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        The seventh book in the League of Vampires series brings you more witches, vampires, fae, shades, and sexy characters in swoonworthy romances and nail-biting action.

      

        

      
        When revenge is a being’s sole purpose in existence, does this soul burning passion for vengeance end after vindication is achieved?
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      The difference between Avellane and the human world was stark as Anissa and I stepped through the portal dividing the two.

      I blinked hard, still halfway in the realm we’d just left. No wonder Anissa liked it so much here.

      “You all right?” she asked with a knowing smile.

      “That place…” I shook my head, blowing out a sharp gust of air. “It’s beautiful.”

      “An understatement,” she murmured, looking back in the direction of the swirling energy vortex.

      Was there longing in her eyes? Yes, but not for the lush landscape or the heavy scent of flowers. She longed for her father’s happiness and was hurting on his behalf.

      I took her hand. “I’m sorry about Tabitha.”

      She pressed her lips together hard enough to make them all but disappear. “I can’t believe life is this cruel. I just found her again.”

      “I know.” I hoped mine was a reassuring tone. I knew how hard it was, losing her mother again.

      The fact was, Gregor’s and Felicity’s accounts made it seem fairly clear Tabitha had met a bad end. Anissa was right, and it was something I had known for a long time: life was cruel, especially in our world.

      She halted short of entering headquarters, pulling me to a stop along with her. “Promise me something, Jonah.”

      “Anything. You know that.”

      She bit her lip, eyes sparkling in the low light coming from the cathedral’s many windows.

      Sirene had lit the place up a little while we were gone.

      “Please, don’t squander the chance to patch things up with your father.”

      I couldn’t help my hackles going up a little at the mention of him. “It’s not the same situation,” I reminded her.

      “But it is. It is.”

      “You’re upset, and I understand. But it really isn’t the same. He’s not my father anymore—or didn’t you hear him insist so every time we’ve been together? He makes it a point to remind us whenever he gets the chance that he’s Fane now. Not Dommik. It simply isn’t the same.”

      “But if you had the chance, you wouldn’t waste it. Would you?”

      I sighed, doing what I could not to roll my eyes too obviously. She was only trying to do her best and fix relationships. It was her nature, much more so than the assassin Marcus had once turned her into. She cared deeply, passionately—sometimes too much.

      “No,” I admitted, the word wrenching itself from my chest. “I wouldn’t waste the chance. But there’s a lot more to it.”

      “It’s only I wouldn’t want you to ever look back and see the chances you wasted. That’s all. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone, but especially not somebody I love.”

      I raised her hand to my lips and planted a gentle kiss on the backs of her knuckles. “Which is why I love you. You have a good heart. And remember, there’s always a chance your mother survived whatever happened in ShadesRealm. Think of at what she’s already survived.”

      I loved Anissa. She was so much more fae than vampire, though I doubted she realized it. She didn’t quite have the mercenary ways of my kind, no matter how Marcus had tried to instill them in her.

      Her smile was wise, wistful. “I think there’s only so many second chances a person can have. You know what I mean? What if my mother used all of hers up?”

      I didn’t have an answer for that, but she wasn’t waiting for one.

      “Come on,” she whispered, squaring her thin shoulders. “You’ve got a bunch of vampires to look after.”

      “Thanks for the reminder.” I chuckled wryly in an attempt to add levity to the situation.

      As before, the interior of the cathedral was quiet. Too quiet.

      “What do I have to do to get these guards working?” I growled, forgetting about the conversation we’d had in favor of the seemingly hopeless situation I was in.

      “All’s quiet,” Anissa reasoned, her voice echoing despite how low she kept it. “That’s a good thing, right? We could’ve come back to World War Three. Let’s be grateful for small victories.”

      I snorted, glancing around. “You’re right. I’m too tense.”

      “Sirene’s enchantment is working, too,” she pointed out. “Keeping things under control.”

      That was what bothered me most, and she’d put her finger on it before I could. “Where is she, anyway?” I wondered aloud as we crossed the length of the Great Hall, wandering down the corridor leading to the room in which the guards had been playing cards, among other side rooms.

      They were all empty, silent except for a single guard who stood sentry at the back entrance.

      “Where’s the witch Sirene?” I asked him as I approached, my tone instantly turning clipped and official. They needed to know who was boss, even if it was only in the interim, until a new leader was put in charge of the League of Vampires.

      He shrugged. “I saw her once, I remember, but she was busy doing whatever it was she was doing. I haven’t seen her since.”

      How helpful.

      Only Anissa’s pointed stare at me over his shoulder kept me from pressing harder. I was far too wound up—never, in all the years I had led the Bourke clan, had I taken such a hard stance on those working under me. Not even in the early days immediately after the disappearance of my parents, when I’d been half out of my mind.

      “If you see her, let her know I’m looking for her.” I turned away before he could get a look at the conflict working its way across my face.

      I wanted to berate him, yell out my frustration at the sense that everything was slipping out from between my fingers like sand. I couldn’t seem to keep all the plates spinning at once, and it seemed as though my sanity was suffering as a result.

      “You have to relax a little,” Anissa whispered as we hurried side-by-side down the corridor.

      “You’re one to talk. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you relax.”

      “Right, right, and I’m sure I’d be just as tightly wound as you are if I were in your shoes. This has all happened so quickly, and I’m afraid you haven’t been able to catch up to it.”

      “You’re probably right.” I couldn’t remember the last time I’d drawn a deep, full breath.

      Maybe back when I proposed to Anissa, when we were alone. Why couldn’t we have more time like that? That was what I needed more than anything else.

      “Just calm down. Sirene’s around here somewhere. This place is huge, after all. The dungeons, maybe? She might have gone down there for the sake of checking on the prisoners, to be sure the enchantment kept the dungeon secure?”

      “Could be true.” I forced my muscles to relax, realizing how tight my shoulders, neck, and back were.

      Nobody respected a leader who led through intimidation—not for very long, at any rate. And anyone in the position to guard the cathedral labored under a rather violent, threatening leader for decades before I came on the scene. They were immune to me after having lived through Lucian for so long.

      With this in mind, I was much calmer as I descended into the dungeon. Sirene wasn’t there, either, and the guard couldn’t recall the last time he’d seen her.

      By this time, Anissa was starting to worry. “Where could she be? I hope the baby is all right.”

      All it did was give voice to the concern at the forefront of my thoughts all along. Fane’s request that I keep her and the baby safe rang in my ears as we picked up the speed with which we searched.

      “Jonah! Here!”

      In one of the small alcoves which peppered the ground level of the building, a small splash of blood had already half-dried on the stone floor.

      “No…” I looked around, panicking all over again. This couldn’t be happening.

      “Where would she go?” Anissa asked as we jogged side-by-side.

      “I have no idea. I don’t know how long it takes a half-vampire, half-witch baby to come to term.” I glanced at her from the corner of my eye.

      “How would I know?”

      “I thought you might have an idea, is all.”

      “Remember, I didn’t know I was half-fae until not long ago. I’ve never known a woman pregnant with a hybrid—at least, not that I was aware of at the time.”

      “Of course. I’m just grasping at straws.”

      A pitiful excuse, but true nonetheless. I was at sea, totally unaware of what the true emergency was. If the baby was early, that would only put more strain on Sirene—and she didn’t need any extra complications, as delivery could kill her under the best circumstances.

      “Poor Sirene,” she whispered, rubbing her hands together in anxiety. “She’s all alone somewhere. Do you think she’d go to the high-rise on her own?”

      “Maybe. Though she’d be running the risk of crossing paths with somebody less friendly than me.” But if she was in labor, she’d want to be someplace more comfortable than headquarters—and more welcoming.

      “Should we course back there?”

      We stepped out of the building, and the sight of miles of abandoned, overgrown space in all directions did little to soothe my nerves.

      Or Anissa’s, judging from the way she plucked at her fingernails. “It will take a little time to get there, but it’s better than wasting any further time here.”

      “It makes sense,” I admitted, although it didn’t feel quite right to me. Some instinct urged me to stay put, to keep searching. I was never the type to pay heed to superstition or anything like it, but there was no denying some force larger than myself held me in place. The presence of her baby, my half-sibling?

      Who knew what an unborn witch or warlock was capable of?

      A soft groan floated to my ears on the breeze. Anissa’s, too, as our eyes locked a moment later.

      She was here, somewhere. Nearby.
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          Anissa

        

      

    

    
      “Sirene?” I cupped my hands around my mouth and turned in the direction it seemed the groan had come from. There was almost no way of telling for certain, though, since the cry was so soft.

      Jonah scoured the ground for more blood, half-crouching as he went.

      “Here.” He pointed, and sure enough, there were a few drops of blood in the dirt.

      We followed the trail, him scanning for blood and me looking for her, when I caught sight of the hem of a robe protruding from a clump of tall weeds.

      “There!” I was running before I even spoke, breathless with worry.

      Sirene was on the ground, curled into a ball, arms crossed over her belly. Sweat stuck her hair to the sides of her face, forehead, and neck.

      The sight was chilling. I had never seen her anything less than calm, in control. The pain of labor had torn all of that apart, leaving her vulnerable and whimpering like a wounded animal as she rocked back and forth on the ground.

      Her already fair skin was as white as a sheet. “The… baby…” she whispered between groans.

      “I know, I know. We’re here now. You’re not alone.” Jonah joined me, kneeling at her side, appearing about as confused and hopeless as I felt.

      “I was… trying to portal to the high rise,” she gasped.

      “That was good thinking. I’m glad we found you before you got there, though,” Jonah murmured.

      He had gone from being nearly frantic with stress to calm and reassuring.

      I wanted to tell him that was the sign of a true leader, that he need never question himself, but it wasn’t the time. I would have to remember for later.

      Our eyes met.

      “What are we supposed to do?” I mouthed.

      He shrugged, then gazed down at her again before helping her to a semi-seated position. She leaned against him, arms still wrapped protectively around her swollen belly as she grimaced in pain. My heart ached for her.

      “Just… let me catch my breath…” she groaned, eyes squeezed tight. “And we can go.”

      “I wish there was something we could do for the pain,” I offered, feeling completely useless.

      “So do I,” she gasped, then let out a short laugh.

      Even then, in obvious agony, she tried to bring levity for our sake. I could see why Fane cared for her as he did. She wasn’t only beautiful, powerful, and kind. She was brave. A man like him would feel the pull of a brave woman like her.

      It was clear she wouldn’t be able to walk; she could barely sit up without gasping in pain.

      “Do you think it would be all right if I carry you?” Jonah asked.

      “Yes. I don’t want to bring my child into the world out here.” She draped an arm around his neck, and he lifted her gently, slowly, wincing whenever she did.

      Even with the situation being as dire as it was, I couldn’t help noticing how sweet he was to her. Was it because he liked her for herself, or his father’s wishes?

      The thought of Fane sent a shiver down my spine. He should’ve been here. He would want to be. But he had other things to do and didn’t want her to know about the change Elazar brought about in him.

      Would Fane ever see Sirene again? Would she make it through this?

      Sirene raised one hand, closing her eyes as she did. Her brows knit together as she concentrated.

      I had never seen her or anyone with the ability to create portals work so hard to do so, but this was a different story.

      The portal started as a small, swirling ball of light no bigger than the size of my fist, but slowly grew until it was large enough for us to go through.

      “Hurry,” she groaned through gritted teeth. “Not sure… how long I can hold it…”

      Jonah wasted no time carrying her through, with me right on his heels. In the blink of an eye, we were standing on the balcony outside the penthouse.

      The wind took my breath away, and I fought to adjust to the sudden change of location. It was late in the evening, the lights of the city shone as brightly as ever. No one down on the ground, hundreds of feet below us, had any idea what was happening over their heads.

      The penthouse was dark, for the most part. I held up a hand to keep Jonah and Sirene at bay while I tiptoed over to the double doors. A quick glance inside told me there was a light burning in one of the bedrooms with the door slightly open to allow a sliver of a beam into the hall.

      Otherwise, the living area was dark and empty.

      Process of elimination told me it had to be Philippa. Scott was with Fane. And Gage…  Nobody knew where Gage was, which seemed to be par for the course. It had been for as long as I’d been acquainted with the family, at any rate.

      I waited a few breathless moments to be certain Jonah’s sister wouldn’t come strolling down the hall before waving Jonah on.

      “Philippa,” I mouthed, pointing.

      His deep frown told me his thoughts ran in the same general direction as mine. Could she be trusted? Given my druthers, I would immediately vote No, but much of that was personal. I wouldn’t put anything past her.

      “Downstairs,” he decided. “There’s an empty apartment I was going to recommend Sirene stay in, anyway. Let’s be as quiet as we can while walking through.”

      He looked down at Sirene, who was all but writhing in pain.

      “Wait…” She grimaced, gritting her teeth as another fresh wave of pain swept over her.

      Even in the chill air with the wind whipping around us, there was sweat on her brow. Once the contraction had passed, she nodded. We didn’t have much time.

      I opened the door for Jonah to slip through. His feet barely seemed to touch the floor as he darted across the room. I was used to sneaking in and out of rooms, apartments, wherever, but Jonah’s dexterity surprised me.

      We were at the front door in seconds, having escaped notice. I was careful to open it without a creak, lifting it slightly to relieve any weight on the hinges, and we were in the hall.

      “Where to?” I whispered.

      “Downstairs. Below this one.”

      “Won’t anybody up here be able to hear?” I pressed the button for the elevator.

      “Soundproofing. It’s pretty thorough.” Yet, he didn’t seem convinced. If Sirene screamed…

      Well, what was the worst that could happen? I told myself it would be all right; Philippa was a woman and would be sympathetic to another woman’s pain. I only hoped I wasn’t kidding myself as we bundled Sirene into the apartment.

      It was furnished, at least, with a king-sized bed in the master suite. Jonah was as careful as could be in lowering her to the mattress while I made sure there were enough pillows behind her.

      Then the truth hit me: I had no idea what to do now we had made her as comfortable as we could.

      Neither did Jonah, obviously. We exchanged a worried look from opposite sides of the bed.

      Sirene opened her eyes and sized up the situation in a glance. “I’ve assisted in many births,” she told us with a grimace. “I can be of help, to a point.”

      “What do we need?”

      She gave us a list of things. Towels, cool water, and a cloth for her head, ice or something for her to sip on.

      “Is there anything you know of which we can give you for pain?” I whispered, leaning close to her ear.

      I’d already placed towels beneath her, with Jonah discreetly turning his head away.

      She sighed. “I wish… there were. But any potion or tonic which would alleviate the discomfort would be—” Her cry was louder than ever before, and her hand darted out to grip mine painfully.

      I wouldn’t have pulled away for the world; if she could deal with pain as well as she had, I could grit my teeth and struggle through.

      When the hurt passed, she fell back against the pillows with her eyes closed. I had the feeling I knew what she had tried to say. She would need a witch to create something for her, or a warlock. Some sort of healer. I couldn’t exactly run to a drug store to purchase something for her.

      Her hair was already soaked with perspiration, and more of it stuck to her face and forehead. I dipped a cloth in the cool water basin Jonah had brought in, wiping her down as best I could. She managed a weak smile before grimacing again.

      The pains were coming faster. They seemed stronger. What were we going to do when the baby started coming?

      Jonah paced at the other end of the room, watching us all the while. The life of his baby brother or sister was hanging in the balance, not to mention Sirene’s. I wanted to believe he was anxious because he cared more deeply than he had the words to express. I needed to believe that.

      When he looked at me, eyes burning into mine, I knew it was true. He cared more than he knew he had up to this moment. He’d been kind and considerate of Sirene because his father had asked him to do so, but watching her as she groaned and whimpered, squeezing my hand until the bones ground together and I bit my tongue to keep from crying out, changed the stakes.

      “We need someone else to be here,” he decided. “Someone to help with the pain and make sure everything that can be done is being done.”

      Sirene took a deep breath, eyes squeezed shut. “No one would. No one.”

      “Oh, that can’t be true. If we can convince—”

      “There isn’t time!” she gasped, then nearly doubled over with a contraction that wrenched a deep, almost animal growl from inside her.

      The sound struck fear into my heart, cold and sharp. My vision blurred before I realized I was crying.

      She was going to die right there in this bed, with no one of her kind willing to help her because the baby she carried was half-vampire. Just because of that. It didn’t matter what good she’d done, how many she had helped with her powers.

      All of my memories came back, mixed with my fear for her. Being ignored, left to my own devices, my sister forced to break the law in order to support us. Thrown into a dungeon and left to starve because none of the Carvers would help us with the basic day-to-day matter of survival.

      Sirene had to live. Her child had to have a mother to protect it. I had already lost my mother twice I thought, as I sat on the edge of this bed, holding the witch’s hand and wiping the sweat from her brow.

      Somebody had to think about the baby.

      I looked down at her then at Jonah. “I’ll do everything I can to help you. I swear.”
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      Plink, plink. Plink, plink.

      The ever-present sound of dripping water. Dripping from where? It would be better to ask where water wasn’t dripping from, as the sound seemed to be coming from all around me. All the time. Driving me crazy.

      I closed my eyes, shutting them tight, willing myself not to hear that which was in every corner of my brain. Like the sound of a heartbeat, but couldn’t forget the sound, nor push it to the rear of my consciousness. Because there was nothing else to think about, nothing to distract me.

      Except hunger.

      Despair.

      Betrayal.

      Rage.

      It seemed no matter how I sliced my situation, there was no aspect worth focusing on for very long. Nothing to comfort me. Not even the thought that Micah would surely take care of Cari—which he would, I had no doubt.

      That didn’t help one bit. I knew what his idea of caring for her was, and it only made me want to kill him. He thought he could touch her, kiss her…?

      I opened my eyes, now looking around for something to take my mind off the mental image of the two of them together. There had to be something to push those thoughts out of my head. Something, anything.

      The rats in the corner, perhaps. Not necessarily something worth focusing on. In fact, something I’d rather pretend didn’t exist except in dire situations such as the one I was in, when if I didn’t get my thoughts under control, I’d love my sanity.

      There were three of them, slipping in and out of a small crevice in the stone wall. I could only guess the wall divided my cell from the one beside it. I could further guess that all of the walls were in the same state of disrepair, and if I worked long enough and patiently enough, I might even be able to tear a hole into one.

      To what purpose? All of that work, and all it would lead me to was another cell. And another. I wouldn’t be able to get out.

      Not that I hadn’t tried. The outer walls which comprised the prison—which was what I’d come to think of it as, because what else was I supposed to think?—were carved from solid rock, well underground. The only small window sat at the top of the cell, barred, and revealing nothing. No sound coming from outside, no footfalls or murmured voices or engines.

      Nothing.

      Who wouldn’t watch the rats, then?

      They seemed afraid of me, as if they sensed what I was in their animal way. It didn’t keep them out of my cell, but it did keep them away from me. As I never slept, I didn’t have to worry about them approaching while I was deep in a happy dream.

      That would’ve been the ultimate slap in the face, I decided. Dreaming of a happy time, a happy place, only to wake up and find a rat gnawing on the hem of my pants. Or my flesh.

      They skittered away, squeaking and chattering at each other. There were so many other such noises. I generally tried to tune them out.

      But that wasn’t worse than the silence from outside. This was what truly disturbed me. It meant there was no hope of being heard. No hope of discovery.

      No hope of Cari ever finding me, like she saved me the first time when she found me in the canyon, dumped there to die when the sun rose.

      In the first few days, I had yelled and roared and cursed Micah and fate itself for putting me in my situation. I had railed against everything against me and sworn vengeance. Blood would flow.

      That had been nothing more than a waste of energy. I ended up hoarse and thirsty, with nothing to do about it. And my thirst had only gotten worse as the hours had ticked by.

      I sat on the floor with my back against the wall of my cell, looking out at the dimly lit corridor.

      “Cari, where are you?” I whispered, unable to get her out of my mind. The scent of her, the feel of her skin. The sound of her voice, the sparkle in her eyes. We had come such a long way from that first night, the night I’d picked up on her scent and followed her.

      What had been the point? All it did was get her brutalized, and all but killed. I’d turned her because of it. And we’d become hunted. I’d ended up left for dead.

      What was the purpose, if only pain and utter misery had resulted?

      She would never find me here. I didn’t even know if she would want to, after spending enough time with Micah. He would capitalize on her newness, her freshness, the fact that her thirst was still so sharp and demanding. He would give her what she wanted, instead of making the mistake I made by trying to dampen her spirits.

      She would fall deeper into his world—the sleekness of it, the seductiveness of the city.

      Once enough time had passed, she’d forget me entirely. And he would allow that—nay, he’d encourage it. Anything he could do to put a wedge between us, even without my being there, he would do.

      Plink, plink. Plink, plink.

      The dripping water again. The only sounds I’d ever hear for the rest of my long, tortured life.

      Along with the sound of my moans and cries and pleas for blood. Because I knew, the lust for blood, the need to feed, to have that life-sustaining essence would overcome soon.

      Pleas that no one would hear.
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      I couldn’t stop crying.

      For three days, I was either tearing up, actively sobbing, or struggling to stop crying. At least, that was how it seemed.

      Gage.

      Gage!

      What was happening to him? What sort of torture was he going through? What were they doing to him in order to try to get to me?

      They would stop at nothing. He hadn’t told me too much about the league—he’d avoided specifics pretty strictly—but I knew they were ruthless. I knew they drew a hard line when it came to creating new vampires. They wanted me, and they would use him to get to me.

      He’d never let that happen. He would die before he’d give me away.

      I let out a guttural moan, sinking into a chair beside Micah’s bed.

      He’d insisted I stay in his room in the days following Gage’s kidnapping. We didn’t share it, he never even suggested it. But he sat up watching me as I tried to rest.

      Until now, I had only soaked his pillows with my tears.

      I looked at those pillows, at the bed, as I sat alone.

      He was someplace, I couldn’t remember where. I had hardly paid attention, which was unforgivably rude after he’d been so kind and considerate. So protective.

      I would never let anything like that happen to you. They will never find you. I’ll protect you. We all will.

      I reminded myself of his words, which he had repeated like a prayer in my ear, over and over, since Gage disappeared into that car. I wished I had seen it but was glad I hadn’t at the same time. I didn’t want my last memories of him to be of his terror or pain as they shoved him into some random car and drove away.

      Taking him away from me forever.

      I bent forward, covering my face with my hands and rocking back and forth. What was I going to do? How was I supposed to go on without him?

      “Cari.”

      A familiar voice.

      Micah knelt in front of me, rubbing my back as I continued to rock.

      “Cari, you know how it tears at my heart when I see you like this.”

      “How do you think I feel when I imagine what Gage is going through?” I wept, not bothering to look at him. He had seen me in various states of hysteria over three days and didn’t need to see my tear-stained, swollen face again.

      “You’re torturing yourself,” he murmured, as steady and patient as always.

      I wondered how he managed that. He always seemed so level, where I was frantic and emotional. But he hadn’t just lost his love, had he?

      My love. My mate, for God’s sake. The one I was meant to be with. We were supposed to be together!

      Another broken cry wrenched itself from my chest, and when Micah pulled me into his arms, I didn’t push away. I was too weak, too tired to fight. And I did need the comfort he promised.

      “Shh.” He stroked my hair, his arms firm around me. It was nice, feeling taken care of. And immediately, guilt pulled me to pieces all over again. No one was taking care of Gage. He was suffering, maybe dying.

      Because of me.

      “It’s all my fault! All of it!” My chest hurt, actually ached, like someone was squeezing my heart. I wished they would tighten their grip and kill me and get it over with.

      “How can you say such a thing?”

      “I’ve been thinking and thinking about it, and there’s no other answer.”

      “So stop thinking about it.” He pulled back far enough to take my face in his hands. “Carissa. You’re driving yourself mad. You obsess and break your own heart. You break your mind. I can’t allow this.”

      “I don’t want to live without him, Micah. He’s the only reason I’m still here, still breathing. He made the ultimate sacrifice for me.”

      “And what would that sacrifice be for if you were to now squander what he gave up his freedom for?” He tucked my hair behind my ears with gentle fingers, a warm smile playing on his lips. He was so good at pretending to be brave for my sake.

      I knew it had to be hard on him, knowing his old friend was suffering unimaginably.

      “I guess that’s true. He would hate that.”

      “He would. And do you know what else he would hate?”

      “What?”

      “If he knew how broken up you’ve been over him. He wouldn’t want to see you torturing yourself. He wouldn’t want to see those beautiful eyes so bloodshot and swollen with tears. The pink tinged tracks of your tears on your face. He would want to see you going on, taking care of yourself. Making sure he didn’t sacrifice in vain.”

      I sighed, knowing he was right but not feeling very good about it. “It’s impossible. I can’t just forget about him, and I can’t leave him in the hands of whoever has taken him.”

      “We know who took him.”

      “I mean, specifically, who took him. Where they put him. I can’t leave him there. He needs me.”

      His eyes widened and hardened. He rose. “I don’t think you know what you’re saying.”

      “I know exactly what I’m saying.” I stood, too, facing him. For once, I wasn’t crying. “I want to find him. I want to rescue him.”

      “That’s insanity. That’s what you’re speaking of right now. Insanity.”

      “I’m sorry you feel that way, but it doesn’t change my mind.”

      “Cari, Cari.” He took my arms in his large hands then shook his head. “You don’t know who you’re up against. Drop this idea. Drop it and forget you ever had it. It’s far too dangerous for both of you.”

      “I can’t sit here in comfort, with you and the others, knowing what he’s going through!”

      “But think, cheri. Really think. They want you just as much as they want him—perhaps more, because, to them, you are a monster. Something which should never have been.”

      I winced, turning my face away.

      “I’m sorry to be so harsh with you, but it’s true. Have you considered they might be lying in wait for you, right now, as we speak?”

      “Of course.” I sat down again when my knees went weak. It made perfect sense—sick, perfect sense. They could’ve been using him as a way to draw me in, to lure me. He was the bait in their trap.

      “I know that’s difficult to hear.” He sat on the edge of the bed, one hand on my shoulder. “Please, you must promise me something.”

      “What? You want me to promise not to lose my head again? To stop dissolving into tears at the drop of a hat? You’re tired of seeing me so emotional, so on edge all the time?”

      He winced, shaking his head. “You’re very tough on yourself, you know. I wasn’t going to say any of those things.”

      I blushed, feeling roughly as big as an ant. Grief and panic were turning me into a shrew. My human side still overrode my vampire side, sometimes. “Oh. What, then?”

      “I wanted you to promise not to entertain any thoughts of rescuing Gage.”

      “I see.” I shook off the hand still resting on my shoulder. “I don’t like being told what I’m allowed to think. Especially when I’m so upset I hardly know which end is up. If you’ll excuse me, I want to go back to my own room for a little while. I need to be alone.”

      “Cari. Wait…”

      “No, please.” I held up a hand, holding it between us when he tried again to put his arms around me. As comforting as his touch was, I didn’t want him getting the wrong idea about my boundaries.

      And I needed to firm up those boundaries. It was too easy to let him comfort me. A slippery slope I couldn’t allow myself to slide down.

      “I hate to think of you being alone right now,” he murmured, caressing me with his voice the way he always did.

      Normally, I appreciated it. Right now, he made me furious.

      “I know what I need. I’ve known myself much longer than you have, Micah.” I stalked out of the room and down the dark, narrow tunnel leading to my room. The room I had shared with Gage.

      It didn’t even have a door. I was never truly alone, never able to block out the rest of the clan. I could close the beaded curtain which stood for a door and pretend it meant something, but all it did was block most of the light and none of the sound.

      I could still hear the low murmur of chatter farther down in the tunnel, coming from a common room where several of the others enjoyed gathering. Naomi’s voice rang out clearly, rich and strong. She was a natural leader. When she spoke, people listened.

      The pillow still smelled like Gage. I buried my face in it, holding it close to me, clinging desperately to anything that represented him. I had nothing without him. It was so clear. What was I thinking, fighting it the way I had? Pushing him away? I would’ve given anything to take it all back. Anything.

      Even my life, which meant nothing without him in it.

      “Cari?”

      I lifted my face from the pillow with a sigh. “Yes?”

      “I didn’t want to leave things the way they were,” Micah murmured from the other side of the curtain. “Might I come in?”

      “Of course.” It was strange, thinking of the tunnels as his. They weren’t his. But it still felt as though I was living in his home, and it would be rude to ask him to leave me alone.

      He kept his distance, hovering by the arch carved into the rock. “I’m sorry for upsetting you back there. I know what it means to want to rescue the person you care most about in the world. I still remember it all too well.”

      I softened. “What an idiot I am. Oh, Micah, I’m sorry. I keep forgetting you’ve been through something like this before.”

      He nodded slowly, his arms folded across his chest. “I wanted to go after her, too. I wanted to make them all pay for thinking they could so much as touch her. It all but tore my heart from my chest, knowing the pain she was in, knowing how terrified she must have been. Knowing there was nothing I could do about any of it. That feeling of complete helplessness.”

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      “And all because of me.”

      “That’s exactly how I feel.”

      “But you didn’t do anything,” he reminded me. “Cari, you didn’t ask for any of this. Gage made his choice, and I’m sure he would make it again if given the chance.”

      I sat up, swinging my legs over the side of the bed. “I don’t know about that.”

      When he sat beside me, I didn’t move away. He reached for me, touching a strand of hair which had come loose from the bun at the nape of my neck. “I can’t see how he could’ve chosen otherwise. In his place, I would’ve done the same thing. How could I not?”

      I ducked my head, strangely uncomfortable but comforted at the same time. It felt good to be touched, to be consoled.

      It also felt like I was betraying Gage.

      Micah, oblivious to what was going on in my head, was still comforting me. “I don’t know what I would do without you now. That might not be right, and I’m sorry if it seems disrespectful, but I can’t help it. You’re special to me. I feel as though…  Well, I feel as though you were meant to be here. If Gage was going to be captured, this is the best place for you to possibly be. You’re safe. You’re cared for. You’re valued. You’re one of us.”

      One of them.

      Was I? I wanted to be—or thought I did, at first. When we’d hunted together and I felt so alive. I belonged then.

      How did I ever think it mattered without Gage?

      Micah draped an arm around my shoulders, drawing me into a hug.

      I allowed my head to rest against his shoulder—it was nice, and he did care. Gage wouldn’t mind. He would want me to find comfort where I could. He’d be glad to know I wasn’t crying, for at least a little while.

      Wouldn’t he?
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      What the hell was it going to take for her to forget about him?

      I held her as close as I dared, highly aware of how sensitive she was. She was still human enough to feel unfaithful whenever we were too close. I sensed it in the way her body changed, the way lines appeared between her brows when she struggled to contain a frown.

      I was so certain she’d fall into my arms. What was going wrong? There was nothing like planning something and envisioning it going a certain way, then watching everything fall apart. None of the joy I’d expected to experience had come to fruition.

      Though knowing Gage suffered, alone and in the dark, that helped somewhat.

      “Promise me,” I whispered in her ear as she rested against me.

      She smelled of sweetness, freshness. Vitality. Everything I had missed for so long. The scent brought back memories long since hidden deep in my heart.

      “Promise what?” she whispered, her voice still thick with tears.

      Wasn’t she tired of crying yet?

      “Promise you won’t try to find him.” I cupped her chin in my palm, lifting it so our eyes met.

      She was luminous, radiating light and beauty and purity. Even after crying her vampire tears. Especially after that. Her lips were swollen, her expression vulnerable. I nearly ached with the need to kiss her.

      “It’s really that important to you, isn’t it?”

      “What a silly question.” I smiled, my barely retracted fangs tight against the inside of my lips. “Yes. It is that important to me, cheri. You are that important. I can’t lose you now. You’re my responsibility—and, if you don’t mind my admitting it, my salvation.”

      “Salvation?” she echoed, frowning.

      I sighed as though it were a secret I was hesitant to share with her. I even averted my eyes, looking down at the floor. “There are… many things which I’ve struggled against lately. A feeling of uselessness. Sameness. Never being able to leave this closed-in place which reeks of centuries of death. I know you can smell it, too. Don’t pretend you don’t.”

      She laughed softly. “I won’t, then.”

      “I miss being part of the world,” I continued. “I realize our kind can’t be in the world the way humans are. I know I’ll never feel the sun on my skin again. I resigned myself to that long ago. It was more the loneliness which ate at me.”

      “Lonely? Here, among all the others?”

      “It isn’t the same as feeling… connected.”

      “I know what you mean.” We sat in silence for several seconds, as I waited for her to pick up the message of what I was trying to explain. She didn’t—or, even worse—she didn’t feel compelled to speak up.

      What was it going to take?

      One of the worst things I could do was push too hard. She had already pulled away once.

      “I’ll leave you alone now. I know you want some time on your own. But please, whatever you need. You know where to find me.”

      “Thank you.” She sat with her shoulders slumped, hands clasped in her lap as I walked out into the tunnel.

      Part of me did feel sorry for her as I headed back to my room. She looked so lost.

      Naomi was waiting for me, stretched out on her side across the bed. “Fancy meeting you here,” she murmured with a wide smile. “It’s been a while.”

      “And I don’t recall telling you it was safe to come to my room right now.” I ducked my head back out into the tunnel, making certain Cari wasn’t heading my way.

      “Relax. She’s in there, crying over Gage. Which is exactly where I warned you she would be if you pulled any of your tricks.”

      I glared at her. “You’d better watch the words coming from your mouth. You ought to know better by now than to test me.”

      “Come, come. Since when are we such bad friends?” She pushed herself up on one elbow.

      In the light from the candles Cari had lit at some point, her dark skin seemed to glow with an entrancing energy. I had always been a sucker for Naomi’s beauty, not to mention her charm and composure. And her wicked sense of humor.

      I was in no joking mood, as I sat on the bed and took her chin in my hand. Just as I had with Cari only minutes earlier, only without the tenderness I had shown Cari.

      “What are you driving at, cheri? Are you trying to say I arranged this somehow? That what happened to Gage is my fault?”

      Her wide, clear, frank eyes stared into mine. She didn’t flinch, didn’t cringe. She showed no hint of reaction to my growing ire.

      “Well? What is it?”

      She was maddening. I never could see into her head the way I could see into others’ heads. It wasn’t clairvoyance, exactly, but rather an ability to read expressions and the motivation behind a person’s tone of voice. It was a gift I’d used even in my human days.

      It was useless against her.

      “Nothing at all, Micah,” she whispered, speaking slowly, deliberately. “I must have been mistaken.”

      “You’re right, you must’ve been.” I dropped her chin and all but shoved her away. “Sometimes, I think you forget your position in my life.”

      She sat up, crossing her long legs with a graceful movement. “And what position would that be, exactly? It always seems to change, depending on your mood.”

      “I told you to watch yourself.”

      “And I’ve told you many, many times I don’t like being told what to do.” She smiled, but there was an edge to it. “Even by you, mon cher.”

      It was time to stop playing games. “Was there any other reason for you to visit?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “What do you think? Why do I need any special reason? I never needed one before, did I?”

      “No…”

      Her hand slid up my arm, reaching my shoulder. “I’ve been all on my own for weeks now, ever since they arrived.”

      “I thought you liked Cari.”

      “Oh. I do. Very much. But I mean, she’s no substitute for you.” She ran her fingers around the curve of my neck.

      I flinched away.

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” I snapped.

      Her hand returned to rest on my shoulder. “I know how you meant it. I thought you enjoyed my sense of humor.” She pouted a little. “I don’t know how to take you lately. You’re not yourself.”

      “You know the stress I’ve been under.”

      “Stress of your own creation.” There was an edge to her voice once again, and a sharpness in her eyes as her fingers dug into my neck, her hand curled around the back of it.

      One second, she was caressing me, the next she was ready to crush my bones.

      “I fear you don’t know your own strength.”

      “I know my strength.” Her eyes were hard again as she leaned closer. I could smell light perspiration on her skin, and the lingering scent of her latest kill. She had been hunting, and recently. That explained her sudden aggressiveness. Or so I told myself.

      “What is it you’re really trying to say?” I whispered, searching her eyes for some clue. “Since when do you come to my room with the intent of snapping my neck? It isn’t normally my neck you’re concerned with.”

      “Stop playing. You don’t want me. Stop pretending you do, all to keep me subjugated to you.”

      Her words stunned me. Not because they weren’t true—yes, she helped fulfill my baser needs, but the hours we spent together had gone from an exciting dalliance to a way of keeping her quiet.

      It was the fact she knew it which left me chilled to my core.

      “Why do you say these words which could only hurt me?” I whispered, hoping to at least contain her bitterness long enough to solve the problem of what to do with her.

      Just like that, the pressure on my neck ceased, and her touch went back to being a caress. Nothing more. “You’ve hurt me for a long time, Micah,” she murmured, her eyes turning pink with unshed tears. They sparkled in the candlelight.

      “It was never my intention.”

      “I’m certain it wasn’t.” Her hand slid to my chest, which she patted. “You only consider that which is best for you. It isn’t that you actively seek to harm those you use in order to achieve your aims. You simply don’t consider them at all.”

      There was simple truth in her words, spoken in the soft, defeated cadence of a woman who had arrived at a sad truth long since and had merely done her best to live with it in the years following.

      I chuckled, putting on an air of confusion. “You make me sound like some mastermind. A puppeteer. As if you all dance on the strings which I control.”

      She shrugged. “Aren’t you? Don’t we?” She scanned the room without moving her head, those intelligent eyes sweeping over the sparse furnishings. “I think I’d better take to spending every night in my room. Always. Even after you’re finished with your new toy.”

      “Don’t call her that,” I warned as she stood.

      “I like the girl.” She sighed, turning toward me. “I truly do. I’m certain if we were both human, living in the same time and place, we would’ve been friends. I would like to be her friend now, if possible. But we both know that can’t be so. Don’t we? Because she isn’t long for us.”

      “What makes you say that?” I asked, suddenly intrigued and perhaps a bit apprehensive. What did she know that I didn’t? Had Cari been talking with her or any of the others?

      “Isn’t it obvious? For someone who’s made paying attention to the habits and tendencies of others his entire life, you’re rather blind when it comes to the simple things.”

      I frowned.

      When it was clear I didn’t follow, she sighed heavily once again and folded her lean arms. “Listen. She’s not going to be with us long. I feel it in my bones. She’ll either make a rash mistake out of grief or rage and get herself caught, or she’ll run away in search of her precious Gage. Either way, you will be the one responsible for what becomes of her.”

      “Me?” I scoffed. “I, who’ve opened our home to her? I, who took a chance by taking them in? It might have meant ruin for all of us, but I couldn’t allow them to flounder without a friend. And you tell me it’s my fault should something happen to her?”

      “Enough.” She sounded tired.

      More so than I had ever heard her in the decades since we’d first met.

      “Just… enough, Micah. I only ask for your sake, and for hers, you give a great deal of thought to what you may or may not have done. And what it may or may not mean farther down the line.”

      She cut me off before I had the chance to protest, adding, “I won’t stand in your way. I never have before, have I? You’ve been free to work your plans, pulling the strings as you see fit. But do not expect me to keep quiet when I see such blatant cruelty being perpetrated in front of me. Understood?”

      We stared at each other for a long, heavy minute. The only sound in the room was our breathing as we challenged each other.

      I’d never thought of Naomi as an opponent before—and, frankly, wasn’t certain whether I should think of her as one now, either.

      The only wise action, I decided, would be to give in to her terms. No sense in dragging out a pointless argument which might only serve to reveal more of what I’d worked so hard to conceal.

      “All right,” I agreed. “I understand. And I appreciate your honesty.”

      Her laugh was rich. “No, you don’t. Of all the lies you’ve ever fed me, Micah, that might be the biggest of all.” She was still laughing when she left, the sound echoing after her.

      I felt as though I’d been hit by a speeding bus. What was that about? What was she trying to say? That she knew what I’d done to Gage?

      Could it mean she knew what I’d done to Xavier, too?

      No. That was so long ago. Fifty years, at least. She couldn’t still be holding on to that old heartache.

      Could she?

      I’d held on to Georgina for twice as long. I always would, until I drew my final breath.
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      It pained me to witness Gregor’s pain.

      Why did fate have to be so cruel? I had never been much of a believer, having seen too much over time to put my faith in some all-knowing force guiding our lives in spite of our choices. I didn’t like the notion of there not being a path, but the one our feet started down the day we were born.

      Even so, it seemed as though there was a plan at work in our lives, and I didn’t like it one bit.

      Gregor and Tabitha, for instance.

      What was the purpose of their being reunited only to be pulled apart again? Wasn’t it enough he’d nursed an undying love for her up to that point? That he would never forget her, that their love came back just as fresh and new as ever every time he looked at their daughter?

      No, it wasn’t. Not for the force which had brought them back together again. He had hoped. He’d become almost a new man, one I’d hardly recognized. A childlike gleam had shone in his eyes. He’d hoped.

      He had hoped.

      Which made his fresh heartache all the more potent. The half-healed wound was torn open and deeper than ever.

      I watched him from my seat on the other side of the hearth.

      We’d sat in silence since Anissa and Jonah left, unable to muster the energy for conversation.

      What was there to discuss? Certainly, we could talk about the wedding, but it only brought up the question of whether Tabitha would be present for it.

      We both knew she wouldn’t be.

      Though he did a good job of showing enthusiasm while they were with us. In their absence, he seemed to fold in on himself. A shadow of the man I once knew, someone I’d butted heads with more times than I could count. He didn’t appear to have any of the old bluster in him as he stared into the fire.

      “It will be a beautiful wedding,” I ventured, choosing my words carefully. “They’re a beautiful couple.”

      “They are. It will.” He leaned back against the cushions behind him and exhaled.

      “You’re a good father for wanting to give her a lovely day. She deserves it. She’s strong and brave. Like someone I know.” I flashed him a small, tentative smile, which he returned. A good sign.

      “I wonder how brave,” he sighed. “I don’t feel very brave at the moment. I feel useless, weak. As though there was nothing I could’ve done to protect…” He couldn’t say her name. It would’ve made everything too real.

      “Perhaps there was nothing you could’ve done at all, no matter what. There were other forces at work in this. I hope we find out one day who or what was behind this. I hate to think of the culprit going unpunished.”

      “I would never allow it,” he vowed, his eyes flashing as a bit of the old Gregor came out.

      “I know you wouldn’t. But so long as we know nothing about what went on, what’s the chance the responsible party will ever pay for what they did?” I tented my fingers beneath my chin, elbows on the arms of my chair.

      We fell into yet another long, stormy silence.

      Allonic may have been able to help, if he hadn’t disappeared. The fact he was missing at the same time as his mother didn’t do much to soothe my already frayed nerves. Had something happened to both of them at once? Was the blood we’d found not just Tabitha’s blood? What if he had gone there in search of her and whoever or whatever had killed Tabitha had been waiting…?

      I ground my teeth together as I imagined this. I knew I shouldn’t, it would get me nowhere, but there was no stopping once I’d started. The image of their lifeless bodies, lying side by side…  It made me sick, sent my pulse racing, and turned my stomach.

      My heart ached.

      What was there for us? Gregor and me? Sitting together in his chambers for the rest of our lives, waiting for our loves to come back to us? We’d grow old there, decaying as time spun on, keeping a silent vigil for those who would never return.

      There was another possibility, too, one which didn’t please me much more than the thought of Allonic dying—the idea he’d never loved me. That I had been nothing more than a pleasant diversion to him. Why else would he stay away for so long?

      Gregor’s tired voice broke through the stillness. “I don’t know what to do anymore. I feel as though we’ve exhausted every possibility. There’s no chance of finding someone to explore ShadesRealm for us—not without risking Garan’s ire.”

      “Garan,” I muttered. The short meeting with the ruler of ShadesRealm hadn’t instilled much faith. “He didn’t seem to care at all, did he?”

      Gregor shrugged. “It’s not easy, ruling as we do. On the one hand, I understand. He has many concerns which need his time and attention. Let’s not forget he lost his father, too. There was a lot on his mind during our visit. The condition of a single person—not even a shade, on top of everything else—was rather low on his list of priorities.”

      “Right, which means it’s up to us to do something about this.”

      “Felicity.” He turned a tired eye to me, shaking his head. “What else is there to do? There are certain lines a leader cannot cross without taking the consequences not only on his shoulders, but upon the shoulders of those he protects. If I were to incur Garan’s ire, the result would not only be mine to shoulder. Do you understand what I’m trying to say?”

      “Fine,” I said, leaning forward. My blood stirred, my mind spun. “If you don’t want to do it, I will.”

      “I don’t agree with this.”

      “I understand. You don’t have anything to do with my decision. And should the worst happen, should I be discovered, you can claim to know nothing about my presence in ShadesRealm.”

      “He’ll never believe that.”

      “He’ll have to, once you deny knowledge of my movements.”

      He winced as though this was unthinkable. “You want me to deny you? I don’t know if I could do that, Felicity. It would feel as though I was denying part of my family.”

      He’d never spoken of me that way, and my heart warmed at his words. It didn’t matter, though, not when there was something larger at stake.

      “You’ll simply have to try,” I decided, standing. “I’m going to go. We shouldn’t speak of it again. You can answer with some degree of honesty that you don’t know when I went or what my plans were.”

      He stood, too, coming to me with his hands extended. “I could forbid this, you know.”

      “You don’t truly want to, do you?” I asked, barely holding back a smile.

      He wanted me to go, even against his better judgment. He wanted to know what happened to Tabitha as much as I did.

      What he didn’t know was how determined I was to find Allonic while I was there. It would sound too selfish if I were to announce my full intentions, so I kept them to myself. Dishonest, perhaps, but he would only worry more if he knew.

      The fact he hadn’t deduced this on his own betrayed the true depth of his grief. He never would’ve let me get away with a half-truth before. He was too sharp, his mind too probing. He would’ve raked me over the coals until I’d admitted the truth of my plans.

      Now, after losing his love for the second time, he was a shadow of the sharp, infuriating man.

      “I’ll get my things together and leave shortly,” I announced.

      His jaw worked as he decided the most diplomatic choice of words. I’d seen that expression many times over the years.

      Finally, all he said was, “Please. Be careful.”

      “I won’t let Avellane down.”

      “I’m not referring only to Avellane,” he informed me in his gruff voice, blustering his way through the warmth of his emotions as always. “I’m concerned about you. Be careful for your own sake, more than anything else. I can take care of Avellane.”

      “Of course you can.” We left it at that, with me hurrying from his chambers moments later.

      My pulse raced. There were too many thoughts racing through my head all at once for me to focus on one at a time. I was going to ShadesRealm. Was taking a bigger chance than I’d ever taken in my entire life. Never had I ever put myself or anyone else at such risk.

      Was I up to the challenge?

      I locked myself in my chambers and immediately went to the chest where I kept my tonics and healing tinctures. It had been a long time since I’d needed to use any of them, and there was no guarantee I’d need any of them on my journey. I hoped not. I would rather not run into trouble, and I certainly didn’t want to treat my own injuries.

      Still, it was best to be prepared.

      My skin tingled in anticipation, every muscle tensed and ready. What would I find there? Where should I start? At the tower, I supposed. There had to be some clue there as to who had visited the tower while Tabitha was there.

      As unlikely as I knew it to be, I couldn’t shake the hope Allonic would be waiting there. He might be in hiding, with information as to who killed Tabitha. It could’ve been one of the shades, perhaps one of Garan’s own men.

      Was there a correlation between Garan’s father Ressenden’s death and Tabitha’s? Had Garan only been allowing her to live in ShadesRealm while his father was in power?

      If that was the case, it meant if Allonic was alive, he might be in danger as well. Garan might have plans for him. It would’ve made sense for him to stay hidden.

      Hope bloomed in my chest. Dangerous hope. I wondered if I should allow it—hadn’t Gregor held hope, after finding Tabitha again? Hadn’t he planned out an entire life for the two of them? I knew he had, even if he hadn’t admitted it. He didn’t need to admit it.

      The voice of reason in my head chided me. You’re kidding yourself. Stop grasping at straws.

      I sat back on my heels, on the floor in front of my chest. Was I? Was I behaving as irrationally as Gregor had? Allowing myself to believe pretty fantasies so long as it meant not having to believe Allonic had never cared about me?

      Was it really better to imagine Allonic being in danger than to imagine him never caring for me?

      Darkness settled over my thoughts. If he was in hiding, why would he stay in ShadesRealm? Would he flee somewhere safer? The human world, where his sister would likely be?

      My heart sank. Yes. That was a greater probability.

      Which led me to the two possibilities I’d wrestled with for endless hours in Gregor’s chambers.

      Either something terrible had happened to Allonic, or he’d never cared for me and had no intention of returning from ShadesRealm.

      Regardless of which was true, I wondered if I would ever get over the pain. Would I face the rest of my days the way Gregor would, always wondering what might have been?

      I closed the chest then sighed as I rose, sliding my arms into the cloak which held vials and bottles in the pockets sewn inside. I was as ready as I’d ever be.

      I hoped.
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      What I wished more than anything was to understand when things had changed.

      Where was I when it happened? What was I thinking, what was I doing? How long had it taken? Here I was, worrying about Sara and asking anyone who would listen if they knew where she’d gone. Like a fool. Like her lapdog, running around after her, wanting nothing more than to be with her.

      And what was she doing all along? Betraying me. Lying about who she truly was. Letting me go on with the belief she was like me, that she wanted me. That she wanted us.

      All the while, training with another man. All the while, making a fool out of me. Letting me want her and long for her and worry about her.

      A witch. Nothing but a witch. That’s what she was. A damned elemental witch.

      I wished I knew when it happened. I had never known such embarrassment—but then again, I had never loved before. There had never been anyone in my life but her. And look where it got me, finally offering myself to someone.

      I glared at her from beneath lowered brows as she whispered with that warlock of hers.

      Stark.

      Just the thought of his name made me curl my lip in a snarl. Who did he think he was, sealing me in ice, making an even bigger fool out of me?

      And she didn’t try to stop him. She never once told him
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