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One
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My blood, red as a freshly picked rose, bubbled up from the center of my palm like my hand was some kind of volcano of freaking doom.

I was the halfling.

It had been me. It had always been me. And Ren—­oh my God—­Ren was here to find and kill me because the Prince of the mother-­freaking Otherworld was free in the mortal realm. The Prince was here to knock up a halfling, to make an apocalypse baby…with me.

Me.

I was going to vomit.

Like all over the hardwood floors of my bedroom.

I was having trouble breathing as I lifted my gaze. “Why? Why didn’t you tell me?”

Tink’s gossamer wings fluttered silently as he drifted closer. The damn brownie. The damn brownie I’d found in St. Louis Cemetery. The brownie I’d made a Popsicle-­stick leg brace for and whose torn wing I had carefully wrapped gauze around. The damn brownie I let live in my apartment for the last two and a half years and hadn’t killed yet for spending a fortune of my money on Amazon like he belonged on an episode of Hoarders. The damn brownie was about to get punted into another dimension.

He clasped his hands together in front of his shirt, which was covered with powdered sugar. Sprinkles of white covered his face like he’d face-­planted into a pile of coke.

“I didn’t think it would ever come to this,” he said.

I lifted my hand, feeling wet warmth cascade down my arm. “Well, it did come to this, like right now.”

Tink floated to the left. “I thought we’d closed all the gates, Ivy. We had no idea there was a second gate here. We believed that there was no chance of any of the royal court or the Prince or Princess coming through. It was a nonissue.”

Lowering my hand, I shook my head. “Guess what, Tink. It’s not a nonissue. It’s a huge, Godzilla-­size issue!”

“I can see that now.” He flew over to the bed and landed on my comforter. “I never meant to lie to you.”

I frowned as I turned around. “I hate to break it to you, Tink, but if you don’t mean to lie to someone, you simply don’t lie to them.”

“I knooow.” He drew the word out as he walked to the edge of the bed, his bare feet digging into the purple chenille bedspread and most likely spreading powdered sugar everywhere. “But you wouldn’t have believed me if I had told you, would you? Not like I had a thorn stake lying around.”

Okay. He had a point there. “But when I first brought it up to you, you could’ve said something.”

Tink lowered his chin.

I took a deep breath. “Did you know what I was when you saw me?”



“Yes,” he said and continued in a rush, “but it wasn’t on purpose. You finding me was a fluke. A coincidence. Or it was fate. I like to think it was our destiny.”

“You can stop there.” It hurt, knowing that he hadn’t been up-­front with me this entire time, and it burned deep in my gut and chest. I didn’t know who he was.

I didn’t know who I was anymore.

“I didn’t know until you got near and I sensed the weak fae blood in you. But you’re right. I should’ve told you, Ivy Divy. You’re right, but I was afraid…I was afraid of what you’d do.” Tink suddenly threw himself backward onto the bedspread, little arms and legs spread out. “I didn’t want to upset you, because you helped me out, and I didn’t want you to do something rash if I did tell you.”

“What could I have done?” A ball of emotion knotted in my throat. “What can I do?”

He raised limp noodle arms. “You could’ve, I don’t know, hurt yourself.”

My mouth dropped open, causing me to wince as the bruised and swollen skin along the left side of my face pulled taut. Hurt myself? I looked down at the thorn stake lying on the floor. “No,” I whispered, bending down and picking up the stake. Using my shirt, I wiped the blood off the tip. “I don’t want to die.”

“That’s good to hear.” Tink was sitting up, arms still at his sides.

I placed the stake on the dresser, next to my iron ones and the daggers. “I wouldn’t hurt myself, Tink.”

“But you would try to leave.” Tink was closer, in the air behind me.

I drew in a deep breath that did nothing to help me. Leave? Was that the next course of action? I stepped away from the dresser, avoiding Tink, which was harder than it should’ve been for someone who was only the size of a Barbie doll. Weary to the core, I walked to the edge of the bed and sat down.

The weariness wasn’t just due to the numerous injuries that were slowly healing. My thoughts were spinning too fast. I closed my eyes and eased onto my back, letting my legs dangle off the bed as panic sliced through my belly. The very idea of leaving had my heart jumping all over the place. Leaving New Orleans meant leaving the Order, and that was huge. One simply couldn’t just up and leave the Order. It was tantamount to going AWOL from the military. There’d be an APB put out on me. Other Order members would be on the lookout, and there were branches in every state. I’d only be able to hide for so long. If I up and left, David would suspect I was a traitor like…like Val, and he’d contact other branch leaders. But it was more than my duty to the Order that made me hesitant to leave—­way more.

Hell, my duty to the Order dictated that I turn myself over to them, and it wasn’t even that. For the first time in my life, the sudden reluctance to do the right thing had nothing to do with my duty.

It had everything to do with Ren.

Leaving meant walking away from him, and the mere thought of doing that caused my heart to end up somewhere down near my dangling feet. I loved him. God, I loved him more than I loved pralines and beignets, and that was hardcore, because my love of sugary, sweet things rivaled the most epic love stories known to man. Thinking of never seeing him again made me want to curl into a ball, and that would be incredibly stupid, because I was pretty sure with my busted ribs, it would hurt like hell.

I should’ve never gotten close to him.

This whole entire time, I’d been petrified that he’d die on me like everyone else had. Never once had it crossed my mind that I’d lose him because I would have to walk away. Or run away, fast.



But what could I do? There was no way I could let the Prince carry out his plans. A child created from a union of the Prince and a halfling would literally throw open all the doors to the Otherworld. They would stay permanently open, and all the fae would come through. Humankind would turn into an all-­you-­can-­eat fae buffet.

“You’re thinking it now,” Tink announced.

I was thinking a lot of things right now.

He landed on my bent knee, and the only reason I didn’t throw him off me was because I was sure I’d end up hurting myself more in the process. “You think the only thing you can do is leave, but that won’t help you. You’re forgetting something very important. Actually, you’re forgetting two very important things.” He paused. “Come to think of it, you’re probably forgetting a lot, because you got your head knocked—­”

“Tink,” I warned.

He stomped up my leg, which felt like a cat walking on me. “You have to consent.”

I pried my eyes open. The left one was still pretty swollen, so Tink was a blurry form where he stood by my hip.

He cupped his hands around his mouth. “Sex. Consent to sex with the Prince. That’s the only way a child can be conceived. No glamour. No magic or compulsion. No tricks. You know, you have to actually want—­”

“I know what consent to sex means,” I snapped.

“Apparently, you don’t.” Tink jumped off my hip and landed on the bed next to me. “Because he can’t make you do it. Well, he could make you, and that’s just gross and wrong and not completely out of character for the Prince, but a child won’t be conceived.”

“Oh, great to know. He could force himself on me, but hey, at least there’s no apocalypse baby. No harm, no foul.”



Tink’s little nose scrunched. “You know that’s not what I meant.” He lifted himself up in the air and flew so he was directly above my head. “But there’s a bigger problem, Ivy.”

I laughed, and it sounded a little crazed. Not even drunken crazed. More like face-­planting crazed. “What could be worse than me being a halfling?” Panic lit up my chest. Just saying that out loud made me want to vomit.

“You said the Prince tasted your blood, right?” Tink asked. “After you two fought?”

My nose wrinkled. “Yeah. I mean, I’m pretty sure he did after he…smelled me.”

“Then there is nowhere you can go that he cannot find you.”

I opened my mouth, closed it, and then tried again. “Come again?”

Tink zipped down to the bedspread. “He will be able to sense you anywhere. It doesn’t matter if you went to Zimbabwe, and I’m not even sure where Zimbabwe is, but I just like saying Zimbabwe. He’d find you eventually, because you’re now a part of him.”

I couldn’t even think for a moment, couldn’t even form a coherent thought that did not involve what in the actual fuck. “Are you for real?”

Tink nodded and plopped down cross-­legged beside my arm. He lowered his voice as if he’d be overheard. “When an ancient, like the Prince, takes a part of someone into them, he is forever connected to that person. You’re bonded in a way.”

“Oh my God.” Unable to deal, I placed my hands over my face. A new horror surfaced. “Then he knows where I am right now?”

“Most definitely.”

“And he’ll know everywhere I go.” Holy crap, I couldn’t even process the implications. My mere presence would be putting everyone in danger. But what I didn’t understand was if the Prince could sniff me out like some kind of halfling bloodhound, then why hadn’t he shown yet? It had been a week since we fought. What was he waiting for?

“It’s really creepy, isn’t it?” Tink said.

Creepy wasn’t even the word for it. I couldn’t think of an appropriate word for all that. “Do you know how to kill him?”

“You kill him like you would kill any ancient. You cut off his head, but that’s not going to be easy.”

No shit. Taking out normal fae wasn’t particularly easy. Stabbing them with an iron stake only sent them back to the Otherworld. Chopping off their heads killed them.

“But that’s not the most important thing.” Tink grabbed my right hand.

My wrist had stopped throbbing, another sure sign that the Prince had truly patched up some of the damage he’d inflicted on me. I eyed the brownie.

“You cannot let anyone know what you are.”

“Gee. Really? I was thinking about updating my Facebook to halfling status.”

He cocked his white-­blond head to the side. “You don’t have a Facebook, Ivy.”

I sighed.

Tink continued. “I looked for you. Wanted to add you as my friend so I could poke you, and I know people don’t poke anymore, but I think poking is a great way to express how one—­”

“I know I can’t tell anyone, but what’s stopping the fae from outing me?” I asked.

“The fae will know if you’re outed, because the Order will kill you.” He said this like we were talking about Harry Potter and not about me, you know, being put down like a rabid dog. “The Prince won’t want to risk that, even if there are other female halflings out there. He won’t want to risk the time it would take to find another one.”

“Well, I guess that’s one good thing,” I said dryly.

He let go of my hand. “You can’t even tell Ren. Especially not him.”

My gaze shifted to Tink.

“I know what he is. I overheard you two talking the morning you left to guard the gate. He’s an Elite, and while I think that is as weak of a name as the Order, I’ve heard of them.”

“How have you heard of them?”

He buzzed around until he was standing next to my head. He bent over, whispering in my ear, “I’m omnipresent.”

“What?” I frowned at him. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

He straightened. “It makes perfect sense.”

“I think you mean omniscient.”

He glanced up at the ceiling. “Huh.”

“You’re not omniscient,” I told him and then said, “Are you?”

Tink grinned devilishly. “No.”

Annoyance flared. “I need you to be up-­front with me. No more lies. No more bullshit, Tink. I’m serious. I need to be able to trust you, and I’m not sure I do right now.”

His eyes widened slightly, and then he dropped down to his knees. “I deserve that.”

Yeah, he did, because I took him in, and he’d lied to me a lot. It didn’t matter that he had good reasons. He’d still lied.

And then it hit me like a smack in the face. I was going to have to do the same thing. Lie for a good reason to Ren and to…to everyone, so I was really no better.



“I know about the ancients because I lived in the Otherworld. We had to learn everything about them to survive,” he said. “The Prince and the Princess and the king and queen are the most powerful, but there has always been talk of the Elite. Many fae have fallen to them when they used to come and go into this realm as they pleased, before the gateways were closed.”

That sounded believable. I guessed.

Tink screwed up his face. “Though I am surprised to hear that Ren is one. He doesn’t seem smart or cool enough for that level of badassery.”

“Ren is cool and awesome enough,” I corrected Tink. “He’s a total badass.”

“Whatever.” He folded his arms across his chest. “We’re going to have to agree to disagree. Moving on. You cannot tell him. It is his duty to end you.”

My breath caught.

Like it had been his duty to allow his best friend Noah to walk away, knowing that it would be the last time he’d see him. God, Ren had even said he couldn’t go through that again, and I couldn’t do that to him. I couldn’t put that kind of knowledge on him. “I won’t,” I whispered.

Tink nudged my arm with his foot. “You have to pull it together, Ivy. Like right now.”

I looked over at him. “I think I’m owed a pity party for the next couple of minutes.”

“Save your tears for the pillow.”

I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “This isn’t an episode of Dance Moms.”

But Tink was right. Not like I was going to tell him that, especially when I was still considering doing minor bodily harm to him. I needed to pull it together. I had no other choice. Leaving wasn’t an option. I controlled the whole baby-­making aspect, and there was no way I was willingly going to knock boots with that freak. I needed to get it together, because the only choice I had now was to stop the Prince.

Stop the Prince and make sure no one, including Ren, found out what I was.

I shivered. A question floated through my crowded thoughts, pushing everything out of my mind.

“I don’t get it.”

“What?” Tink asked.

“How…how am I a halfling?” I stared at the ceiling. “I don’t remember my parents, but Ren said he checked into them. He said they were in love. How could this have happened?”

Tink didn’t answer. He didn’t know. Probably no one would ever know the truth. Anything was possible. My mother might’ve slept with a fae. Or maybe it was like Noah’s father. He’d met a fae woman and had gotten her pregnant before he met the woman he ended up marrying. I just couldn’t imagine how anyone who knew what the fae were could knowingly sleep with one.

I exhaled shakily and thought that maybe I would expel all my tears onto my pillow. I sort of just wanted to roll over and let it all out. Actually, I honestly didn’t want to think about any of it, but that was impossible.

“You need to let him go,” Tink said quietly.

I turned my head to him. “What?”

“Ren. You need to let him go. Push him away. Break up with him. Whatever. You need to get as far away from him as possible.”

I stiffened, and my response was immediate. “No.”

“Ivy—­”



“No,” I repeated, waving my left hand. “End of discussion.”

Tink stared at me mutinously, but he shut up. I knew that letting Ren go and pushing him away would be the smart and right thing to do in case things went south, but I couldn’t bring myself to even consider that. That probably said really bad things about me.

Okay. It definitely said really bad things about me.

But I had just found Ren. I’d fallen underwater, completely over my head, for him, with him, and I couldn’t do it. I was too selfish. He was…he was mine, and I’d be damned if I lost that due to things completely out of my control. It wasn’t fair. I…I deserved him.

“Fine,” Tink muttered finally.

Lying there for a few moments, I gathered what remained of my composure like it was a tattered blanket, wrapped it around me, and sat up, wincing. “I need to shower.”

“Thank Queen Mab!” Tink buzzed to the foot of the bed, giving me room. “You were starting to get a bit rank.”

I shot him a dark look as I rose.

“And your hair looks like I could cook french fries in it.” He twirled in the air, and what was left of the powdered sugar hit my face. “It’s that greasy.”

My shoulders slumped as I shuffled to the bathroom. “Thanks,” I said, pushing open the door.

Suddenly Tink was right in front of my face, causing me to jerk back. “I know you’re mad at me, and you probably want to slice and dice me up and wear my skin as a new bracelet.”

I glanced around. “Um. That’s not exactly what I want to do.”

Hope widened his eyes.

“But I kind of want to flush you down a toilet,” I amended.

He gasped. “I’d get stuck! And these pipes are old. How would you even do that? I’m not a goldfish.”



I rolled my eyes.

Tink swayed and then shot forward, placing his tiny hands on my cheeks. “I’m sorry.”

Blinking, I tried to remember if Tink had ever apologized for anything. Not even when he knocked my laptop off the balcony when he’d decided he wanted to watch Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix outside. Or when he set the stove on fire and then tried to put it out with my favorite blanket. Or when he… Well, there were a lot of examples of when he should’ve apologized but hadn’t.

“You might not believe this, but I didn’t stay with you because of what you are.” His pale Otherworld eyes met mine. “I stayed because I like you, Ivy. I stayed because I care about you.”

Oh gosh.

My lips parted, and that messy knot of emotion ballooned in my throat. I wanted to cry again. I was such a mess, a hot and stinky mess.

Tink grinned and his eyes glimmered. “And, okay, I also stayed because you have the magical and wonderful Amazon Prime.”







Two
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Exhausted physically, mentally, and most definitely emotionally, all I managed to do was pull on a pair of pajama bottoms and a tank top after my much-­needed shower. There was no way I was going to have the energy or even the desire to dry the mass of wet curls on my head, so I twisted them up and shoved a thick bobby pin into my hair.

I roamed back out into the living room around eleven. The entire time I was showering, I fought down a hot mess of emotion and locked it away and threw away the key. Well, to be honest, I probably only lost the key to the Pandora’s box level of emotional breakdown, but I stayed in that shower until I was confident I could handle everything.

I had to handle this.

I walked into the kitchen, noticing that Tink’s bedroom door was cracked open and the room was dark inside, but I doubted he was actually asleep. Stomach grumbling, I headed for the carryout container Ren had shown up with earlier. Mentally crossing my fingers, I flicked open the lid and sighed.

There was one beignet left. One.

Shooting Tink’s door a glare, I snatched a paper towel off the counter and scooped up the piece of sugary heaven. Then I grabbed a root beer out of the fridge and the can of Pringles out of the cupboard.

Healthy eating at its finest, but I figured I deserved it.

Back in the living room, I eased down on the couch and turned on the TV. Settling on a show about child geniuses, I did the whole hand-­to-­mouth thing, getting more sugar and potato-­chip crumbs on my chest than in my mouth while I got way too engrossed in the TV. I was equally fascinated by how incredibly smart these kids were and somewhat ashamed because I had no idea what the capital of Tajikistan was and a ten-­year-­old did.

I must’ve dozed off, because the next thing I knew, I felt the soft brush of fingertips coasting down the right side of my face. My eyes flickered open, and the first thing I saw was a powerful forearm covered with vines shaded in deep green. I followed that tattoo up to a dark-­colored sleeve, knowing it formed the most amazing design under the shirt, and over a sexy throat. I never knew throats could be sexy, but they could be. Oh yes, they could be.

Ren was sitting on the edge of the couch, and my heart did an unsteady flip as a horrible thought invaded my sleep-­hazed consciousness. Would he be sitting here if he knew I was a halfling? I squeezed my eyes shut. Of course I knew the answer. He’d be as far away from me as humanly possible. Probably in a different time zone.

“Hey.”

Ren’s deep voice was sex on a stick. Good sex too. Perfect sex. Mind-­blowing sex. It was smooth like chocolate and cultured. I really needed to make my brain stop.



“You okay?” he asked.

I cleared my throat. “Yeah,” I said, telling myself that I’d pulled it together earlier. I opened my eyes and saw that Ren was holding a Pringles can in his lap. “What are you doing with the chips?”

A dimple appeared on his left cheek. The boy had a set of dimples that were absolutely kissable. And lickable. Actually, Ren’s entire face was all that and a bag of beignets. His jaw was like marble. His cheekbones were broad and high, and his nose was slightly hooked, as if it had been broken at some point, which was highly possible considering our line of work. His lips were full and expressive, and those eyes of his were absolutely stunning. Thick, dark lashes framed irises so green they looked like emeralds freshly picked from a mine.

Ren was gorgeous, almost so attractive that he could compete against a fae in the looks department, and that was saying something, because the fae were extraordinarily beautiful in their glamoured and true forms—­especially the latter. But Ren had them beat. Fae didn’t have an ounce of his warmth or humanity.

“Chips?” he said, laughing as he held them up. He shook it. “How about an empty can?”

I frowned. “I was hungry.”

“You were cuddling the empty can.” A wayward curl fell across his forehead.

My brows lifted. “Was not.”

“Were too. You were holding it to your chest like it was a treasured possession. I had to pry it from your fingers.”

“Well, I do like Pringles a lot.”

“I can tell.” He leaned over, placing the can on the coffee table. The other dimple appeared as he eyed my chest, and I got all warm and fuzzy. “You have sugar and crumbs all over you.”

Oh.



The warm and fuzzy vanished. “I was hungry and tired.”

Ren chuckled as he lowered his head, kissing the corner of my lip. Another wretched thought started to break free. Would he kiss me if he—­

I cut the thought off and focused on a better one. I couldn’t wait until he could really kiss me again. A split lip sucked ass.

He lifted his head. “Did that ass save you any of the beignets?”

One of these days, he might actually refer to Tink as something other than a body part. “One.”

He cursed under his breath. “And it looks like your chest ate most of it.”

“Thanks,” I muttered, shifting onto my side so he had more room. He scooted in, resting his arm on the back of the couch as he angled his body toward mine. “What time is it?”

“A little after two in the morning.” His lashes lowered as he dragged his finger along the neckline of my tank top. I shivered. “The streets were dead. No sign of the Prince or any of the warrior knights that came through the gates. Saw a fae, but he disappeared on me near Royal.”

I started to sit up, but his finger did another pass, this time skating down the center, between my breasts. It was hard to concentrate on important things when he was touching me, but I managed. “Something is going on. I don’t understand why they’d be lying low like this, especially after busting the Prince free.”

“They’re probably trying to stay alive.” More fingers got involved as he coasted them carefully over my bruised side and still achy ribs. “After all, they’re probably focused on finding the halfling.”

My breath caught.

He moved his hand away as his eyes flew to mine. “Did I hurt you?”



“No.” I swallowed hard as I pushed up into a sitting position and leaned against the arm of the couch. I curled the palm I’d sliced open into a fist, hiding the wound. Though I was a mess all over, I doubted he’d notice it. “Did you see David tonight?”

His eyes searched my face. “Only for a bit at headquarters. He was busy getting the new members sorted.”

“How many did we get?” We’d lost sixteen the night the fae opened the gate to the Otherworld at the LaLaurie house—­the night my best friend, my closest friend, had betrayed us.

“Five for now, I think.” He leaned over, resting his weight on his arm and his cheek against his fist. “He said that he’s trying to pull more in from Georgia or something. While he was in the middle of yelling at someone on the phone and yelling at the new members, he asked about you.”

Surprise hit me. “Really?”

He nodded. “Wants to know if you’re still planning to come in tomorrow. I told him I thought you could use a few more days.”

Twelve hours ago, I would’ve pitched an absolute bitch fest at the suggestion, but after what I’d recently discovered, I wasn’t sure about returning tomorrow. “I don’t know if I’ll be…ready.”

“I think you need to take a couple more days.” He reached over with his free hand and picked up a dry curl. “David agrees. You’ve come a long way in a week, but, sweetness, you…” He stopped as he stretched out the curl and then let it go. It snapped back into place. “You were hurt bad. I don’t want you on the street until you’re at a hundred percent.”

My gaze drifted to my closed hand. I wasn’t sure I’d be a hundred percent anytime soon. Physically? Yes. Everything else? Ha.

“Hey.” Two fingers curled under my chin and lifted my head. His eyes were bright and beautiful. “You sure you’re okay?”



I forced a smile. “Yeah, I’m just tired.”

That wasn’t exactly a lie. “Then let’s hit the bed.”

I didn’t protest as Ren rose and picked up my hand, gently hauling my butt off the couch. He led me toward the bedroom door, and I glanced over my shoulder, expecting to see Tink peeking around the corner, but he was nowhere to be seen. I was surprised that he was missing a prime opportunity to annoy Ren.

I climbed into the bed and got settled on my side, because now I had my own side, the left side, and Ren had the right side since he’d been staying with me each night for the past few days. I watched him strip down. It was a show I didn’t want to ever miss, no matter what was going on in my head or with my body.

Ren always started with his shirt, and he took it off in a way that I found fascinating. He reached behind him, grabbed the fabric at the nape of his neck, and tugged it off over his head. I don’t know what it was about that, but it made all my lady bits stand up and take notice.

So did his abs and pecs.

Because our job required us to go toe-­to-­toe with a creature that could punt you like a football, we had to stay in shape, but I had a feeling that his flawless six-­pack and defined chest had been some kind of gift from God. As were those amazing indentations on either side of his lean hips. They were so perfect they were almost indecent.

Ren unhooked the band that circled his stomach, just below the chest, and got down to removing the daggers at his side. He placed them next to mine on the dresser. His-and-hers weapons were the way of romance in the Order. Then he kicked off his boots, and two more stakes joined his stash. Then his socks came off.

His chin was bent as his hands dropped to his tactical pants. A button came undone, and down went the zipper. I clutched the bedspread, and he lifted his gaze. “You like what you see, don’t you?” he asked as he shucked off his pants.

I nodded and then said, “Yes,” in case he doubted it.

A slow smile graced his lips. “I like you watching me.”

Ren sometimes went commando, and that was incredibly hot to think of. Today he had on tight black boxer briefs, and I could tell he really did like me watching. I could see the hard, thick ridge of that approval straining the material.

My stomach dipped as he picked up his clothes, folding them neatly and placing them on the chair by the door. Then he disappeared into the bathroom. We obviously hadn’t done anything of the fun and naughty nature since last Wednesday, and we only had sex that Tuesday night and Wednesday morning. Before then, we’d messed around, and it had been wonderful, but we hadn’t spent a lot of time together. And before Ren, there had only been the one time with Shaun. A burst of sadness lit up my chest at the thought of the boy I’d loved and lost three years ago. The pain was still there, probably would always be there, but it was fading like I guess…I guess it was supposed to.

But now there was Ren, and I refused to lose him too.

The bathroom door opened. Our relationship was still so new that a fine tremble coursed through my belly as he approached the bed.

“So I’m wondering about something,” he said, stopping at his side.

I focused on his face. “What?”

“Why are you clutching the blanket like it’s going to run away from you?”

“Oh.” I let go of the blanket and scooted down onto my back. “I don’t know.”



A half grin appeared as he slipped under the covers. He turned off the lamp and rolled over onto his side, facing me. “You’re really weird tonight.”

Oh dear. “No, I’m not.”

He carefully placed his arm over my hips and shifted so the front of his body was pressed against mine. I tipped my head back and turned toward him. I couldn’t make out his features at all since I kept heavy curtains on my windows. The room was pitch-­black, but I could feel his gaze.

And I could feel his hard length against my hip.

I couldn’t help it. I immediately thought of him in this bed, moving over me and in me. An ache blossomed between my thighs. I shifted, wiggling my hips, and Ren let out a deep, rumbling sound. I moved again.

His fingers splayed across my outer hip as he dipped his head, brushing his lips over my temple. “You moving like that is going to drive me crazy.”

My toes curled. “We could, you know, do something about it.”

He made that sound again, and I felt the tips of my breasts tingle. “Ivy, we’ve got to take things easy for a little bit.”

“What?” I whispered, turning onto my side. I placed my hands on his chest. In the darkness, he kissed my forehead. “Do you not…want to?”

The second I asked that question, I wanted to kick myself in the face. What in the hell was wrong with me? I was a halfling. And admittedly, I was feeling a wee bit unsure about things, like, for example, should I even be coming on to him when I was this…this thing he was here to literally kill? Was I betraying him in a way, his—­

“Babe, I want nothing more than to get between those legs with my hands, my mouth, and most definitely my dick, but I’m not going to risk hurting you.” His hand flexed along my hip. “So for right now, it’s me and my hand on my dick and thoughts of you naked underneath me, coming and screaming my name.”

My body flushed hot at the image of him touching himself. “That’s not helping.”

“Ditto.”

Easing onto my back, I exhaled softly and closed my eyes. His hand stayed on my hip as he settled back in against me. Several moments passed, and in that time, a hundred different things filled my thoughts. I pushed aside the whole halfling business and almost wished I hadn’t, because I started thinking about Val.

I still couldn’t believe what she’d done. I mean, I’d accepted that she was a traitorous bitch, but I just couldn’t understand why. How long had she been working with the fae? There was no way it could’ve been since I met her three years ago. Or at least I hoped not. She hadn’t been under compulsion, because she’d been wearing the four-­leaf clover encased in her bracelet. I’d seen it, and the simple yet extremely powerful thing prevented a fae from manipulating a human. She was using free will while aiding the fae, even when she went back to headquarters, removing some weird, random crystal David had kept in storage. She made that choice.

How could she do this to everyone?

Heart pumping, I opened my eyes. “Ren?”

“Yeah?”

“Did David say anything about Valerie?”

He didn’t answer immediately. “Order members are looking for her, but no one has seen her.”

That was because they didn’t know where to look or know her like I did, but I was going to find her. I had to, because I had to make sense of how she could do this.



“She’s a big concern. She knows a lot about the Order, and David isn’t keen on the fact that she’s probably shared a shitload of secrets with the fae.” He paused. “I still want to kill her.”

And I still had a hard time hearing that.

I got his anger though. I was also furious. After the gate had opened and the Prince had strolled through, kicking ass and not taking names, I’d followed them back to the Order’s headquarters, and she…she had left me there with him. There was no doubt in my mind she knew what was going to happen, and she left me.

“But it’s more than that.” His voice was heavier, tired. “He’s not questioning the whole halfling shit anymore. He knows we’ve got to find her.”

Understanding rippled through me. “You think Val is the halfling?”

“Yeah, babe. It’s what I’ve been thinking for some time. It’s why I wouldn’t tell you who the other person I was looking into was. Didn’t want to put that crap in your head if it turned out not to be the case,” he explained.

Holy Sunday-­size shit balls.

Ren and David, the branch leader, thought the halfling was Val. To them, it made sense. Then didn’t they have to be worried out of their minds that Val was already in the process of getting pregnant with the doomsday baby?

“She must’ve figured it out somehow. Maybe a fae got to her and found out,” Ren added and then yawned. “I know her parents are denying it. Both are claiming that they’re her actual biological parents, but who would fess up to that shit?”

My stomach sank. “Where are her parents now?”

“Don’t know. Don’t really care.”



Pressure clamped down on my chest. I opened my mouth to tell him…to tell him what, exactly? That I knew for a fact that her parents were innocent of shacking up with a fae? How could I prove that without incriminating myself? I closed my mouth, and oh God, I was a terrible person, a legit horrible human being.

Well…

Nope. Wasn’t quite a human being now, was I?

Oh my God, I needed my brain to, like, jump off a freaking cliff. What in the hell was I going to do? I couldn’t let her parents go down, because I seriously doubted they had anything to do with what she’d done. And they would go down. That was the way the Order operated. Her parents would’ve been deemed a threat, and there was only one way threats were dealt with. Unease blossomed in my chest, along with a hefty dose of fear.

“You sure you’re okay?” he asked suddenly.

“Yeah,” I breathed, forcing my tense muscles to relax. I refocused. “Has David said anything about that crystal Val took?”

“He doesn’t know what it is.” Ren paused. “Or he’s not saying. Not sure if he trusts anyone at the moment, but I’ve put some feelers out to see if anyone in the Elite has an idea.”

Couldn’t blame David for not trusting anyone. Hopefully someone knew about the crystal. I thought about Merle. She’d randomly mentioned a crystal once before, but I was reluctant to involve her and her daughter. I didn’t want to bring trouble to their doorstep. They’d been through enough.

His hand tightened along my hip, and then he found my cheek in the darkness once more and kissed me there. I let him fall asleep this time, but I stared into nothing as my mind jumped from one screwed-­up situation to the next. Stupid tears burned the back of my throat, but I fought them away, because if they fell, Ren would wake, and I was feeling too weak, too ripped open to keep this very big, very horrific secret under lock and key.

But as I lay there, the fear inside me grew like one of the vines that had crawled its way up the wall and over the balcony railing. There was no shaking the feeling that no matter what I did, things were going to go bad.

And they were going to go bad fast.







Three

[image: ]

I’d originally planned to get my butt out of my apartment and make my way to the headquarters on Thursday, but that was not what I ended up doing. Instead, I checked in with Gwen, my only non-­Order friend. Unsure of how to explain why I had disappeared from class and hadn’t been very communicative, I went with the trusty old “I got mugged” excuse, which was sadly believable, but there was a good chance that was the second time I’d used that excuse to explain away random bruises. I really needed to come up with something more creative, because I was sure there was going to be another instance when I was going to have to lie to her.

And that sucked.

Besides the fact that I liked her and enjoyed how genuinely kind she was, being around Gwen made me feel…normal. Like I was any twenty-­one-­year-­old about to turn twenty-­two in two months. That I could have things like a degree and a boyfriend. Like I wasn’t shirking my duty by enrolling in classes at Loyola—­classes I was most likely going to fail.

That served as a cold reminder that I wasn’t normal.

I spent the bulk of Thursday dealing with my rather ineffective attempt at being normal. I’d tracked down the syllabus but only managed to get a return call from my statistics professor, of all people. After bluntly telling me I’d missed way too much time, he explained I needed to talk to my adviser and then mic-­dropped on me by hanging up.

My adviser didn’t call me back until Thursday afternoon, and it wasn’t a good call, but honestly, out of everything else, it almost felt like not a big deal. Just another reason to eat my feelings through the last box of pralines. I’d missed too much, a week here and a few days there, and I had a choice that really wasn’t much of a choice at all. Fail classes due to already missing so much time, and it was only the beginning of October, or withdraw from the semester.

I was going to have to withdraw, and it was hard not to laugh at the tiny, almost pathetic voice that said I could reregister in the spring or once things calmed down. As if things were ever going to calm down.

As I tossed my phone on the couch cushion, I told myself that I was still Ivy Morgan. I was still her even if I had to drop out of college, even though I was a halfling. I was still her. No matter what.

I had to keep telling myself that.

So I stayed in my apartment, on my couch, Thursday and Friday. Ren and Tink were relieved about that. Their reasoning for me “taking it easy” came from two very different places.

Ren worried about my health—­physical and mental. He didn’t want me back on the streets until I was ready for both.



Tink didn’t want me stepping out of the apartment, because he feared I’d be exposed as a halfling or snatched up by the Prince.

But I wasn’t going to stay hidden away forever. I couldn’t. I just had to be smart about all this. The bruises were fading, and in probably another day or two, I could go out in public without people staring at me. The ache deep in my body was also fading. I could protect myself if necessary, and I was pretty sure by Sunday I’d be fine enough to get back out there.

I hoped so at least, because I was already going stir-­crazy. I had too much time to think and try to figure things out. There were a lot of things I didn’t understand. If I sat down and started listing them, I’d be doing it for the next week, but one of the biggest things was why the Prince hadn’t come knocking or busting down my door yet. According to Tink, after the Prince got way too familiar with my blood, he could sense me out, so he had to know where I lived.

I asked Tink that question when Friday evening rolled around and Ren was out on the streets. “Why hasn’t the Prince shown up here?”

“Huh?” he murmured, squinting at the TV.

I sighed.

Tink was sitting on the couch beside me, and he’d commandeered my laptop at some point. The Walking Dead was on the television—­well, it was on the Amazon Fire TV Stick thingy that the little bastard had ordered a few days ago, unbeknownst to me. On my laptop, he was watching old episodes of Supernatural. I think he was on season three, judging by the current length of Sam Winchester’s hair.

At least it wasn’t a Harry Potter movie and Twilight this time, because I was getting really tired of hearing him quote Edward Cullen and Ron Weasley at the same time.



“Why are you watching both of them?” I asked, folding my arms loosely across my chest as I leaned back against the cushion.

“I think it’s good to be prepared,” he said from his cross-­legged position.

“Prepared for what?”

He stopped the show on his laptop. “Zombie apocalypse or a demon infestation. You’ll thank me when people start eating each other or when a yellow-­eyed demon shows up and starts burning people alive on ceilings. I’m going to be like Daryl and Dean and grab a bucket of salt and a bow with unlimited arrows—­hold up!”

He held up his hand as he zipped into the air above the laptop, focused on the TV.

Everyone was standing in front of a barn, and psycho Shane was pacing in front of the locked barn doors. Psycho Shane went full crazy
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