” 

He let out a sigh. “It’s about something you said earlier, it shouldn’t bother me, and it’s not that it bothers me, exactly, I just can’t wrap my brain around it.” 

“You’re talking about the Melinda and William thing,” she guessed.  

“I thought she liked Riley. I guess I’m confused.”

“She’s young. You fall in love a lot when you’re young. And sometimes you love more than one person at a time when you’re young.”

“I’m not that much older than her.”

“Ah, but you’re a man. Men fall hard. And once they do, that’s it. First true love equals final true love. At least that’s what my father told me. And my fiancé.”

“I forget you had this entire life that you lost out on. But you can’t be much older than Melinda, either?”

“Is that a sneaky way of asking me how old I am? 

He shrugged in a, you caught me manner. 

“Twenty-five, in human years, and yes, I fell in love quite a few times before I met my fiancé.” 

“I’m sorry you didn’t get to live out your life as you should have, Lizzy.”

“I’m all about the future now.” 

Charlie shook his head, sighing. “I’ve never seen William act like he’s in love with Melinda.”

“You’re not going to let it go, are you?” she groaned. She didn’t wait for his reply. “Sometimes it’s hardest to see the things happening right in front you. And just because he loves her doesn’t mean he’ll ever admit it, or act on it. In fact, I think he means not to. Ever. But would it be so bad if he did?” 

“I... I don’t know what to think about it. And to be honest, I kind of, maybe thought, you and William might be,” he didn’t finish. “You seemed to be hitting it off. You’ve both got that you’ve been around a really long time thing going on.” 

“I won’t admit to anything either way,” she replied, with a wink. “But there’s love, and then there’s the need to... not feel alone. And William is lonely. That’s something I do understand.”

“He’s got us,” argued Charlie.

“And I have my new brothers, but sometimes that’s not enough. Sometimes you need someone who understands where you came from; like you said, we’ve been around a long time. And sometimes you need a more intimate connection. Even vampires need to get...”

“Don’t finish that sentence,” appealed Charlie. “Not a picture I need in my head. Especially if it involves my sister.”

“Everyone needs release, Charlie. It’s just the facts of life.”  

He did understand that. He’d been seeing the Guardian, Nina, in secret for years, before Eva killed her. And he’d been sleeping with Eva, unconsciously, because his wolf craved it. 

“Love and lust are definitely two different beasts,” he decided to agree. 

“You’ve never been in love, have you?” 

“No. Not if it really does happen like your father and fiancé spoke of.”

“Ever been close?”

“No.” 

“Being too picky are we?”

“No. Definitely not, just haven’t met the right woman, I guess. I have not had that, wow, I just fell hard, moment.”

“She would have to be someone extra special, wouldn’t she? I mean, you are Charlie Howard, after all.”

Charlie let out a flustered huff. 

Lizzy was right though, even though she was teasing him. 

She would have to be someone special. Someone extraordinary. Someone he could trust implicitly. Someone that understood what being married to him meant. He wasn’t sure that woman existed. 

Her life would not be easy. 

It would also be dangerous; not only because he was a witch, but also because he was a werewolf. He might be protected with the Guardian’s ring, but not her. 

A single, accidental bite would change her life, forever. 

Who would take on, or be able to handle, such a volatile relationship? 

And having children, he didn’t even know if it was possible. It was his responsibility to carry on the family bloodline. But if that wasn’t safe for him to do, could he ask that of a woman? A life without children... 

“Apparently, I’ve brought up a sore subject,” said Lizzy, apologetically.

He shrugged. “It’s a subject that’s been on my mind.”

“Because of Eva,” she guessed perceptively. 

“Yes and no. Eva... when she told me she was pregnant, I freaked out. Closed down. Thought I was going to have to choose her over my family. Thought for sure I’d doomed her to a painful death. A werewolf baby... I just can’t imagine it, and I thought Eva was human. There’s just so many questions I don’t have the answers to.” He was surprised that he admitted this to Lizzy. But it felt good to get it off his chest. “Of course now I don’t give a shit what happens to her, and would prefer a very painful death.” His eyes widened in disbelief over the whole situation. 

Lizzy agreed. “I can’t answer many questions on the subject, Charlie. However, I can tell you if she’d actually been pregnant, she would have survived it, being that she was a wolf.” 

He pulled a Jack Howard, getting tongue-tied, the words getting all jumbled together. He wanted to ask what she meant, and how she knew this.

“Back when I was a human, so long, long ago,” she explained as if reading his mind, “my family was friends with a clan of werewolves. They were a peaceful clan, no idea if they still exist or not. And it was not here on the Isle, obviously. I was young when I visited them, maybe nine or so. I don’t remember a lot. But they had children. I played with them. Of course, both parents in that case were werewolves. And so were their children.”

“Hm,” was all he could answer, his mind reeling. “We’ve done so much research on the subject, and yet I did not know that.”

“You mean, William’s done a lot of research,” she scolded, playfully. 

“Yeah.” He frowned. “There’s so many things I don’t know. Sometimes, I feel like I really suck at my job.”

“You live in a small world here, Charlie. But you’ll be pleased to know there is a solution to that problem.” He waited for her explanation. “Pick up a book now and then.” 

“Right. Books...” murmured Charlie, his eyes glazing over. 

Lizzy grinned. 

“I usually leave the heavy reading to William. I prefer the hands on work. And speaking of that,” he turned off the stove, another explosive potion ready for the upcoming combat. He slid it to a cold burner to cool. 

He let out a cleansing breath. None of this future talk mattered right now. Not until he was certain they all had a future. The night’s impending battle rattled its way back into his brain. 

He glanced at the clock. Just going on ten-thirty in the morning. 

He looked down at his cell phone. Not a single call. From anyone. No sign of William. 

Charlie didn’t care whether he’d ever fall in love. 

Or if William loved his sister, or she, him. 

Right now, he’d give just about anything to find out they were safe. And if together, he knew without a doubt that William would see to it nothing happened to her. 

The pit in his gut returned, knotting, and tightening. 

He leaned against the kitchen island his arms holding him up, letting out an uneasy breath.  

“We’re going to find them,” comforted Lizzy. “Luckily, they have us, and we aren’t the giving up types.”

“It’s just the not knowing. Not knowing if Eva is hurting them. What if they are...” Lizzy reached across the island and placed her hand on his, her gaze still focused on her potion in front of her.  

“Get back to work,” she ordered him kindly. “We can’t help them by standing around worrying about it. What’s done, is done and,” her head flicked upward as Charlie let out a robust exhale. 

“What?” she asked, concerned.  

“Sorry. Nothing. You’re right.” 

He felt like he’d just been in a head-on collision. 

No, more like the ground had been pulled out from under his feet. 

Lizzy had sounded so much like his mother just then. 

It brought an instant deja vu of her standing in the same spot, saying the same thing. His mind’s eye almost saw her there, next to Lizzy, comforting him, at the same time passing along a very loud, very clear, message. 

Message received, Mom. He had to say it. If even in his mind. It almost brought a tear to his eye. The meaning of it digging into him, creating a new pit, this one deep inside his soul. 

He looked up to see his father in the doorway. He’d heard it too. Although Charlie was sure it meant something different to him. 

“Hey, Dad. Did you get some rest?” 

His father nodded, entering. 

Lizzy saw him and grinned. “Don’t you look dashing all cleaned up?”

Charlie noted in his father’s demeanor that he’d warmed up to Lizzy. 

“It is sort of miraculous, what a hot shower and a shave can do. So where are we at in here?”

Charlie caught him up, while brewing up a new potion. 

“Looks like we’re coming right along,” said his father. “No contact with anyone I take it?”  

“No. Nothing. They haven’t made contact with any demands. What if something else happened to them? Something completely unrelated,” said Charlie. 

“I suppose it’s possible. It’s just not likely,” replied Jack. “Still, I thought for sure we’d hear something by now. That they’d offer some sort of trade, or deal.” 

“They don’t know we’re planning on attacking tonight,” reminded Charlie. “We could be working on two different timelines. Or maybe like you thought, Dad, they did expect we’d go rushing in last night.”

“And if that is the case,” said Lizzy, “we’ve thrown them off, and hopefully they don’t suspect an attack tonight.”

“I just hate to think what Eva might do if we don’t live up to her expectations,” insinuated Charlie. “If she hurts any of them...” He had to fight the urge to rush out right that minute to see what exactly was going on. They only assumed they were at White Pines, but they were not even certain about that. 

No. They wanted the power source. It’s where they’d be. 

“Let’s just keep at it,” encouraged Jack. “Day’s ticking away.”

“Yeah, it is,” agreed Charlie. “Too bad William isn’t here he’d whip through all these in minutes.”

“You depend on him a lot,” noted Lizzy. 

“He’s good at what he does. He’s got hundreds of years of knowledge at his disposal. He doesn’t sleep. He likes a good challenge. I don’t know how we’d get through a day without him. Hell, an afternoon...”  

Jack nodded, understanding. Feeling more confident by the minute that he’d made the right request in his letter to William. 
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MORNING HAD COME, AND with it clouds and drizzle. It also arrived without rescue. Melinda sniffled in exhausted despair. She’d thought her brothers would have come for them by now. Why hadn’t they? 

She’d obeyed William’s last words and kept her eyes shut all night. When it had started to lighten through her lids, she dared to open them, but kept her gaze down at her feet. 

She had not heard any sounds coming from William in hours and wished desperately his voice would enter her mind again, so she’d know he was still alive. At the same time, wishing they’d just let him die and end his torture.

She shivered uncontrollably, fighting a level of cold she’d never experienced before. Her hair had never quite dried after Riley’s icy bucket of water, and it now matted to her face. 

Her voice was nearly gone from screaming and sobbing throughout the night. Her eyes swollen and head pounding incessantly. Her arms and legs had gone numb from exposure and being bound to the stake. 

You deserve every bit of it. It’s nothing, nothing compared to William... 

She’d taken a chance glance at the iron cage and noticed Emily had awakened. She just leaned against the bars of the cage looking as weary and dead as Melinda felt. She’d heard when Lucas awakened, a few hours earlier. His shouts had momentarily drowned out William’s, begging his brother to stop. Calling out to Melinda. 

She did not reply. No words would form when she tried. Shouting would take such effort if it wasn’t just mindless desperation. 

Lucas had gotten so desperate to get out and stop his brother that he attempted to use magic. It hadn’t worked. Not because he failed, but because the cage he was imprisoned in was a magic-proof cage. 

Melinda had listened to the Feyk named Stricker, explaining it to Eva. It was a creation he was quite proud of. Magic could get in, but not out. Any spell Lucas tried fizzled and died. 

Riley ignored his brother’s pleas, and Lucas was forced to give up after Stricker threatened to knock him out again. Lucas decided he’d rather be conscious. 

But they were all helpless. 

Stuck. 

Unable to do anything to help William, or escape. Or reach out for help. 
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INSIDE THE CAGE, LUCAS rubbed Emily’s arms, trying to warm her. 

“No one knows we’re here,” she whimpered.

“Someone will come,” he tried to comfort. 

Emily leaned against the cage bars, staring into nothing. Her eyes a blank slate. The beautiful, light in the room, Emily... broken. 

He sucked in, sitting down on the ground next to her. 

There was nothing else to do. 

But wait. 

And watch. 

And listen. 

All things that drove him mad. 

He couldn’t believe that his brother was capable of such terrible acts. He knew it was a spell, but how could magic turn him in such a horrific manner? And not just towards William, but Melinda, too. Riley was a lover, not a fighter. 

And yet he’d left her bound to that stake all night as he tortured William. 

Lucas thought he was having a nightmare. When he’d first regained consciousness after getting knocked out by the Feyk. To awaken locked in a cage, his brother shooting fireballs at the vampire. Feyk hanging around watching like it was an afternoon sporting event. Eva Jordan, goading his brother, delighting in every strike. 

Try as he might, he had to look. After, it had taken everything not to hurl. How was William even still alive? How did evil like this exist? If this is what magic did to people, he wanted nothing to do with it. 

He’d turned his attention to keeping Emily awake and conscious. She was in shock, and denial, he guessed. He was also growing more concerned about Melinda with each passing hour. Even from his cage, he could tell she needed serious medical attention. She’d been out in the cold all night and was wet, exhausted and traumatized. And if like him, had a nasty gash on her head from being knocked out by the Feyk. 

If only Riley would speak to him. Alone. Maybe he could talk him into freeing her. But Eva Jordan and Stricker were always just a few steps away. 

Emily looked like she needed medical attention as well. She was in shock over what Eva had done to her father and he wasn’t sure how else to help her, other than talk to her and try to keep her warm. Emily hadn’t been able to tell him what had happened. However, Eva made sure to rub it in on more than one occasion. 

Now that day had come, the summer heat would return. 

“This is why I despise magic,” Lucas uttered from inside the cage. If he ever got out, he was taking his brother away from this place, for good. Coming to The Demon Isle had been a mistake. 
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MELINDA’S EYES CLOSED, her head dropping fast. The movement startled her awake.  She didn’t think she was actually falling asleep. More likely passing out. Maybe, if she was lucky, she’d just slip into a coma and live her remaining hours unconsciously. 

She had no one to blame other than herself. It was her fault she was bound to a stake. It was her fault that William was being tortured, barely clinging to life. He suffered beyond imagining because she loved him, and Riley knew this, which sparked a jealous rage thanks to the Feyk. 

No, thanks to me. Because I didn’t tell him. 

Melinda jumped when Eva Jordan’s cutting voice taunted William. Her hatred for this woman was much deeper than anything she ever thought possible of herself. 

“William, William,” Eva sang in gratified song. “You’re looking so... no, make that smelling, nice and toasty. Nearly done, I’d say.” 

Melinda thought she might vomit. 

Eva’s heartless laugh forged its way into Melinda’s brain, getting stuck there, replaying over and over.  

“You ready to beg for death yet? We can get the little witch lit up in a jiff, fry her, and end your pathetic existence.” 

Melinda couldn’t take anymore. 

William’s torment would continue until Riley either shot an accidental deathblow, or until the pain became so excruciating that William gave in, and begged for release. He might not have been human, but even a vampire could only take so much. 

Melinda’s breath hitched shakily when footsteps approached her. She kept her head down and refused to look. Someone climbed her pyre.  

“Hi, Baby. You look tired.” Riley lifted her head. 

He never called her Baby. The way it slipped off his tongue made her cringe. 

Like it was some form of possession. Or ownership. 

He pushed the hair out of her face; she shuddered as his fingers crawled down her cheek. 

“Don’t touch me.” She turned her head away, uncaring if he got angry. It wasn’t her Riley touching her. It was a psychotic stranger. 

“Oh, so you can tie me up and have your way with me, but I’m not allowed to do the same?”

“No,” she stammered. “I was trying to help you. You’re just,” she couldn’t say it. 

“I’m just what?” 

She didn’t answer. 

His fingers drew against her chin forcing her gaze on him. “Last I recall you wanted me to bend you over a chair in the vampire’s study.”

“I think you’re remembering wrong,” she gasped out.

“Playing innocent are we?”

She said nothing. 

“You’re not innocent at all, are you?”

She said nothing. 

“How many guys did you give it up to before I came along?”

Melinda opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came out. This rage spell was so much more than just being angry or jealous. It was amplifying every emotion, insecurity or thought Riley had. And all topics that were private. And secret. And personal. So very personal. 

“You... you know it wasn’t like that,” she attempted to argue. “There was just the one guy and he,” she didn’t finish. This was too much. Too personal. And what was the point? 

“Right, the guy that hurt you.” 

“Why are you doing this?” Riley had some serious trust issues. “You had a girlfriend before me.” She tried to change the subject, to talk about anything other than Jerkwad. 

“So what did the guy do to you?” Riley ignored her attempt. “I want you to tell me.”

“Why?” she cried. “Why does it matter what he did to me? He hurt me, isn’t that enough?” 

“Did he? Maybe it wasn’t him. Maybe it was you. You’re just like my ex-girlfriend, can’t be happy with just one guy. Maybe he asked you to be honest with him, and you promised you would, but then you lied. Did he really hurt you, Melinda? Or did you hurt him?”

A part of Melinda knew this was her fault. She’d planted these seeds and now she was sowing the repercussions. He had needed honesty from her, and she had promised knowing she would not actually be honest. 

But she was too tired to care. Too angry. Too hurt. Too worried about William. Too scared for her family and friends. Too everything... 

“You want the truth, Riley,” she replied flatly. “He treated me just like you are, right now. Like a cheap date. Like he did me a favor by sticking his dick in me... is that what you want to hear? Is that honest enough for you?” 

“And what about the vampire? How many times have you been with him since you started dating me?”

“What?”

“Really, playing innocent again?”

“Riley, please... just stop.” 

He let out a dark laugh. “Still, even now, you try to protect him. It all comes back to William. Dear, almost dead, William... you just don’t want the vampire to hear how I fucked you in the quarry. How I had my fingers buried deep inside you in that cavern. How it was my name you called out-” 

“You make me sick, and you will never touch me again.” The words shocked her and at the moment she said them, they felt true. The thought of being with Riley after this was sickening.

A sharp sting slapped against her cheek. Melinda gasped, her breath caught. 

Lucas had seen Riley hit Melinda and shouted from his cage. “Don’t hurt her! You love her, remember?”

Melinda peered at Lucas, their silent exchange fixated on the helplessness of their situation. There was nothing either of them could say, or do, to change Riley’s actions at this point. 

And God, could William hear all of this? 

His torture wasn’t barbaric enough without listening to this? 

Riley turned and eyed his brother, hatred rising. He turned back to Melinda, with a convicting stare.

“The vampire’s almost dead, so what? You just move along to the next guy?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I saw how you looked at Lucas. I’m not blind!”

“Riley, please...” Melinda had no fight left. Even if the spell was broken and he was suddenly himself again, and remorseful, she saw no future with him. This thing, this spell, her mistake, had killed any chance they had. The idea of him close to her, touching her; she forced the thought down deep. 

“It doesn’t
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