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BE PREPARED. THERE are werewolves in this story, and they are NOT friendly.

Peace has always come at a price...
A line has been drawn.

As Luca fights for his life, Rebekah finds herself in a race against time. The Lower Coven is circling ever closer, the Higher Coven is in disarray, and now the twins find themselves facing an enemy even more powerful than the Knightlys themselves.
Lines are drawn, clans are divided, and with the specter of the dark creature looming ever closer Rebekah finds herself facing the ultimate questions.
Who is she? What is she? And, most importantly, does she have the strength to survive whatever destiny has in store?
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There is a free bonus read at the end of the story. A full book from W.J. May’s new series, The Queen’s Alpha Series – ETERNAL

[image: BOXSET1]

Loved ONLY THE BEGINNING? Find out who Rogue and Michael are in the Hidden Secrets Saga – Read what happened to send Jamie and Rebekah’s life into secrecy!

You won’t be disappointed!

Download Seventh Mark part 1 For FREE

Seventh Mark part 2

Marked by Destiny

Compelled

Fate’s Intervention

Chosen Three

Book Trailer: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y-_vVYC1gvo
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I remember the first time I discovered that the family castle nestled in the Redwood forest outside Port Q had an infirmary.

I was about five years old, flushed with excitement and unable to sit still. It was one of those long weekends. The kind of weekend where my parents had been guilted into taking Jamie and me to visit our grandparents in the big city. Big city. That’s how it looked to our childhood eyes. Port Q was small, but anything was bigger than the tiny beach town where Rouge and Michael had settled with Rob and Grace after the Great War.

Jamie and I had been climbing trees in the backyard. Reveling in one of those rare unsupervised moments. Daring each other to venture higher and higher as our family discussed matters of state inside.

It’d been my fault. In hindsight, that was easy to see. Jamie had been about to climb down—after having won our little bet—when I challenged him to go just one branch higher. Up to the scary branch. The branch the two of us had stared at longingly for five years’ worth of guilty weekend visits.

He didn’t want to do it. It was a tricky swing to a flimsy branch, at a terrifying height. Not to mention, if any of the adults inside happened to glance out and see him they’d skin us both alive. He said no. Said that he’d already won, and there was nothing left to prove. But children can be vicious, and Jamie and I were twins. I knew exactly what buttons to push.

I threatened his manhood. Threw our lineage of eternal warriors in his face. Said that anyone who couldn’t climb a stupid tree would never be allowed on the Hunt. Said that if he didn’t do it, I’d tell Uncle Seth he was a coward.

Coward proved to be the magic word. Jamie might’ve had to sit on a stack of phone books every night to reach the dinner table, but he’d fight to the death to protect his honor. With childlike arrogance, he mimicked a rude hand gesture he’d seen pass between our dad and Uncle Rob, then turned back to the tree with a fiery determination blazing in his eyes.

A few seconds later, he made it to the prized branch. Twisted around to raise his hands in victory. Let out a triumphant cry.

And that’s where our luck ran out.

Or his did.

The branch snapped. He fell fifty feet. Broke his leg on impact.

The adults raced outside the second they heard his cry, herding together like lions on a hunt. Half of them rushed to attend him while the other half turned on me, demanding to know what had happened.

In the end, Caleb reigned supreme.

He snatched his wailing grandson out of Michael’s arms and flew back inside faster than the eye could see. Someone, I can’t remember who, grabbed me up as well, and the next thing I knew we were heading down to the western wing of the castle. A place I’d never been, save for Caleb’s office.

Down one corridor we flew, then up another. Faster and faster. Before, finally, my father pushed open a tiny door carved into the stone.

The smell of antiseptic swept through my nostrils and I remember backing into my grandmother Sarah’s legs as a million little goosebumps shivered across my bare arms.

I didn’t want to be there. Surrounded by all these scary machines, sharp tools, and strange smells. Trapped in a room that felt both dangerous and entirely too clean. I didn’t want Jamie to be there either.

I remember sneaking forward, winding my way through the crowd. No one noticed me, as they were too concerned with Jamie. My mother was shouting, Grace was crying, and Caleb was muttering something to my father who was holding down Jamie’s little shoulders, whispering words of comfort and begging him to hold still. I stood trembling beside the bed, silent and unnoticed, until Jamie stopped thrashing long enough to turn and look me in the eyes.

“I won,” he whispered. “I’m not a coward.”

Then Caleb snapped his leg back into place, and he let out a scream.

I’d always hated the infirmary after that. It didn’t matter how many times I came back as a teenager. Sporting everything from scrapes to dislocations after particularly grueling training sessions. It didn’t matter that I understood the necessity of such a place, and always left feeling better than when I entered.

I hated it. Hated it with all my heart.

...but I loved Luca more.

“How’s he doing, sweetheart?” My grandmother, Sarah, came up behind me, resting her hands lightly upon my shoulders. “Any change?”

Since they found me and my twin brother, bleeding to death and under siege, it had been nothing but pet names. Sweetheart. Honey. Angel. I swear I even heard Seth call me Pumpkin as they bundled me out of the car.

I shook my head and, with a sigh, leaned back in the chair. I’d been sitting there for the last four hours, ever since we got back to Port Q. My legs had long since fallen asleep, and there was a chance my arms had melded to the arm rests. I didn’t notice. I didn’t care.

“He’s the same.” My voice was hoarse and scratchy. Whether it was from the recent bloodbath at the hospital or from so many hours without use, I had no idea. “Exactly the same.”

In the beginning, I’d watched Luca anxiously. Humming with anticipation, perched on the edge of my chair. As if, at any moment, his endless sleep would somehow reverse itself and he’d come back to me. As if, at any moment, he’d open those lovely eyes and my world would start turning again.

By now, that anticipation had faded into a despondent resignation. A bleak sort of hopelessness, without an end in sight.

“That’s not necessarily a bad thing.” Sarah squeezed my shoulders, taking great care not to disturb my arms. It was a testament to the horrific strength of the silver bullets that they had burned through both the bone and muscle, leaving a grisly hole in their wake. “You heard what Caleb said: there’s nothing physically wrong with him. He needs to come out of it in his own time.”

I nodded bleakly, my eyes never leaving Luca’s face. That had been the worst moment of all. The moment when my grandfather—a man I believed could do anything—had told me there was nothing more to be done.

“Will you come down and get some food?” she asked quietly, afraid to show more emotion than that. “Jamie’s down there, and your mom...” She trailed off helplessly, staring at my blank face. “Or I could bring up a plate?”

She was trying. Trying so hard. But I had nothing to give her.

“I’m fine,” I answered softly, shifting forward to continue my never-ending watch. “Thank you, Sarah.”

She hesitated another moment, wringing her hands with an unfamiliar sort of indecision, then nodded and slipped silently out the door. In an act of supreme graciousness, she closed it behind her. Leaving me in peace.

My body wilted with a tired sigh as I laced my fingers through each of Luca’s, bringing his hand to my lips for a gentle kiss.

“Wake up,” I whispered, for what had to be the thousandth time. “Please, for me. For your sister. Wake up.”

How could he be in a coma? He looked so perfect, so peaceful. As if he’d merely fallen asleep. Surely nothing was wrong. Surely, any second, he’d...

I trailed off, unable to complete the thought.

No. He wouldn’t. The second he’d walked onto that bridge, he’d been broken beyond repair. Injured in a way that even Caleb couldn’t fix.

...all to save my life.

Wake up. Wake up. Wake up. You’re not a coward.

The hum of distant voices floated in from the living room. I lay my head down on the hospital sheets, wishing I could will them all away. If I was thinking clearly, I’d go down and join them. I’d realize there was nothing more I could do, sitting helplessly by Luca’s bed, and go help the others. Jamie and Olivia had been shot just as much as I had. They were most likely huddled together on the same sofa. Gritting their teeth against the pain, waiting to see how long the uneasy truce would hold, trying to keep themselves together. There were things to say. Wounds to heal. People to bring into the fold. If I was thinking clearly, I’d go do all those things.

But I wasn’t in the right mindset. I’d stopped thinking clearly the second Luca stepped onto that bridge. The second I saw him floating in the water.

Wake up.

It was coming back to me faster now. The things I’d blocked out. The last few hours when my life, and the lives of those I loved, had hung in the balance.

I remembered the look on Caleb’s face when he pushed open the hospital door. The way his eyes widened when he saw us huddled around the cot. The way his shoes slipped on the floor, coated in a thick layer of blood.

Jamie had kept himself going long enough to fall into our grandfather’s embrace, his entire body collapsing in utter exhaustion. It had taken Caleb a moment to realize he’d passed out. To unwind Jamie’s arms from his neck, and discover he was bleeding out from a gunshot wound to the shoulder.

Olivia saw him go down, but kept her defensive perch on the counter by her brother. While Caleb may have temporarily defeated one enemy, she had no idea if he was any better. It had taken both Sarah and Grace gently talking her down for her to slowly lower her weapons. At which point she blacked out on the floor beside Jamie—reaching for his hand.

As for me...I couldn’t tear myself away from Luca.

I remembered bits and pieces. Caleb trying to talk to me, but there was a dull ringing in my ears. His mouth was moving, but none of the words got through. My father burst through the door a second later, covered in blood, searching wildly for his children. 

Instead, he found every parent’s worst nightmare.

Jamie unconscious, lying in Caleb’s arms, while I was frozen dead still. Clutching what looked like a corpse. Pale, scared, and riddled with bullet wounds. His lips parted as every bit of color drained from his face, but before he could move the door flew off its hinges as my mother stormed into the room.

She was the only one who got through to me. The only one who seemed to understand that I wasn’t going anywhere until someone helped me take care of the boy lying in my arms. After doing a discreet check to make sure I wasn’t in immediate danger she turned her attention to Luca, glancing at the tubes coming out of his wrists before reaching down to take his pulse.

“We need to get him out of here,” she said quietly, taking my hand and giving it a gentle squeeze. “Sweetie, can you help me carry him?”

It was perhaps the only thing she could have said to make me move.

I scrambled weakly to my feet the second she lifted him, hastening to help as best I could. Clumsily untangling the wires coming out of his arms. Of course, the second I stood vertical the massive blood loss caught up with me as well, and I fell backwards into my father’s waiting arms.

The last thing I remember was my mother’s lovely face floating in the air above me. She must’ve handed Luca off to Rob and was standing by my side, staring down at me with tears in her eyes. As her hand came up to brush back my hair I caught it by the wrist, holding on with every bit of strength I had left.

“Don’t hurt him,” I whispered, staring up into her eyes. “Promise me.”

Whether she’d keep that promise, I didn’t know. I blacked out before I could hear her answer. But when I came to in the car, several hours later, Luca was strapped in the seat beside me—Olivia on his other side.

Another flurry of voices brought me back to the present, and I pushed shakily to my feet. If there was even the slightest chance that Olivia was still in danger, Luca would want me down there. It was obvious I couldn’t help here...

With a great deal more pain than I had anticipated, I limped stiffly through my childhood home. Hobbling down the familiar hallways, and out into the main parlor. I caught a glimpse of my reflection as I passed the mirror at the base of the stairs, and about had a heart attack.

Who was that girl? She certainly wasn’t anyone I knew. Not anyone who lived in this house. Anyone my family would recognize.

It wasn’t the blood. I’d been bloodied in this place before. When you were training to join the ranks of an angelic breed of warriors, cuts and scrapes went with the territory. It wasn’t the clothes, although even I had to admit they were rather strange. As dark as my day had become, I was still wearing the little sundress I’d set out for the store in that morning. Something I’d found in the back of the guest room closet and had slipped over my curly hair with the greatest delight. No, it wasn’t the blood. It wasn’t the clothes.

It was my eyes.

No wonder everyone was acting so strange around me. Bolstering themselves with guarded retreats and pet names. I looked...dead. There really wasn’t another way to say it. There was no light in my eyes. No hope. No feeling whatsoever. Nothing at all to indicate that there was a girl in there, as opposed to some recently reanimated corpse.

I lingered there for a moment, staring blankly at my reflection, before a soft whimper floated down the hallway. Followed by a quiet gasp.

Like flipping a switch I turned on my heel and flew towards the living room, blurring into a single streak of color before skidding to a painful stop.

Olivia was sitting on the sofa, one leg propped up on the coffee table as she leaned all the way back into Jamie’s comforting arms. Grace was kneeling on the ground in front of her with long nose pliers. Carefully extracting what looked like a hundred silver bullet fragments from her shin. Olivia was making a valiant effort to keep composed, but every so often the pain would overcome her and she’d turn her face into Jamie’s chest, biting her lip to keep quiet.

“You’re okay, honey,” Grace murmured soothingly. “We’re almost done.”

For his part, Jamie was living and dying with each breath. His piercing eyes zeroed in on every move his aunt was making. Completely oblivious to the people staring at the back of his head. The anxious eyes of his family.

Anxious eyes that shot up to me the second I entered the room.

“Rebekah.” Caleb pushed immediately to his feet, then paused as if he wasn’t sure whether I’d want him to come any closer. “How’s he doing?”

My mother had clearly coached him. First ask about Luca. Then ask about me.

A strange look swept over my face. Like the hollow where a smile should be. “He’s...the same. Just sleeping.”

Could you call it sleep when it was a coma? Was it called something else?

Caleb nodded, visibly holding himself back as my father took a step forward. For a split second, our eyes locked. Then I was in his arms.

“I missed you,” he breathed, cradling me in his arms while burying his face in my hair. “I’m sorry, Becka. I’m so sorry.”

Sorry?

I pulled back in confusion, searching his face. “You’re sorry?” I repeated slowly. It sounded even stranger when said aloud. “Why are you sorry? What do you have to be sorry for?”

This time it was his turn to pull back. He looked at me carefully, the need to address my question fighting with the overwhelming desire to crush me against his chest. In the end, it was my mother who answered.

“Someone once told me that fighting for the light can lead you into dark places.” There was a sharp intake of breath, and I saw Caleb bow his head. “We should never have put you and Jamie into the position of choosing to obey your family at the cost of your friends. People you believe in. People you care for. When the stakes were life and death, you both did what you thought was right. I can only be proud of you for that. I can only be sorry we drove you away.”

“There was a time when your mother was said to be the enemy,” Michael continued softly. “When I was told that, to protect my family, I needed to end her life.” There was a hitch in his breathing, and for one of the first times I could remember there were tears in his eyes. “I put logic aside and followed my heart. Just like my children did, after I made the same demand of you. Yes, Rebekah, Jamie...I am—we are so very, very sorry. Everything that happened since you left, every single...” He trailed off, and much to my surprise it was Rob who reached out and squeezed his shoulder. “It’s on our heads.”

“We saw the mine.” Sarah’s voice was dull and lifeless, like it was coming from out of the grave. “Saw the cells. We know what you...”

None of them could finish. None of them could stand to say the words. There was a strange, haunted expression flickering around their eyes. A kind of collective horror that had them firmly in its grasp. In the end, only my grandfather could speak. Though he did so with the mightiest effort.

“We failed you.” Caleb spoke softly and stared us right in the eyes. “We can only hope you can forgive us.”

Jamie and I shared a quick glance, but said nothing. It was hard to know what to say. Probably because there was a lot they weren’t saying themselves.

For example, if they’d gone to the silver mine, that meant that they knew they were right. That Luca and Olivia had betrayed us, as they swore they would. They knew that Barrow had held us captive for days. Knew that we had survived unspeakable atrocities and somehow escaped...only to continue running. Farther and farther from home.

Then there was also that time when I ripped the sky in half...

It was a testament to how far we’d all come that no one had asked me the question. Not my all-powerful grandfather, not my illustrious mother—from whom the magic must have derived. Even Jamie had kept his opinions to himself, giving me whatever space I needed to work it out in my own time.

Elemental impossibilities aside, it begged the obvious question.

“Why is she here?” I asked quietly, looking at the tear-stained girl shivering in my brother’s arms. “If you know everything, if you know—”

“When we got down to the mine, we found it already in disrepair.” Caleb took a step closer, his eyes glowing like a flame. “Apparently, the two orphans Barrow took in turned against him. Staged a prison break. Risked everything they had to help his prime targets escape. Risked their very lives...”

With the grace and dignity that defined him Caleb sank to his knees in front of the couch, offering a shell-shocked Olivia his hand. “My dear...on behalf of my entire family, we are forever in your debt.”

It was hands-down the most surreal moment of the night. Beating out blood loss and hospital war games. Beating out kidnappings and water-logged cries. If I’d been given a thousand years, I never would have seen it coming.

Jamie and I looked on in shock as Caleb continued to hold out his hand, watching Olivia with kind, patient eyes. The poor girl had frozen dead still, staring at the king of the angels with open fear. I’d seen members of the Higher Coven quake before him. The bravest Hunters I know tremble with fright. It was no wonder that she couldn’t move. Between the sleep deprivation and the blood loss, she must have been waiting for that hand to snap her neck.

But trust was being offered, and trust went both ways. If there was really to be an accord between us, the Kanes would have to meet Caleb halfway.

She hesitated for another second, cradled gently in Jamie’s arms. Then, in an act of sheer courage, she extended her hand and shook.

A collective sigh of relief rippled through the room but, strangely enough, it wasn’t the handshake that caught my eye. It was Jamie.

I’d never seen my brother look like that. The profound relief. The radiant, glowing happiness. It was like his entire world had suddenly fallen back into place. As if the heavens themselves had opened—blessing him with his own private miracle. The most unlikely of smiles crept up the side of his face, and he leaned forward without thinking to kiss the back of her hair.

Um...that’s one way to tell them.

You could have heard a pin drop. A dozen heartbeats suddenly paused. Every single face in the room froze in astonishment, their eyes zeroed in on his head of golden hair. Not that Jamie noticed—he was too focused on Olivia.

Only Caleb kept a calm smile on his face, carefully masking whatever he was feeling underneath. “And now, my dear, if you would kindly step away from my grandson, I would greatly appreciate it.”

Both Jamie and Olivia froze at the same time. The smiles melted off their faces as they realized their mistake, and turned pale as a sheet. She cringed back into his arms as he tightened his grip and struggled to find the words.

“Caleb, I...I don’t—”

“You were shot, Jamie.” Caleb’s eyes twinkled with a restrained kind of amusement, surveying his long- lost grandson with deep affection. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to check your shoulder. Make sure you don’t end up commemorating the occasion by losing your arm...”

Jamie glanced down with a self-conscious blush as Olivia leapt instantly to her feet, skittering painfully out of the way as the tops of her cheekbones stained bright pink. Grace beckoned her to the opposite couch, taking an instant liking to her, while Caleb knelt and began carefully peeling away Jamie’s shirt—checking to see the damage underneath.

Apparently, my brother had been as hesitant to let himself be examined as I’d been myself. There was no telling how our family would react to the savage testament to our time away from home. Especially Caleb. A man who would be able to see every hurt long after it had faded.

Sure enough, a soft gasp escaped his lips as he dropped his grandson’s shirt to the floor. A stream of fresh blood fell onto the newly cleaned carpets, but instead of rushing to get towels and bandages like everyone else I found myself backing away again. Heading back to the western wing of the house.

It’s not that I wasn’t happy. We were back home. Safe and alive with all the people that we loved. People who had recently resolved not to rip each other to pieces. We should be celebrating. If nothing else, seeing Jamie smile was a surefire way to bring a smile to my lips. Yes, overall it was a happy day.

Except, I couldn’t be happy. Couldn’t think, couldn’t feel. I could hardly even breathe while Luca was lying in that infirmary.

Please be awake. Please be awake. Please be awake.

I pushed open the door with a fool’s hope. Expecting to see him sitting up in bed and smiling, just because I’d wished it so. By now, I should have known better than to wish for a miracle. You were only disappointed. Every time.

This time, I didn’t pull up a chair. While a part of me would have stayed by his side forever, another part couldn’t stand to see him like this. Couldn’t stand to sit by his bed and hold his lifeless hand for a second longer.

I’ll go to my room. Cry my eyes out. Pretend to sleep. And come back in the morning. And just do it all over, again and again...

A single tear slipped down my cheek as I leaned down and gave him the softest kiss. Pressing my warm lips against his cold ones.

“Please,” I whispered, “please wake up. You’re not a coward. You’re the bravest boy I know.”

Without a backwards glance, I turned on my heel and headed back to the door. I’d left it open on my way inside, and was already halfway into the hall when a quiet voice suddenly spoke behind me.

“Rebekah Knightly...you can kiss me way better than that.”
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Chapter 2
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I jumped and spun round. Literally jumped. 

“You just...I don’t...” I sucked in a sharp breath, afraid to believe what my own eyes were seeing, what my ears were hearing. “You’re actually...”

I’d imagined Luca waking up so many times, and I’d yet to think of what to say if—when—it happened. Instead of something doing or saying something smart and coy, I stood in the doorway like an idiot—unable to string together a complete sentence. So completely beside myself I didn’t even have the sense to come back inside.

It was humiliating, to say the least. But Luca didn’t seem to mind. He looked weak, but happy. He looked... alive. Staring at me with that signature twinkle in his eyes.

“What? Are you going to make me beg?” he teased, grinning at me like I was something adorable. “Way to kick a guy when he’s down...”

All at once, my senses came back to me. I blurred across the floor with a shriek, leaping on top of him without thinking, landing squarely in his arms. He caught me automatically, so smoothly it took me a second to remember one probably shouldn’t jump on top of a guy who just woke from a coma. I pulled back in horror, but before I could say a word he grabbed my chin and tilted up my face, closing his lips over mine with a tender smile.

Every other thought went racing from my mind as my body finally relaxed. As my eyes finally closed. As my heart finally started beating and I was able to pull in a full breath.

I felt like I’d aged fifty years in the short time he’d been sleeping. Like the entire world had paused and was just now coming back to life. My hands pressed up against his chest, while his fingers tangled in my hair. Keeping me close. Holding on as tightly as he dared.

We’d never progressed too far past the kissing stage, but for the first time in my life I suddenly found myself wanting to do things I’d never wanted to do before. To dim the lights and lock the door. To throw caution to the wind and let my feelings take me somewhere my heart was screaming for me to go.

Without thinking my legs wrapped around his waist, straddling him as my arms circled around his neck. He responded instantly, hitching himself higher on the pillows as his hands snaked tentatively under my dress.

That’s when my big brother walked into the room.

“Bex, are you—whoa!” He stepped inside and turned around all in the same motion, doing an awkward pirouette in his haste to avert his eyes. A ringing silence blanketed the room before he ventured a tentative, “Please tell me he’s at least awake...”

“Yes, he is!” I giggled, throwing a pillow at the back of his head.

He gave us a moment to get ourselves together before turning around with a warm smile. The time spent in Montana had bonded the two men more than they’d realized. And if there was one thing Luca could do to win Jamie’s love forever, it was saving my life. “Good to have you back.” Jamie perched gently on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb Luca’s position. Something I had thrown completely from my mind. “How’re you feeling?”

“I...” Luca trailed off, honestly considering the question. I shifted to the side and slid off the bed as he stretched out his arms and legs, but came up blank. “I don’t really know.” He laughed nervously, trying to steady himself. “Relieved, I guess. We’re not dead, right?”

Jamie nodded sympathetically, while I reached out to take his hand. I was guessing I only had a few seconds left before his sister took over, and I wanted to make the most of them. “We’re here. Very much alive.”

“How much do you remember?” I asked hesitantly, imagining the way he’d stepped boldly onto the bridge. “Or, maybe...what do you remember?”

Luca’s eyes clouded over as he stared into the past, trying to piece it all together. Trying to make sense of whatever bits and fragments he could. “I remember hanging out with Jamie,” he said slowly. “We were trying to fix the air conditioner. Liv was upstairs—” He cut off suddenly, bolting straight up and staring wildly around. A gasp escaped his lips, and both Jamie and I pressed him back onto the mattress at the same time. “Where is she?! Is she—”

“She’s fine,” I said quickly, terrified about causing his body even a hint of stress, lest it shut down again. “She’s just in the down the hall, I promise.”

Luca’s eyes drifted slowly around the infirmary as the words ‘down the hall’ sank in. He lingered a moment on the crystal chandelier hanging above the cot, then on the trio of framed watercolors in the corner before returning to me. “We’re not in Montana anymore?”

Jamie and I shared a quick look before turning deliberately away. How were we supposed to explain it? Where did we even begin?

Fortunately, before we had to, Olivia came bursting inside.

“Luc?!”

There was a blur of speed, followed by a sharp impact as she did exactly the same thing I did. Minus the passionate kiss at the end. Both Jamie and I leaned back with little smiles as brother and sister reunited. One, weeping openly as she rocked them back the forth. The other, dazed and confused.

“I don’t understand,” he murmured, pulling weakly against her loving stranglehold. “What happened?”

“You don’t remember?” she asked, loosening her grip just enough to allow him to breathe. “You don’t remember anything?”

No. He clearly didn’t. And it was clearly disconcerting.

His brows pressed together as he tried to remember, looking incredibly disconcerted, then uneasy, then he finally forced a casual shrug. “I’m assuming I did something very brave and saved the day. That’s my style, I believe.”

Olivia laughed indulgently as I pressed his palm against my lips to hide a smile. Even Jamie had to grin. Although he offered a slightly different take.

“One could argue you did something very clumsy and fell off a bridge.”

Both Olivia and I smacked him at the same time, while Luca looked up with sudden curiosity. “A bridge?” His eyes lost focus for a moment as he tried hard to remember. “Oh, yeah...I was standing on a bridge. There were petals or something falling from the trees. It was white all around, almost like it was snowing...” The story took a dark turn as a little line formed between his eyes. “There was a van coming—you were in the van.” I nodded and he carried on slowly, like he was pulling up the words from somewhere very far away. “I had to stop it, push it over the bridge. It was the only way to save you...”

He trailed off. Either unwilling or unable to say any more. For a moment, the room got very quiet. Then all four of us perked up as the sound of footsteps echoed suddenly from the other end of the hall.

“Luca, listen,” I hastened to explain, “a lot’s happened since you went into the water. But it’s nothing bad, all right? I don’t want you to freak out when—”

“Ah,” Caleb swept into the room with a smile, “I see the patient’s awake.”

Luca stared for a second. Just a single, terrified second. Then he grabbed his sister, and scrambled backwards over the side of the bed.

“What the—?!” he demanded, raising his hands in between them like a shield. “Where are we?! Why are you—” His strength gave out the second he stood up, dropping him to his knees. Even then, he was still fighting. “Stay away from her, old man!” he warned, grabbing a fistful of Olivia’s t-shirt. “If you touch her, I swear I’ll—”

“Young man, right now the only thing you’re at risk of is ripping out your stitches,” Caleb interrupted calmly. “An outcome I promise you won’t like.”

Luca’s eyes flashed, but he was too dizzy and disoriented to come up with a proper retort. Instead, he glanced down at his body, trying to keep up.

“...stitches?” He gripped harder onto his sister, who was gently helping him back onto the mattress. “When did I get—”

“After you fell off the bridge, we had to take you to a hospital,” I said quietly, taking his hands in my own. “You were in a coma, completely unresponsive. They weren’t sure if you were ever going to wake up.”

My breath caught in my chest, but I forced myself to keep going. Luca was having trouble tearing his eyes away from Caleb, and until he knew all the facts there wasn’t a chance of him calming down.

“The Lower Coven attacked the hospital.” Jamie took over the story in a low voice, one designed to ease tensions. “Had the place surrounded before we even knew they were there. We did our best to fend them off, but...”

He trailed off uncertainly, and Olivia chimed in with the ending.

“But none of us would have made it if the Knightlys hadn’t shown up in the nick of time.” She and Caleb shared a fleeting glance, the first tiny step towards a larger understanding. “They beat back the Coven. Carried us all to safety. Drove us all the way back to Port Q. That’s where we are right now.”

Luca glanced out the window in surprise, staring for a long time before asking a quiet question. One that had obviously been on his mind. “How long have I been out?”

“A day or two,” I said quickly, giving his fingers a squeeze. But it felt like much longer. “And there’s no rush to go. You’re welcome here as long as you like.”

Caleb nodded, but didn’t say anything. He was staring at our entwined hands. Hands, I just realized, that were just as obvious as Jamie’s kiss.

I let go quickly, trying to play it off while an incriminating blush colored the tops of my cheeks. “At any rate, you need to rest. You’ve been through a major trauma, Luca. You can’t go pushing yourself too hard, too fast.”

He nodded dismissively, but resting was obviously not something Luca was planning on doing while in Caleb Knightly’s house. From the looks of things, he’d sooner jump off the balcony than dare to close his eyes.

I shared a panicked glance with my brother, wondering what in the world to do, when Jamie sat down on the cot beside him with an easy smile.

“I’ll probably just pass out in here, too,” he said casually, grabbing a pillow from the drawer underneath the bed. “Rest my leg for a bit.”

It was a beautiful offer, phrased in just such a way that Luca couldn’t refuse. One that promised safety in numbers, and companionship at the same time. No way would Caleb or Michael attack Luca with Jamie sleeping right beside him. The fact that he was willing to leave Olivia alone for any length of time spoke volumes just by itself.

I shot my brother a grateful smile, thanking him telepathically, when Caleb stepped forward with a sudden frown. He, too, had seen through his grandson’s transparent offer, but that’s not what had caught his attention. 

“What happened to your leg?” He strode forward without a moment’s hesitation, and pushed Jamie back onto the cot so he could examine it for himself. By now, we both knew better than to resist. Caleb loved possessively. Always had. Always would.

His face paled as he rolled up Jamie’s bloody jeans, trying hard to find the balance between concerned grandfather and warrior king.

“Compound fracture, internal tearing...” He muttered to himself, running his fingers up and down Jamie’s shin with a feather-light touch. “You’ve just been walking around on this?” He sounded both impressed and horrified at the same time. Either way, he didn’t expect an answer. When he was finished, he pulled back to look his grandson right in the eye. “Jamie...what happened?”

That’s not going to cool things down...

I’d assumed that if our family had gone down to the silver mine, they would automatically know what had happened to us. But, of course, that wasn’t true. Of course, no guard of the Lower Coven was going to go boasting to Caleb Knightly how they’d imprisoned and tortured his grandchildren. Not if they had even a shred of self-preservation in their body. Not in a million years.

Jamie held his gaze only for a moment, then lowered his eyes to the cot.

“The same thing as my shoulder,” he said quietly. “I got shot.”

Anyone else would have let it go, gotten lost in the horror of it. But not Caleb. Caleb had been around too many hundreds of years not to recognize the difference between the two wounds. And he’d been around Jamie long enough to know when he was withholding part of the truth.

He didn’t press for information, but he didn’t back down either. He simply lifted Jamie’s chin, and repeated the original question.

“What happened?”

Where did you start? How did you even begin?

Jamie opened his mouth to answer, then closed it again as a shiver swept over his skin. The memory of that shadowy cell attacked him, fast and hard, and his breath caught in his chest—leaving him unable to speak.

Caleb froze very still, missing not a single detail, but I pushed wearily to my feet. I would not make my twin relive what had happened. He’d already had to go through it once. I could take this small burden from him.

I got it, I said telepathically. Stay with Luca.

Without another word, I laced my arm through my grandfather’s and began leading him slowly back down the hall. “It’s kind of a long, horrifying, story...”
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Chapter 3
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“You stole a car.”

I honestly couldn’t tell if my mother was distressed, or if she simply saw it as a Knightly family rite of passage. It surely was nothing she hadn’t done herself, back in the day. And judging by the impassive look on my father’s face, he’d done it a few hundred times more than that.

“...only a little bit.” I hedged my bets, hoping they wouldn’t overanalyze it too deeply. “At any rate, no one was using it. It was in the impound lot.”

“Well, that sounds familiar,” Seth murmured with a faint grin.

Rob caught his eye across the porch, chuckling under his breath. “And let the rationalizations begin—” A second later, my father smacked him silent.

My mother ignored all of them, keeping her eyes fixed on her only daughter as she absorbed this latest detail. “You stole a car out of the police impound lot?!”  

A ringing silence echoed between us, and I took the moment to hang my head in shame. Yeah, I don’t know why I thought that last bit might have helped...

“I told her not to,” Jamie teased, limping out to join us on the porch.

He’d been getting around easier back when we were in Montana but, apparently, my medical skills left a bit to be desired. Caleb had insisted on re-breaking his leg late last night, so it could be set again correctly. Jamie had reluctantly consented, only after having been plied with half the liquor in my grandparents’ wine cellar, and what had followed was an ironic recreation of the memory I’d been having the day before. The one where my father held a childishly squirming Jamie down on the cot while Caleb masterfully attended his broken leg. An image that surely set Luca back years in terms of his fear of my crazy family.

Jamie was in a cast now. One that left him sullen and fidgeting.

“And where were you during this felony?” Michael asked sharply, fixing his son squarely in his gaze. “Why weren’t you looking after your little sister?”

I bit my lip to hide a smile as Jamie turned a delicate shade of pink.

“I...uh...I was in the shower.”

Looking after someone else’s little sister.

He blushed deeply at my telepathic taunt and settled down on the swinging bench next to Sarah, carefully avoiding eye contact with me and pretty much everyone else.

“Something tells me I don’t want to ask.” Our mother shook her head as her pretty, auburn hair swung side to side. “Fine, what happened then? After you stole the car?” She took my hands, holding them tightly in her lap. “That’s when you went to Montana?”

I bowed my head again, a small sigh escaping my lips. 

My family was trying. Trying so hard to understand what had made us leave in the first place. Trying to make amends for Luca and Olivia. Trying to come to terms with what had happened to us in the time in between.

But there was an edge beneath their gentle words. A quiet devastation behind their smiles. For every pain Jamie and I had suffered, they were suffering a hundred times more. Unable to forgive themselves. Unable to let us out of their sight. This detailed summary, which had begun shortly after breakfast, was just another way my mother was raking herself over the coals.

“Mom, we’re both fine now,” I said softly. “We’re both right here.”

She flashed me a quick smile but, if anything, her grip on my hands only tightened. On the other side of the porch, Sarah had a similar hold on Jamie.

“I know, sweetie.” She brushed back my hair with a mother’s hand. “I just want to know everything that happened.” There was a fleeting pause as a dreadful chill ran through her body. “I need to know.”

At this point, my father pushed to his feet and walked forward to take her hand. The two of them shared a silent look before she turned her head to the side, wiping away secret tears.

Looks like we weren’t Barrow’s only casualties after all. He’d be thrilled.

I lifted my head to see Jamie watching them from the swinging bench, just as riveted as I was. There was a tension in the way he was holding his face, and his lips had thinned to a hard line. He felt me watching a second later and turned those troubled eyes to me.

How are we going to get past this? He spoke again in that silent voice that only I heard. How are we going to get THEM past this?

My shoulders dropped in a quiet sigh. They’ve been through worse things. They were there when the world almost came to an end, remember?

A hard glint flashed across Jamie’s face before he lowered his eyes and started playing with a stray piece of gauze. Sounds eerily familiar—

“Jamie, stop fiddling with that cast,” Caleb instructed sternly, putting an abrupt end to our silent conversation. “If you tear out your stitches, I’ll have to set that leg all over again. I can do it right there on the swing.”

Jamie paled at the thought, and lowered his hands to his sides.

“At any rate,” Caleb continued, “we need to return that car to the impound lot before it can be traced back to either one of you. The last thing we need right now is a criminal investigation by mortal police.” He nodded at Seth, who pushed to his feet. A little jaunt up to Montana to return a stolen car? That was nothing compared to the lengths to which he’d go for his surrogate niece and nephew.

Not that this one was really necessary...

“Actually,” I spoke up guiltily, sinking lower in my seat, “we don’t have the car anymore. We kind of...uh...crashed it in the desert.”

My family didn’t explode like most people when bad things happened. They got very still.

Caleb leaned forward in his chair, but it was Michael who spoke. Looking at both of his children in turn. “How, might I ask?”

Jamie and I shared a quick glance. He gave a slight shake to his head but I raised my eyebrows in response. It was time to tell them. We should’ve told them the first night it happened.

“Please don’t be angry...we didn’t know how to explain it.” I looked imploringly at each adult. “But Jamie and have been having some strange dreams.”

For the next twenty minutes, I proceeded to recount every terrifyingly surreal moment my brother and I had spent on the beach. In the clutches of a dark creature we didn’t understand. Watching as the world came to an end.

From the first time when we’d both woken up at the house, to my heart-stopping nightmare of Jamie drowning in the frothy surf, to the moment in the desert when the creature came alive and slammed down on the hood of the car.

The entire thing sounded even worse when it was all strung together, and I had trouble making it through to the end. At several points, Jamie chimed in to help. Finishing my broken sentences. Filling in the blanks. Avoiding everyone else’s gaze as our eyes locked only on each other. Reliving each dream as if it was real. How had we thought we could handle it on our own?

When we were finished, a heavy silence descended upon the porch. One so severe, it seemed to chill the air around us. Our family stood, and sat, frozen dead still, hardly daring to breath. A porch full of angelic statues. Each as beautiful and terrifying as the next. Immortal fire blazing in their eyes.

“That’s why you crashed the car?” A barely audible voice spoke up suddenly from the back, unfreezing the room. “It actually smashed into the hood?”

I whirled around to see Luca standing in the doorway, leaning against the frame. There was a delicacy to the way he was holding himself, and a troubled frown was worrying his handsome face.

“Luca!” My chair skidded backwards as I pushed to my feet, flying across the porch without a thought as to who might be watching. His lips twitched in up in a smile as I slid to a stop just inches away, but the frown remained.

“Jamie,” he said again, “that’s why you crashed the car?”

My brother opened his mouth to answer but I cut him off, stepping deliberately into their line of vision while I looked him up and down. “We can deal with all that later. It’s no big deal. What matters is how you’re feeling. Should you really be out of bed?” I threw an automatic glance over my shoulder to Caleb, only to find that Luca wasn’t the only one preoccupied with the story he’d just heard.

“This started before you left?” He rounded on Jamie, the twin sitting closest. “Why didn’t you tell me the first time you had the dream? Or the second?”

“Why didn’t I tell you my dreams?” Jamie asked with a touch of impatience. “I don’t know, Caleb. I didn’t think that was required. You don’t tell me yours.”

Caleb exhaled very slowly, trying to reconcile the fact that his grandson was technically an adult, while reining in that famous temper. Still, his frustration was understandable, and an unlikely ally came to his defense.

“Dreams about the end of the world are never to be taken lightly.” My mother stared between the two of us, perched at the edge of her chair. “And we immortals don’t dream lightly to begin with. What were you thinking, keeping that sort of thing to yourselves?”

Jamie looked at me helplessly, and I lowered my eyes to the ground.

“It was just a dream,” I whispered. “We’ve shared dreams before. I didn’t think anything could actually happen, until...”

“Until a dark creature came crashing out of the sky?” Caleb demanded. I hung my head, so he turned on Jamie. “Of all the reckless, irresponsible things to keep secret, this has got to be the worst—”

“Lay off, Caleb,” Seth muttered. I lifted my head in surprise and watched him
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