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      Holy hell. If you’d told me a month ago how much my life was about to change, I would have laughed maniacally. But here I am with extraordinary powers and my view of the world turned on its head. I have so much to learn about my new life and the people in it—vampires, mages, shifters, and more. One thing I’m learning quickly: Nothing is what it seems on the surface.

      This includes the Amadis matriarch’s council members, who are hardly different from their human counterparts—shady, power-hungry, greedy politicians. My grandmother asks me to use my new gifts to identify the traitor who lurks among her council. Not an easy task when I realize everybody is hiding secrets. Including information about a girl who might be my daughter?

      You’ve got to be kidding me!

      When the Daemoni attack the island, Tristan and I are forced to run to protect our people. After all, it’s us they want. So we set out to find this girl who might offer hope for the future. But the search for answers leads only to the revelation of more betrayals by those closest to me, including my own mother and grandmother. Their loyalty to the council angers me, but my own devotion is put to the test—devotion to my husband, to my family, and to my beliefs—leaving me to question whom I’m fighting for and why I should even bother.

      But if I won’t fight . . . who will?
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      I stood in the sitting room of the ancient Amadis mansion, stared at the giant tapestry spanning the entire stone wall, and wondered how I could change the future it told for my son. A long vine, embroidered with gold and green thread and with leaves on each side, wound and climbed its way across and up the wall-hanging, a golden name on each leaf. These were the names of my ancestors. The Amadis Family Vine only showed the mothers and their children, the fathers deemed irrelevant in our matriarchal society—most had died young, long before their widows knew their real heritage.

      Silvery-green thread outlined most of the leaves—the ones with female names, the daughters—but some were brown and separated from the vine. The names on the brown leaves were all male, a twin to a green-leafed sister, and each had an asterisk next to it. A seemingly insignificant little symbol ominously marking the fate of each boy. Though in a tiny, embroidered font in the corner, the meaning seemed disproportionately large, commanding all of my attention:

      *Converted to the Daemoni.

      A much smaller rendition of the image spread across the inside cover of the leather-bound book I hugged to my chest: The History and Life of Alexis Katerina Ames Knight. My history. The book explained that not only Angel blood coursed through my veins, but so did the blood of vampires, were-animals, and mages. I was the ultimate hybrid. The book, which I’d already devoured beginning to end, was full of fascinating details.

      I stared at the enormous vine in the wall-hanging, however, because it better reflected the magnitude of my feelings than the tiny one in the book. At the top of the Family Vine, right above my leaf, scripted in gold like all the others, was the name Dorian Stefan, my son. His leaf, unaccompanied by a female twin, an anomaly in itself, was brown, though not separated from the vine. Yet, anyway.

      I had no idea what I would do to keep it that way. I was too new to this Amadis life. But I vowed to do something. I could not let my son become part of the Daemoni, our innate enemies, servants to Demons and even Satan himself.

      “Ma lykita,” murmured a smooth, sexy voice from the doorway, “staring at it doesn’t change anything.”

      Tristan stepped behind me and wrapped his arms around my shoulders, sending electric currents under my skin.

      “I know,” I said with a sigh. “I’m just thinking about what we can do that will change it.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “We’ll figure something out. Fortunately, we have a few years.”

      “According to the book and history, yes. But if he’s anything like me or you, unique in so many ways, he could go early.”

      “But not tonight or tomorrow or anytime soon. Right now, we have more pressing matters to worry about.”

      “More pressing than our son’s life?”

      Tristan sighed. “Nothing is more important than Dorian’s life. But there’s a difference between important and urgent, and for now, the issue isn’t urgent. We have time. But tomorrow morning—in a few hours—we have a council meeting, and I expect it’ll be intense. It’s late and you have to be tired.”

      My body did feel heavy with exhaustion, not surprising with the combination of jet lag and a lack of sleep. Excitement to learn about my heritage combined with being overwhelmed by my new mind-reading ability prevented me from sleeping on the flights from Miami to Athens. I’d been awake for nearly forty-eight hours, which included fighting a psycho vampire intent on killing me. I didn’t think I could shut my mind down, though. Between all the information I just learned about my history and my genetic make-up and figuring out what to do about Dorian, there was too much to think about.

      “How am I supposed to sleep?”

      “I put Dorian to bed. Let me take you. You might be surprised once you let yourself relax. And, if you can’t relax,” he kissed my ear, giving me goose bumps, “I can help with that, too.”

      “That’s stimulating, not relaxing,” I said, my body already trembling for his touch.

      “Hmm . . . good. After all, we do have that other matter, and the council will want to know we’re working on it.” He nuzzled his face into my hair, pressing his lips against my neck. As usual, my body immediately responded. I couldn’t help it—he’d always been irresistible to me.

      “We do need to keep trying,” I conceded with a smile. “And it has been a while.”

      “It’s been way too long.” He took my hand and led me up the stone stairs, lit by torches affixed to the stone walls.

      Two days certainly felt like a long time, for us, anyway. We’d never before gone more than twenty-four hours without making love—if you didn’t count the seven-and-a-half years while he was held captive by the Daemoni. Our eight-year anniversary was less than four months away, but we were still newlyweds in a very real sense, having had a total of three weeks together as husband and wife.

      We also had a mission to accomplish: we needed a daughter for the survival of the Amadis—my family, our society. And if the Amadis didn’t survive, neither would humanity. It would be lost to the Daemoni.

      “Can’t we flash to our suite?” I asked as we continued up the stairs to the third floor.

      “If you flash everywhere, you’ll get lazy, and I won’t have a lazy wife,” Tristan teased. “More importantly, you don’t want to create bad habits. We’ll have to mainstream soon, and you can’t be flashing all the time around the norms.”

      “I know. But I’m not being lazy.” I slid my hand down his back and over the perfect roundness of his ass and gave it a squeeze. I finished the thought telepathically. I’m just horny.

      “Ah. Why didn’t you say so?” He picked up the pace, and we practically flew through the long hall.

      As we entered our wing, I slowed. A door on the left led to Mom’s suite, and I sensed she was still awake, probably reading. I stopped at the door on the right—Dorian’s room.

      “I stayed until he was sound asleep,” Tristan whispered, but I cracked open the door anyway, needing to see him. A little-boy snore rattled in the darkness, and his dream appeared in my head—he was swimming with his dad and happily fighting sharks. I could only imagine the embellishments Tristan had added to Dorian’s favorite bedtime story. With a smile, I closed the door.

      We entered the front room of our suite at the end of the hall, and once we were alone, I was instantly in his powerful arms, locked into a kiss.

      “Not in here,” I reminded him, remembering Mom’s warning of the antique furniture in the front sitting room.

      We made our way to the bedroom, which was specifically designed for our kind, completely bare except for a large, stone platform with a two-foot thick pad and lots of pillows—the bed. A stone pillar stood at each corner and blue gossamer hung in curtains between the posts. The bedding was either easily reparable or replaceable—a necessity considering our kind tended to destroy things during sex.

      Tristan lifted me with one arm and carried me to the bed, his satiny lips never leaving my tingling skin. Making love with him had always been intense, but since the Ang’dora, my heightened senses made it so much more sensual and our powers made it so much more fun. With expert skills, Tristan quickly took me over the edge. The loss of control crumbled the mental wall I so carefully held up to block out others’ thoughts . . . and to protect my own.

      All at once, my feelings flowed out as the mental images flooded in. Thankfully, Dorian still dreamt of sharks, but Mom stiffened in her reading chair then shook her head, thinking, “Alexis!” Solomon and Rina, in their own bed, exchanged knowing looks. Owen felt surprised and confused and . . . excited? The sheet over his lap began to rise. Oh, shit!

      My mental wall flew up, feeling more solid than ever, in fact, solid as steel. I could almost hear a metallic clang as it slammed into place, like the thick, heavy door of a vault. Everyone’s thoughts disappeared. Mine were my own again. I panted, my body as rigid as the steel wall in my head, as I still clung to Tristan, who was pressed against the ceiling. I forced myself to relax and let go, fell to the bed, and lay there on my back.

      “Oh, shit?” Tristan said as he joined me on the bed, his expression a mix of satisfaction and amusement. “That’s a new one. I think I prefer ‘Don’t stop’ or ‘Right there’ or even ‘Love you, baby’ to ‘Oh, shit.’”

      “Did I say it out loud?” I asked hopefully.

      “Mmm . . . no.”

      I groaned, automatically reaching for the necklace that no longer hung around my neck. Playing with the ruby pendant Tristan made for me had been a nervous habit for years, but now Vanessa the evil vampire bitch had it.

      Tristan rolled onto his side, facing me. He took my hand from my neck and kissed my palm. “What’s wrong? I thought that was pretty great myself.”

      “Of course it was.” I brushed his hair, still long and darker than usual, away from his face, to see the gold in his hazel eyes sparkling brightly with my affirmation. I dropped my hand with a sigh. “And that’s the problem.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “That’s a problem?”

      I threw my arms across my face, trying to hide. “Everyone in the mansion heard me!”

      He chuckled. “Their hearing isn’t that good, especially through stone walls.”

      “That’s not what I mean. You heard me, right? In your head?”

      “Ah,” he said with understanding. And then he laughed.

      “Tristan, this is so not funny! I’m . . . mortified.”

      He kept laughing, though. I dropped my arms from my face and stared at him. I wanted to punch him. He took in my glare and, a smart man, silenced his guffaws.

      “Lexi, there’s nothing to be embarrassed about. They all expect it. In fact, they want us to do it, remember? They want a daughter, too.”

      “But you know how I can make you feel what I’m feeling through my thoughts? I just did that with them!”

      “Then I’m sure they enjoyed it.” He flashed my favorite smile, then pulled me into his arms. “I bet Rina and Solomon are having their own fun now, Sophia won’t care, and Owen . . . well, at least he’ll have good dreams.”

      I didn’t know about anyone else, but I didn’t sleep long enough to dream. Although exhausted, I tossed and turned throughout the night, my mind unable to turn off. The words of my history book churned in my head, particularly those pointing to the fact we would lose Dorian. Every male of the direct Amadis bloodline went to the Daemoni. Every. Single. One. Since the beginning, when Jordan, the first male twin purposefully sought them out and eventually became leader of their army.

      Obsessed with the idea of gaining immortality and any other powers he could have, he and a witch created Jordan’s Juice. The powerful potion infused the best qualities of vampires, were-animals, and mages—the magical race encompassing witches and wizards, the more powerful warlocks, and the strongest of them all, sorcerers—into my ancestors’ DNA. For the girls, the Ang’dora brought into full effect the creatures’ endowments, as well as powers given by the Angels.

      The boys, however, were different. And ever since, all of the boys followed Jordan’s path to the Daemoni. With Tristan born and raised by them and my own sperm donor one-hundred-percent evil, Dorian had a lot more Daemoni blood running through his veins than he did Amadis. Everything told me he was doomed—nothing in the book provided any kind of escape clause or even the mention of one—but I couldn’t believe it. I rolled over again. There has to be something we can do.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I procrastinated in our suite as long as I could, not wanting to face everyone. If I had any chance of talking to Rina, my grandmother and the only other telepath to exist in many centuries, I would have been the first one downstairs, asking her to teach me better control. But with the council meeting, I knew she wouldn’t be able to help much today.

      “Alexis, I don’t know about you, but I’m starving,” Tristan said. “Can we please go eat breakfast? This meeting could last all day.”

      I leaned against the doorway to a small balcony wrapped with wrought iron, a white sheer curtain puffing around me in the spring breeze. The hem of my dated sundress—one of the few items of clothing I owned—fluttered against my thighs. Our suite was on the third floor of the mansion and the mansion on a hill, so I could just barely see the blue-and-white-capped Aegean Sea beyond the ancient cypress treetops.

      “Go on and eat. You don’t have to wait for me,” I said without moving.

      He placed his hands on my shoulders and turned me to face him. The wide ring of emerald green in his eyes shone brightly, the gold sparkles surrounding the pupils glinting. His skin almost seemed to glow, as it had on our honeymoon, the morning after our first time. He was happy. This place was good for him. He’d been to hell and back, and he needed the Amadis power—you could almost feel the energy pulsing from the island itself—to strengthen his goodness.

      “I see what you’re doing,” he said with the devastating smile that made my heart flip. “You have to face them some time. Do you really want to do it by yourself, or would you like me next to you?”

      “Of course I’d like you next to me. Always. But . . .” I hesitated.

      “But what?”

      I dropped my head, staring at the floor. “But you think this is funny. I can already hear the jokes.”

      “Hmm . . . yeah, I’m not the least bit ashamed of what I can do to you.” He lifted my chin with his fingers, brushing his thumb across my lower lip. Then his hand trailed down my neck, between my breasts, along my stomach . . . and lower. I shuddered. He smiled proudly. “So I guess I’ll go down by myself, and we can all have our laughs without you.”

      He kissed me and winked, then turned and walked out the door. I stared after him in a daze, and when the fog cleared, I hurried after him.

      “Don’t forget I can do the same to you,” I said when I caught up to him.

      He chuckled. “Trust me, I’ll never forget. And I’m not ashamed of it, either. But I do promise to behave.”

      He took my hand, his touch automatically calming me, but right before we entered the dining room, I stepped behind him.

      “Dad!” Dorian bounded from his chair at the table and leapt into Tristan’s arms. “I’ve been waiting forever for you to wake up!”

      He threw his arms around Tristan’s neck in a tight hug.

      “Guess I don’t count for anything anymore,” I said with mocked pain.

      He peeked over Tristan’s shoulder with the same hazel eyes as his father’s. “Hey, Mom. I missed you, too.”

      “Sure you did.” I ruffled his blond hair. I didn’t blame him for his enthusiasm for Tristan—yesterday was the first time they’d ever met, and they had a lot of catching up to do.

      Rina, Mom, and Owen sat at the table, coffee mugs and breakfast plates in front of them, their conversation we’d heard from the hallway suddenly silent. I barely glanced their way, just in time to see Owen turning his head and dropping his sapphire eyes, his face as pink as the half-eaten grapefruit on his plate. The image of the rising sheet popped into my mind, and my face heated, probably turning darker than Owen’s. I studied the tablecloth, wondering if anyone would notice if I crawled underneath it and stayed there the rest of my life. Or at least until Owen left. How can I ever face him again?

      As soon as Tristan and I sat down, a woman who looked as old as the ancient mansion came through a door with a tray of coffee, mugs, and condiments. She placed everything in front of us, and I reached for the coffee pot, but she grabbed it first, pouring our coffee for us. I wasn’t used to this.

      “Alexis, this is Ophelia,” Rina said with her Italian accent. She was over a century-and-a-half old, but Rina appeared to be in her late twenties, not much older than Mom looked. Her wide, mahogany eyes, nearly identical to mine and Mom’s, warmed with appreciation as she regarded the elderly woman. “She has served the Amadis for over two-hundred years, since the days of my great-grandmother’s rule. Ophelia, I’d like you to meet our Alexis.”

      Ophelia dipped into a curtsy. I definitely wasn’t used to that.

      “Nice to meet you, Ms. Alexis,” she said, her voice soft and smoother than I expected, compared to her severely creased face. She turned to Tristan. “Nice to see you again, Mr. Tristan. It has been a long time.”

      Ophelia returned her attention to me, her gray eyes surprisingly clear behind the many folds of her eyelids. Doing the math, I realized she was nearly the same age as Tristan. Ew. That thought’s . . . discomforting. I banished it immediately.

      “What would you like for breakfast, dear?” she asked me.

      “What are my choices?”

      She smiled. “Anything you’d like, Ms. Alexis.”

      “Anything?” I asked with surprise. “Chocolate croissants? And strawberries?”

      She curtsied again. “Certainly. Mr. Tristan?”

      I stared at him as he rattled off a list of eggs, bacon, sausage, biscuits, and practically every other breakfast item known to mankind.

      “I told you I was starving,” he said once Ophelia disappeared.

      “I thought we were in a hurry,” I muttered. “It’ll take forever for her to cook all that.”

      But as soon as I said the last word, Ophelia came through the door again, another tray on her arm. I wondered if the kitchen always had food ready to go, and then the truth hit me—the chef probably prepared it with magic. And then I realized, with mild shock, Ophelia herself was probably a witch. I’d only just learned the basics of the creatures that made up the Amadis, and mage made the most sense. Since she served the royal family domestically, she couldn’t have been a warlock, who’d be out fighting, even at her age. Although . . . she might have been a shifter, explaining how her frail-looking body could hold all that food, but then I noticed she wasn’t actually carrying it. The tray hovered just over her arm, so it only looked as though she carried it. Yep, a witch. Weird.

      Dorian eyed her, apparently not seeing that magic held the tray. “How are you so strong, Ophelia? You’re so old!”

      “Dorian!” I hissed, my face even hotter than it had been. “That’s not nice.”

      “He’s simply saying what he sees—I am old,” Ophelia said with a chuckle as she doled out all of Tristan’s plates. Then she winked at Dorian. “Bat wing soup and lots of vegetables.”

      “Ew,” Dorian said, wrinkling his nose. “Good thing I’m strong because of my dad.”

      “Vegetables help,” Tristan said as he pierced some kind of decorative leaf on his plate of eggs and shoved it into his mouth.

      He dug into all his food while I pulled my croissant apart, picking at it more than eating it. My stomach remained knotted with worry, not helped by the embarrassment for my loss of control last night. I couldn’t have felt any more awkward than I did at this moment, sitting at a table full of people who had all experienced my orgasm right along with me.

      “Alexis!” Rina’s voice came in my head, sounding very nearly like her regular voice but loud as a shout. I nearly jumped in my seat at the urgent tone, and my eyes shot up at her. Her brows drew together as she studied me then she finally said, “I need to talk to you about your gift.”

      Had she heard my thoughts about last night? I blushed.

      “Yes, we will talk about that, but it will have to wait,” she said. “I need to discuss a few things with you regarding the council meeting.”

      This way or in private? I asked her.

      She rose from her chair. “We need to be at the Council Hall in ten minutes. Sophia, Alexis, please come with me, yes?”

      I dropped the fist-sized strawberry I was eating onto the plate next to my half-eaten croissant, wiped the red juice from my fingers onto the cloth napkin, and stood up.

      “I’ll stay with Dorian during the meeting,” Owen offered. He wasn’t a member of the council—just my bodyguard, though I thought of him more like the big brother I never had but always wanted. Similarly, he was like an uncle to Dorian. They adored each other. Dorian, who’d been pouting because he wanted Tristan to himself all day, grinned at the idea of at least getting to hang out with Uncle Owen.

      “No, Owen, I would like you at the meeting,” Rina said. “You will continue to serve as Alexis’s protector, so you need to know everything. Ophelia will take care of him.”

      “We’ll go toad hunting,” Ophelia called from the kitchen just as Dorian’s mouth began to turn down into a frown. His eyes lit up. He jumped off his chair, gave Tristan and me quick hugs, and ran for the kitchen.

      I followed Rina and Mom out of the dining room and down a long hallway. Rina’s deep-violet, floor-length gown swished at her legs as we entered what appeared to be her office. It was large and beautifully decorated, with polished wood furniture, including a desk and ceiling-high bookshelves, full of ancient-looking books and knickknacks. A leather sofa and two high-back chairs created a sitting area near the fireplace, where crackling flames danced, as they did in every fireplace in the cool stone mansion. Everything was antique.

      “Alexis, use your mind to determine if anyone is nearby,” Rina said after Mom closed and locked the door.

      This was something she could do herself, of course, so she was either allowing me to practice or testing me. I probed outwards with my mind, careful to keep my mental wall in place. I sensed no other thoughts nearby and shook my head.

      “Before we go into the council meeting, you need to know we have not disclosed your gift of telepathy to anyone,” Rina said, moving to the chair behind her desk. Mom and I took the seats in front of her. “Only the three of us, Solomon, Tristan, and Owen possess this knowledge, and I want it to remain so for as long as we can keep it secret.”

      I nodded. She had told me this before, at the beach house in the Florida Keys, implying it had to do with the video I’d received showing the Daemoni beheading Tristan. The video was, obviously, a fake.

      “I do not even want the council to be made aware at this time,” Rina said.

      “Okay . . . but why? I thought you figured out the Daemoni had hacked your email and sent the video to me⁠—”

      “That was a theory,” Mom said. “It makes the most sense they would send it, but we’re still investigating. Rina has reason to believe⁠—”

      “I would like you to listen to the council members’ minds during the meeting,” Rina cut in, her eyes flashing anger at Mom.

      My eyebrows shot up. “Um, I could be missing something here, but isn’t that a big invasion of privacy?”

      “You are missing something,” Mom said, leaning back in her chair and crossing her arms as she glared at Rina.

      “What?”

      “I—” Rina broke Mom’s gaze and began shuffling and stacking papers on her desk. “I just need you to listen.”

      “But why me? Can’t you do it?” I didn’t intend to sound so rude and demanding, but her request made me uncomfortable. As did the tension between the two of them.

      Rina abandoned her papers and clasped her hands together. Her chest rose and fell with a deep breath, and she shook her head slowly. I’d noticed yesterday, while she provided some of the answers I’d been waiting to hear for so long, a new shadow over her I’d never seen before. Something different—less confidence, I supposed, as if something had seriously shaken her. I thought my mention of Noah, her son and Mom’s twin, had caused it, but today the gloom was more pronounced. Her face appeared tighter than normal, and she held her shoulders at a more defined angle, as if stress locked her muscles in place.

      “Someone might be blocking her power,” Mom said when Rina didn’t answer me.

      “But not mi—? Wait—they can block your power?”

      Rina sighed, the sound pregnant with profound sadness. What’s making her so unhappy? What can I do to help?

      “There is a possibility a mage might be able to shield me from entering his or her mind,” she finally said. “A slight possibility, but a possibility nonetheless. I would have thought only a sorcerer would be powerful enough, but the witch, wizards, and warlocks on the council are among the most powerful in the world, nearly rivaling any sorcerer.”

      “Then they could easily block mine,” I pointed out.

      “Not if they don’t realize they need to,” Mom said. “Our reason for keeping it secret.”

      “Well, there aren’t any guarantees it’ll stay secret. I don’t exactly have the best control.” I anxiously pawed at the base of my throat, once again coming up empty, no pendant hanging there.

      “I only need you to keep your wall up and listen, just listen,” Rina said. She implored me with wide, pleading eyes, and I wanted to make that look go away. But could I do what she asked?

      I stood up and walked over to the fireplace, gnawing on my lip and staring at intricately designed glass eggs lining the mantle.

      “Alexis, I would not ask you if I did not think you could handle it,” Rina continued. “You have excellent control of protecting your own thoughts. I cannot hear them without your allowing me to.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at her and lifted an eyebrow, hoping it was enough to remind her of last night.

      “Yes, well, that is a different matter,” she said dismissively.

      “You and Tristan won’t be having sex at the council meeting,” Mom said more bluntly.

      “No, but what if something else happens?” I asked, throwing an emphatic hand in the air and nearly knocking over one of the eggs. I hurried to steady it before it fell, turned, and began pacing. “So many people and all those thoughts . . . I nearly had a mental breakdown on the flights over here. I’m not ready yet. Can it wait until I’m better at this?”

      “No,” Mom and Rina said in unison.

      Rina stepped in front of me, forcing me to stop pacing. She took my hands into hers. “I need you to do it now, darling, or I would not ask you. It is quite urgent.”

      I blinked at her desperate words. “What’s going on?”

      She pursed her lips together as if trying to hold the words back. “I cannot imagine who . . . or why . . . I trust them all immensely . . . perhaps too much . . .”

      “Who? What?”

      “Just say it, Mother,” Mom said with obvious impatience.

      Rina sighed, and I thought I could see tears building in her eyes. “I have received a message from the Angels. I can only interpret it to mean . . .” She cleared her throat, blinked away any moisture gathered in her eyes, and lifted her chin. “. . . to mean there is a traitor in our midst.”

      “A traitor?” I asked. “On the council?”

      “We’re not positive,” Mom said. “It could be anyone in the Amadis, but it’s most likely someone on the council. We’re praying it’s not true, but if it is . . .”

      “I am hoping you may be able to find out, Alexis,” Rina said. “Since your power will not be blocked, you may be able to learn something I cannot. My hope is you will find nothing, that I have interpreted the message inaccurately, but I must ask you as a precaution.”

      “And you think this traitor sent the video?” I asked. “That it was Amadis, after all?”

      “We have no conclusive evidence. If there really is a traitor, however, it might be the person who sent the video. They might be planning something worse. It could mean the destruction of the entire Amadis if not addressed.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Wow. No pressure there. I didn’t know anything about the council, but as the matriarch’s advisors, I assumed they’d be the best and most loyal of all the Amadis. So who would want to betray us? Why? What did they have planned?

      “Alexis?” Mom said. She and Rina stared at me expectantly.

      “I . . . it’s just . . .” I stammered. I wanted to help, to relieve Rina of this pain that seemed to be stabbing her right in the soul. I wanted answers, too. But could I handle the pressure?

      “You will be fine, Alexis,” Rina said. “You are very powerful. I trust you with this task.”

      “Honey, you’re one of us now,” Mom said. “Sometimes that means doing things we don’t always want to do, things that push us beyond our comfort zone. We’re only asking you to try. We need you.” She placed her hands on my shoulders and gave them a squeeze. “If it becomes too much, you can leave. We’ll alert Owen to keep an eye on you, in case you need help.”

      The mention of Owen’s name made my stomach take a dip. How could I rely on him when I felt so awkward just hearing his name?

      “Tristan is aware, too,” Rina added. “I shared all of this with him at breakfast, and he immediately saw the best solution—your involvement. Either can help, if you need it.”

      Tristan and Owen both were familiar with my breakdowns when the “voices” in my head became too much. They both knew how to distract me, how to give my mind something to “tune in to” while blocking out everyone else—they’d helped me survive the long airplane flights, where there was no escape if the thoughts bombarded me. Surely Tristan could get me through this meeting. And Owen, too, if I could bring myself to let him.

      “Okay,” I finally said. “I’ll do my best. But I make no promises.”
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      Rina inclined her head in appreciation, and Mom gave my shoulder another squeeze, then Rina asked me to tell the men we were ready. Either more practice or another test—one I wasn’t sure I could pass. I had never reached out to multiple people at once or someone so far away before. Not on purpose, anyway. In fact, the other person had always been only a few feet away. I concentrated on the image of a black cloud in my head and pushed it outward. I extended it beyond the confines of my skull, while keeping it from enshrouding Mom or Rina—I would hear the thoughts of whoever came “within” the cloud. I continued pushing it out, beyond the room to search for Tristan, but the force was too much. My wall fell, and I heard a jumble of everyone’s thoughts. I sucked the cloud right back into my head and raised the wall.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled, shaking my head.

      Rina’s brows furrowed for an instant, reminding me of the look she’d given me at breakfast, then calm returned to her face.

      “Do not worry, dear,” she said, “you will learn. Right now, however, we do not have time.”

      She fell silent while she “called” for Tristan, Solomon, and Owen.

      “How far out can you go?” I asked her while we waited for them.

      “If it is to pick up any random thoughts from anyone, a few kilometers, though without proper control, it can be quite painful if it is a crowded area. If it is to communicate directly with someone in particular, much farther, especially if I am very familiar with them. You can identify your mother, Dorian, or Tristan across a large, crowded room simply from a laugh or a single spoken word, yes? It is easier because you are attuned to their voices.”

      I nodded with understanding. Then I thought I must have been using my gift all wrong, with the visual of the cloud—it wasn’t a good enough analogy. I sighed with frustration. This was the worst time to be confounded.

      “Rina, I don’t think I can do this yet. I have too much to learn.”

      “You can do this, Alexis,” she said. “You were able to save Tristan, even with all the Daemoni and Amadis soldiers there. You blocked them out and focused only on him, no?”

      Only a few days ago, I’d protected Tristan from a Daemoni attack on his soul, partially by talking him through it telepathically. I had no clue how I pulled it off so well, though, how I was able to keep out everyone else and only talk to him, without anyone but Rina, Mom, and Owen aware of what I was doing.

      “That is all you need to do during the meeting,” Rina said. “Hold your wall and focus on one mind at a time. Just listen. That is all.”

      There was no more time to argue. Mom opened the door right as the men reached it. Tristan took my hand and “led” me for the flash—all I had to concentrate on was going where he was, since I’d never been to the destination before. There were other ways to flash somewhere new, but I hadn’t learned them yet.

      I was starting to feel like an alien, learning the ways of a whole new world.

      We appeared next to Rina and Solomon in a small area that must have been a holding chamber and had been empty until we arrived. The room reminded me a little of the green rooms when I did television interviews, though the stone walls indicated the building pre-dated television by millennia. The chilly air—no fire in these grates—might have caused a mage or a Norman to shiver, but no one here noticed. Mom sent Owen out to see if all the council members had arrived.

      I stepped over to the single window and was surprised to see a whole village outside below us. We were at the top of a hill, at one end of a main road that ended with a pier jutting out over the sea. Between here and the beach, people bustled in and out of an eclectic collection of shops and other buildings lining each side of the road, many with brightly colored awnings, others blank and austere. The rooftops of houses—some steep and pointed, some flat, and others rounded, all in various shades from white to blue to fuchsia—spread out beyond them.

      “Where are we?” I wondered aloud. We had to still be on the Amadis Island since it was shielded—we could only flash within shields, but not through them.

      “The Council Hall in the island village,” Tristan said from right behind me. “All those people out there are Amadis.”

      “You mean . . . witches and wizards and vampires and everything?” I asked with awe.

      “Yes, your very characters.”

      Of course, they weren’t the exact characters in the books I’d written about witches, werewolves, vampires, and various other supernaturals. I thought I’d been writing all fiction, not knowing these creatures actually existed, but my fiction came somewhat close to reality, which I’d learned only a few days ago. Seeing the people out there—my people, the Amadis—was like seeing my characters come to life.

      “I want to go meet them,” I said, momentarily forgetting the whole reason we stood at this particular window in the first place.

      Tristan chuckled. “You’ll meet some today, don’t worry.”

      Of course. The council members themselves weren’t exactly human. The cold-water effect of this realization doused my enthusiasm. How can I possibly concentrate on my task now? I’d be too distracted, overcome with excitement of meeting real-life creatures I’d been so fascinated with since I was a kid. My stomach fluttered with anxiety—I was doomed for failure.

      “Tristan,” Rina said from the other side of the room, and we both turned toward her. “I have just learned some of our members have been delayed with . . . a situation. You may take Alexis into the village to orient her.”

      “Alexis!” Why did she seem to be yelling my name all morning? I tilted my head, acknowledging her. “Please practice listening while in the village. It will give you the confidence you need before going into the meeting.”

      I nodded as Tristan took my hand. He led me out of the large, stone building and down a path to the main road through town. As we meandered through the business district, I gaped with amazement at everything, keeping Tristan quite amused. The many shops sold a wide variety of goods. In one window, dried herbs hung from the ceiling and shelves contained jars of other reagents, some unidentifiable and others I wished I hadn’t been able to identify (lizard eyeballs!), for the mages. Others displayed bottles of thick, red liquid with pretty labels similar to wine bottles, but instead of pinot noir, cabernet, or merlot, they advertised O-positive and B-negative—donated blood for the vamps. Live animals roamed one window display, imitating a pet shop, but these weren’t pets. Rather, chickens, rats, and hogs waited to be selected for shifters’ meals. One shop sold wands and another enchanted armor for the warriors. People, dressed in a variety of fashions, present-day and not, frequently appeared and disappeared, flashing around the village.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what my fellow fantasy authors would think if they ever saw this place. Many had described similar villages in their works, but what would they do if they actually saw it in person? Probably be like me ... ambling about with their mouths hanging open.

      “Are they scared of you?” I whispered to Tristan at one point, as we walked down a residential street by ourselves. “Everybody bows their heads, and no one looks us in the eye.”

      “Maybe,” he said with a chuckle, “but that’s not why they do it. You’re royalty, my love. We both are. They do it out of respect.”

      “Oh, right. I wish they wouldn’t. It makes me feel . . . weird. I thought this would be the last place I’d feel unusual, surrounded by all these mythical creatures that aren’t really mythical.”

      He slid his arm around my waist and pulled me close to him. “Stop worrying about what everyone else thinks.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’ve been beautiful and you forever. You’re used to it.”

      “And you’ve been beautiful and you forever, too. Your forever is shorter than mine, but you should be used to it by now.”

      “I’ve only been beautiful and royalty for a few days, and I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it.” In fact, every time I caught my reflection in the mirror since the Ang’dora, I had to stop for a moment, making sure it was really me. So I stayed away from mirrors as much as possible. It was too much to accept.

      Tristan kissed the top of my head. “You’ve become self-conscious on me again. You remind me of when I first met you.”

      I remembered how uncomfortable I’d been with him, torn between wanting him to know the real me and trying to be “normal” because I thought he was. It felt like several lifetimes ago.

      “Sorry. I just feel so out of place here,” I said as I contemplated the odd assortment of houses lining the street.

      Some were painted in vibrant colors or with wild patterns, and others appeared to be from the ancient Greek era, perfectly preserved. The mish-mash looked as though houses from Whoville were picked up by a tornado and randomly dropped into a neighborhood of Parthenon-like buildings. Various odors carried on the air, some pleasant, some not so much, making me wonder what kinds of concoctions were being created in some of the more eccentric homes. A few people were outside—one cutting herbs from a garden, another walking a pet tarantula the size of my head on a leash, making me shudder—and they all inclined their heads as we passed by.

      “I’m the alien but they all treat me like . . .” A weirdo.

      “Royalty?” Tristan finished for me.

      I sighed. “Yeah. At this rate, I’ll be ready to get back to normal life sooner than I thought. At least in the normal world, I know how to behave, what to do.”

      He gave me a squeeze. “We’ll be leaving soon enough, I’m sure. But first you have a lot to learn. You need to train. Have you been practicing at all, or just gawking?”

      “Pretty much just gawking,” I admitted, and then I frowned. I hated listening to people’s thoughts, and it felt especially intrusive when the people close by thought they were in the privacy of their own homes. At least on the main street, people would be thinking fewer intimate thoughts and more about their business at hand. “Let’s go back downtown, or whatever you call it, so I can be with more people.”

      As we walked, I pushed my cloud out to people we passed long enough to hear a brief thought, then quickly pulled the cloud in as soon as I’d succeeded. I kept to only one person at a time, afraid I’d lose control if I tried more. Fortunately, what I heard was mostly mundane, except . . .

      “Can’t stop thinking of him as Seth. Look at him, walking around as though he owns the place, his hands all over the real royalty, as though he owns her. He’s such a traitor. He’ll be the downfall of the Amadis.”

      As we walked by, the man—I picked up the thought he was a were-animal of some sort—inclined his blond head like everyone else, and hurried past us.

      “Wow, he’s not quite a fan of yours,” I muttered to Tristan. “He thinks you’re a traitor.”

      “Yes,” Tristan said with a hint of steel in his voice, “there are some who think I shouldn’t be here . . . and especially shouldn’t be with you.”

      Before I could say what those people could physically do to themselves, my brain rattled with an agitation that exceeded my own. Somehow my mind followed the disturbance to pick up the disjointed thoughts.

      “This meeting . . . a farce! . . . What to believe! . . . Another daughter? . . . And the boy? . . . Martin ruling? . . . Is it possible? . . . Tristan—a traitor! . . . Something needs to be done . . . the Amadis . . . Decimated!”

      I peered over my shoulder, sensing the owner of such mental chaos behind me, but no one was there. Whoever had been so upset had disappeared.

      My own mind spun. The fragmented thoughts made no sense. Were his thoughts really so disjointed, or did the telepathy cut in and out like a poor cell phone signal? Did he mean my future daughter? And Dorian? Who was Martin? And, most importantly, how many people thought Tristan would betray us, and how could they possibly still believe that after everything he’d done for the Amadis?

      I opened my mouth to tell Tristan what I heard, but he cut me off. “Rina’s asking for our return.”

      “She told you? But not me?”

      Tristan shrugged, took my hand, and led me back to the big, white building at the top of the hill, the Council Hall. I wondered briefly why Rina had only spoken to Tristan as if I was inferior, but by the time we entered the little room in the council building to wait with Mom and Rina, my mind had returned to the commotion I’d heard.

      The man had mentioned the meeting being a farce, but didn’t specify which meeting. The council meeting that was about to begin or another one? Thinking he might possibly be a council member, I knew I needed to gather my wits and courage and do a damn good job of “listening” for Rina. Something was definitely going on.

      “You can’t go in there!” Owen’s bark came from the other side of the door, pulling me out of my internal thoughts.

      “Owen, I am your mother. You let me in right now,” commanded a stern female voice. The door burst open. “Sophia!”

      “Sorry,” Owen muttered, following the woman in.

      Mom grinned widely. “It’s okay, Owen. I doubt your mother is trying anything sneaky with us.”

      The woman slid out of her leather jacket and tossed it to Owen as she strode over to Mom and embraced her. She wore black leather from head to toe—a bustier, pants, and combat boots—and though her build was slight, the confident way she moved and held herself would make a bully cower. She appeared to be in her mid- to late-thirties, but she had to be nearly three times older: Owen appeared to be twenty-five, but was actually sixty-eight, and this woman, apparently, had given birth to him. With shoulder-length, straight hair the same shade of blond as Owen’s and eyes the same sapphire blue, the resemblance was obvious.

      “I know I’m breaking protocol, but I couldn’t wait a minute longer to see you or to meet Alexis,” she said, already advancing on me. She didn’t wait for introductions. “Ah, yes, you are as beautiful as I’ve heard. Hello, Alexis, I am Charlotte Allbright.”

      It took me a moment to recover from her straightforwardness. “Uh, nice to meet you, Ms. Allbright.”

      She laughed. “You can call me Charlotte or Char.”

      “Or Charred or Charcoal,” Mom said.

      “You’ll never let me live that one down, will you?” Charlotte gave Mom a mischievous smile at some private joke.

      “Alexis, this is Owen’s mother, as you’ve figured out,” Mom said. “And, I have to admit, a long-time friend of mine.”

      “I apologize for my son’s irresponsibility while he was supposed to be protecting you. Sometimes I wonder why Sophia insists on him having the job. He should really⁠—”

      “Oh, no, please don’t blame him,” I quickly interrupted. “That was totally my fault. Owen’s great at his job—when I let him do it.”

      Charlotte eyed me. “Hmm . . . well, I suppose I can understand, if you’re anything like your mother.”

      “Worse,” Mom muttered. I tilted my head in question. “Charlotte has been my protector from time to time, and she thinks I’m hard-headed and rebellious.”

      “Of course you are! I wouldn’t love you if you weren’t,” Charlotte said with a laugh.

      Mom shrugged. “So maybe I am.”

      “You think I’m hard-headed and rebellious, worse than you?” I wasn’t sure what I thought about that.

      “Of course you are. And I wouldn’t love you if you weren’t,” Tristan said from behind me as he placed his hands on my hips. Mom and Charlotte chuckled.

      “Alexis, we will have our hands full with you,” Mom said.

      I frowned. Charlotte placed her hands on each side of my face and looked me directly in the eye, an impish gleam in hers.

      “These are admirable traits, Alexis. There are dark days ahead, and we’ll need your spunk and spirit. Martin says we all need to be prepared, especially you.” With that cryptic message—there was that name Martin again—she planted a kiss on my forehead. What did she mean by dark days ahead? And why especially me? I didn’t get a chance to ask as she turned away. “I suppose I should let Owen kick me out. I’ll see you soon. We have some catching up to do, Sophia.”

      Charlotte held her arm out to Owen, and he took her elbow, pretending to forcefully escort her out of the room. She hooked her boot around the door, pulling it shut behind them.

      “She’s a handful herself,” I muttered, and her laugh echoed from another part of the building.

      Mom laughed, too. “Yes, she is. But she’s a great friend to me, a powerful warlock, and an excellent addition to the council.”

      “She’s on the council?” I asked. She acted as though she hadn’t seen Mom for a long time, but Mom had been at the island for nearly a week. She and Rina returned before us so they could debrief the council on the recent events in the Florida Keys—my Ang’dora, Tristan’s escape, the Daemoni’s attack . . . and everything else.

      “She is now. Martin, her husband, took Stefan’s place, but Char is a new addition. She’s been fighting in the Middle East and returned last night,” Mom explained. “Rina will swear her in this morning.”

      So Martin was Char’s husband and Owen’s dad, and their family was apparently close to ours. Which made everything I’d already “heard” today much more confusing. This meeting may or may not be a farce, but it seemed as though it would certainly be intense, just as Tristan had predicted. I pressed my hands against my stomach, which twisted and turned with anxiety over Rina’s request.

      “We’re ready to begin,” announced a low, booming voice.

      Solomon stood at the door, beckoning all of us. I tried not to stare at him, but it was nearly impossible. After all, he was a real, live (or real, dead?) vampire. Now that I knew what to watch for, I realized he did look like a vamp, something I hadn’t noticed the other times I’d seen him. His complexion was an exotic ash color—the vampire paleness of someone who’d originally been dark-skinned. His features were broad and beautiful, his hair in cornrows, the front pulled back into a ponytail, and he had an accent I was sure originated somewhere in the Caribbean. He smiled at us, and his fangs were short, barely longer than a Norman’s eyeteeth, much less threatening than Vanessa’s and the other vampires’ fangs had been.

      Solomon wasn’t the first vampire I’d seen in person, but he was the first good one I knew. Yet, as he continued smiling, my stomach tightened more with fear.

      Rina joined him at the door, winding her arm with his. Mom stepped behind her, and Tristan and I stood behind Mom. Tristan took my hand as Owen led us through the door and down a short hallway. Seeing Mom alone between Solomon and Rina and Tristan and me made my heart ache for her. She’d given up any chance for a real mate—one who could handle her love and passion—to stay with me in the normal world. She’d had a handful of Norman boyfriends throughout my childhood, but none could give her true companionship. Even if she could have revealed her true identity, they would have never understood . . . and never survived.

      We stopped at a doorway as Owen stepped inside and announced the matriarch’s entry. Wood scraped against stone—the sound of people rising to their feet—and then silence reigned. Rina and Solomon led us inside. Pillars lined the long sides of the rectangular room and on the walls at each end hung a large, ornate cross centered between two angels. But not peaceful, praying angels or cute cherubs—these angels brandished swords, daggers, and other weapons, their expressions fierce and their muscles large and defined, as if tensed for a fight.

      At the center of the room stood a giant, round, wooden table with throne-like seats surrounding it. In front of all but five chairs stood an Amadis council member, their heads bowed. Rina and Solomon led us to the empty seats. Solomon sat on Rina’s left and Mom on her right. Mom and Tristan indicated I was to sit between them. Owen stood behind me. I felt as though I sat at King Arthur’s Round Table right in the middle of Athena’s temple.

      As soon as the five of us took our seats, everyone else sat down, too.

      Rina launched the meeting with a prayer, followed by swearing Charlotte in as “the second’s chosen confidante.” I’d gone through the Ang’dora and also had Tristan by my side, so Mom no longer needed to give me her full-time attention and protection. She would become a more permanent fixture on the council and, apparently, had chosen Char to be her personal advisor. Rina then introduced me to the council and Tristan officially as a member of the royal family. As soon as she said this, the room temperature seemed to drop a degree or two while the air thickened. I thought I’d imagined it until⁠—

      “Ms. Katerina,” murmured a man across the table from me. Well, not a man. A vampire, with dark, shoulder-length hair swept back from his lovely face, and an accent that rolled the “r” in a way that would make most women’s thighs tense.

      “Yes, Armand?”

      “Are you sure⁠—”

      Rina didn’t let him finish. “I am aware of your feelings. You have made them clear to me. And yes, I am sure. Do not forget we have given you a second chance.”

      Armand pursed his lips and stared at the wooden table. Rina had effectively silenced him. The tension remained in the air, however, and I had a feeling Armand wasn’t the only one who had an issue with Tristan and his place at the table or in the family. Whoever I’d heard in the village was definitely one of these people at this table. I scanned the unfamiliar faces until my eyes landed on one I had seen before—the first guy, the blond shifter, who had called Tristan a traitor. His dark eyes narrowed at me for a brief moment. It was time I went to work.

      But Rina immediately distracted me when she mentioned a coronation ceremony—as in the official crowning of Tristan and me. In front of a crowd of strangers. My insides squirmed. The conversation didn’t last long, but my stomach still spasmed as Rina moved on to the next subject.

      “Are there any regional updates since our last meeting two days ago?” she asked.

      A woman of Asian descent, wearing a silver kimono and a ridiculous green hat the Queen of England would admire, stood first and delivered her report. I listened, taking time to become acclimated to the council before starting my task. That was my excuse anyway, but to be honest, nerves kept my mind from going there. The council members—not just creatures from my books, but the most powerful ones of our society—were intimidating enough. What if I screwed up? What if my wall fell and everyone found out what I was doing? I didn’t have the best control under ideal circumstances, and now I’d been thrown to the wolves. Part of me wanted to know what was going on, but the other part hid like a coward.

      The Asian woman said the Daemoni had pulled back, with the last two attacks in China and Vietnam nearly twenty-four hours ago, about the same time Vanessa found Tristan and me in the Aegean Sea. Finding us was easy for the vamp—she’d drank my blood, creating a connection between us. It wouldn’t last, though. As she burned through my blood, consuming it as a fire consumes fuel, the connection would weaken and disappear. That’s what Tristan had told me, anyway.

      Other council members simply said they’d experienced the same in their regions, although two had suffered rogue attacks. One this morning had delayed two council members.

      Amadis all over the world were on edge, knowing attacks could resume at any time, and the council briefly discussed options for fighting back, but I tuned them out. The Ang’dora had enlarged the capacity of my brain, or, at least, allowed me to engage those parts most humans never do use, but I still had difficulty following the conversation, being unfamiliar with my new world—or with war strategy, for that matter. I observed my subjects a little longer, needing to gain a better understanding of them before tapping into their minds.

      Besides Solomon and Armand, the French vampire who’d been shut down by Rina, the only other vampire on the council was Julia, who I recognized from the Keys. As Owen had mentioned, Julia definitely appeared to be a closer advisor to Rina than the rest of the council, besides Solomon. Rina looked to her often, and I suspected they exchanged silent communication frequently, though Julia never spoke aloud. The dark-haired vampire had eyed me during the meeting’s opening, more closely than everyone else, scrutinizing me just as she had done at the beach house. She still felt wrong to me, though I couldn’t explain the feeling.

      Armand, it became apparent, oversaw the Amadis equivalent of the police—the group who ensured Amadis people managed themselves responsibly, whether within the Amadis society or while mainstreaming in the Norman world. In other words, that they didn’t bite or curse people.

      My gaze skimmed over the shifters, who were nearly as mesmerizing as the vampires and easier to identify than I expected. I couldn’t distinguish by sight exactly what kind of were-animal each was—by possessing animal bodies, the Ancients had created a shifter bloodline in the form of every predatory animal on Earth. I thought one woman may have been a bird, perhaps an eagle or falcon. With thin limbs but powerful-looking shoulders and chest, round eyes, and a long nose, she certainly looked like a bird.

      I identified the mages easily, too—not only because they obviously weren’t vamps or shifterss, but while in the village, Tristan had pointed out their eccentric tastes, including their fashion styles. It wasn’t so easy determining what kind of mage each was—a female witch, a male wizard, or a more powerful warlock. All I knew was they weren’t sorcerers because according to Owen, the Amadis didn’t have any.

      “Martin,” Rina said, the name catching my attention, “your intelligence update, please.”

      The man sitting next to Charlotte stood, and I bit off a small sound of surprise. I’d expected to see an older version of Owen, but my protector definitely took after his mother, except his stature, which was exactly like his father’s—tall with long, sinewy muscles wrapping their lean frames.

      “Yes, Ms. Katerina,” Martin said, giving her a nod. He scrubbed his hand through his shoulder-length, black hair, just as Owen would do, and, like Owen, three lines appeared between his eyebrows when he pushed them together in thought. The resemblance stopped there, however. Besides his dark hair that was nearly opposite Owen’s blond, Martin’s blue eyes were several shades lighter than Owen’s and set into a fine-boned face that gave him a pretty-boy look.

      Martin pressed his long-fingered hand down his white, button-down shirt, as if straightening it, pushed his shoulders back and lifted his chin. He spoke with a faint trace of an Irish accent and lilt, as if he’d had many years’ practice in hiding it. “As we expected, the Daemoni are preparing for war. Their attacks on Amadis villages may have stopped for the time being, but they’re making plans to grow their army.”

      The statement sent a chill up my spine. Building their army meant attacking and infecting norms—changing them into vampires and shifters. Of course, that meant the Amadis must fight back by converting the newly turned as quickly as possible, saving their souls and growing our own army at the same time.

      “They won’t let Tristan—or Alexis—go easily, of course,” Martin added. “They will fight for them, harder than ever. Since we have them protected here, they appear to be in the midst of making plans for flushing them out. I recommend we keep them here on the island as long as possible, for their protection.”

      “I disagree,” Armand said. “They need to mainstream. The boy is getting old enough to remember what he sees here. He cannot know our secrets, since he will . . .”

      I didn’t hear the rest of Armand’s sentence—I didn’t have to, though, to understand he and others would want to protect the Amadis secrets from Dorian, their future enemy.

      Rina broke into my mind.

      “Alexis,” she said, again sounding as though she yelled in my head, automatically grabbing my attention. “Have you started?”

      I pressed my lips together and wiped my palms on my dress as tendrils of anxiety slithered in and around me.

      “Focus on the mages,” Rina instructed. “They are the only ones who could block me. You do not need to worry about the others.”

      I pulled in a deep breath, tried to blow out the tension inside me, and commanded myself to proceed. The discussion of when we’d need to mainstream resided in one part of my brain, while I used another part to conjure my cloud. I envisioned enlarging the black cloud beyond my head, which took more work than ever before, probably because nerves tried to hold it in. With effort, I pushed it out to enshroud Charlotte, who I thought would be a good start. Nice and safe.

      She wasn
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