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  Trigger Warnings


Soul Dominion is a thrilling adventure fantasy with nonstop action and includes elements of war, battle, hand-to-hand combat, blood, violence, graphic language, on-page romantic encounters, hanging, murder, rape and miscarriage mentioned on- and off-page. Readers take heed. 






  
  Previously in Keys of Time and Keys of Fate


One November evening Erica Shylocke stumbles across another weirdo on her way home from university, only to be rescued by said weirdo when she is attacked by a demonic shadow. Learning that the world is not quite as it seems, her rescuer, Michael Nicholas, explains how she was attacked by a Wrathful, a Lost Soul hell-bent on acquiring her soul. Michael reveals how unreported attacks by Lost Souls are increasing, despite the safety measures in place. Perhaps something is amiss with the barriers? 
Against the wishes of The Guild, Michael continues contact with Erica, intrigued by her and her life as an Actualle. Then, when walking along the Embankment, Erica activates a Temporal Gateway to Victorian England. It is then that Michael produces a set of keys and closes the portal. As Erica comes to terms with what has happened, Michael explains she is a Time traveller, like him, and his heir. He also reveals her secret: that she is a medium able to see and communicate with spirits. Unimpressed, Erica tells him where to stick it, and quickly flees. 
Days later, Erica is overwhelmed by questions about the Lost Souls, her near-death encounter with the Wrathful, and the Temporal Gateway she opened. Not to mention the unreported attacks Michael mentioned. Seeking Michael, she agrees to become his mentor on one condition—that she quits once she’s helped him and got the answers she needs.
As she goes undercover as Michael’s trainee, she travels to Limbo, the home of KeyMasters, their Færies and The Guild. Once registered, her studies as a KeyMaster-in-waiting begin at the University of Limbo. Despite setting off all the bells in the Sonnastry, Erica quickly adjusts to her new life as a KeyMaster, making friends with the other trainees, attending lectures and commencing combat practice.
Then, on her first outing into Time, Erica uncovers her ability to see Temporal Imprints and Temporal Auras. An ability that is unheard of in KeyMasters. Assuming this to be caused by her sensitivity to spirits as a medium, she puts it aside,
With the help of Michael’s friends Christian and Anatole, they begin seeking information on the unreported Lost Soul attacks and the weakened barriers of Limbo. 
Needing to choose her own Færie, Erica takes on board the advice of Michael’s Færie, Ashayla, and selects Xerxes, a cynical Færie with little love for humans who it has seen to be shallow and cruel.
As she settles into her new routine of attending university in Actualle London and Limbo, Erica is summoned to Dr Finnegan’s office when he learns of her abilities to see Temporal Imprints and Temporal Auras. Agreeing to help him with his research, Erica hopes to learn more about her unusual abilities.
It is during a session of combat practice that Erica unwittingly charms a supernova. Thanks to the quick thinking of the Færies, no one is hurt. Facing expulsion from the university, a Cerebral Projection was performed to reveal the book of charms she used. Only to learn it was misplaced from the Regulated Section. But who took it? And why did they put it in the library for anyone to borrow?
Governments around the world declare a global state of emergency as more and more members of the public disappear without a trace. Curfews are imposed and lockdowns are threatened.
As the Christmas holidays approach, Erica and Dr Finnegan notice a repeating aura as they review her travels through Time. Believing it to be more than just a coincidence, Erica mentions it to Michael during a night out in London. Unable to avoid a mistletoe kiss by Marc, Michael watches as Erica is kissed and immediately realises he loves her. Storming off, he stumbles across a lady looking for her missing boyfriend. As he investigates, he meets up with the Korean vampire, Nathaniel Lee. Together they battle the Lost Souls but are too late to help the missing man.
Home for the holidays, Erica helps her best friend Lizzie in her endeavours to get Erica’s brother Guy’s attention. If that wasn’t enough, Erica learns that Lost Souls lurk in the woods and dales of the countryside. With spirits at much at risk from attack by Lost Souls as living humans, Erica is determined to help her childhood spirit-friend Reggie pass on before he, too, is turned into a Lost Soul. With the help of Xerxes and Reggie, the trio look for a missing necklace, needed to clear Reggie’s name. Despite sustaining injuries, Erica is successful in helping Reggie pass on.
Surprised by Michael’s unexpected appearance on her doorstep on Christmas Morning, Erica is touched by his thoughtful gifts and attentiveness. Taking her back in Time for a date, Michael and Erica return to Erica’s home only to discover Guy and Lizzie are under attack.
With the help of Christian and other Soul Gatherers, the two KeyMasters and their Færies attack the Lost Souls. Despite the odds. 
Seeing them struggle, Erica’s mother reveals a periapt and, summoning its Færie, the Lost Souls are vanquished.

      [image: ]Keys of Fate begins with Lizzie and Guy racing to the hospital for treatment of the wounds Lizzie sustained during the attack on Christmas Day. Despite the efforts of the paramedics, Lizzie passes away. Only to return as a spirit.
Erica’s home is teeming with the Soul Gatherers who answered their call for help during the attack. Bardhyl, her mother’s Færie, reveals the problem of the barriers in Limbo and the cause of the growing army of Lost Souls. Revealing Guy to be from a long line of DawnBringers, they are set with the task of locating the missing Horn of Lament. A powerful instrument needed to dispel the Lost Souls and help return balance to the world.
Realising the scale of the problem before them, the unlikely group determined their next course of action only to discover Erica’s Færie, Xerxes, was infected by a Strigoi during the attack. Freeing it is believed to be the only way to save it. Overwhelmed by the loss of her best friend, Erica cannot face losing Xerxes and refuses to free it. Not until she’s sought a cure in the University of Limbo’s library. However, Erica must face the consequences of her actions as she and her party are stopped from entering Limbo by its Guards. Seeing Xerxes infected, the Guards send Xerxes to Claustrum to await execution.
Struggling with depression and remorse, Erica works hard to find a cure for Xerxes’ infection and decipher the secrets of her family’s secret hidden within the mysterious box passed on by her mother.
But she is running out of time to save her Færie and find the Horn of Lament. Following any lead she can, she dives ever deeper into Limbo society. All the while growing closer to Michael. But how far can they go without inciting the wrath of The Guild?
Meeting with fellow GateKeeper Zhu Yaoshi, it becomes apparent that someone is hunting them. Nevertheless, Erica attempts to rescue Xerxes, only to find it has turned into a Strigoi and is no longer the snarky Færie she remembers. Unable to accept defeat, Erica seeks the help of Lozen and Yophiel and, together, they try once more to free Xerxes.
Unsure of their success and with the body count rising, there is a surprise attack on the Sonnastry. At risk, Erica flees to Actualle London. There, at The Smithy Club, she finds some answers, but not all. To learn the truth of what happened to her family, she must travel to the ruins of her family’s old home. Using her ability to read Temporal Imprints, Erica travels back in Time to the night everything changed. There she learns the shocking truth about her ancestor’s demise, Xerxes’ black mark and the hidden location of the Horn of Lament. But, back in Actualle, Xerxes appears. It has turned and has the Horn. And now, it’s seeking revenge on her.
With extra security, the New Year Ball proceeds but passions run high and Erica is entrapped by a mess of truths and lies.
Hurt and betrayed by Michael and Anatole, Erica returns home, finding refuge with Nathaniel Lee and the other Soul Gatherers. Only to be whisked away by the wily nine-tailed fox spirit, Jade Fox, after Lizzie’s funeral.
Confronted with the unbelievable truth behind her Moon Kissed soul, Erica and Jade are attacked by the leader of the army of Lost Souls. With the help of the aloof archangel Nate, the attack is quashed, but not without casualties. Badly injured, Jade is running out of time. In desperation, Nate asks for Erica’s help in taking Jade off-world to find the help she needs. But will they be too late?
Read on for the thrilling conclusion of Erica’s adventure in Time!






  
  Prologue

~ 150 years previous ~


Not all slaves are bound by chains. 
The boy stared at the twitching body of his father as it swung from the rafters. Horror and disbelief filled his gaze as his father’s hands flailed, trying to grasp the noose about his throat. Blood poured from the gaping wound at his side, dripping from his boot to stain the flagstones below.
Held fast, the boy tried to escape the steel-like grip of his captor, but the man was taller and stronger than him. The man laughed at his efforts. A cruel laugh that still fills his nightmares, even to this day. 
The boy flinched away as the cries of his mother being raped rose to join the rasping grunts of his father in his death throes.
Lord Winter had promised to ruin his family, and he was. 
“Oh, no, you’re watching right until the end,” the man snarled, moving to hold him in a headlock. He squeezed hard and the boy’s eyes opened in pain. “Until every last fucking bit of life leaves his worthless body.” He tightened his grip on the boy’s arm until it felt like it might break. It would certainly bruise.
Discarding his mother in a sobbing heap on the floor, Lord Winter swaggered forward, fastening his breeches.
His father was weaker now. His chest, which had been heaving, was slowing as his strength left him. Face purpling from asphyxiation, his father’s eyes finally rolled into the back of his head and the twitching stopped.
Lord Winter gestured to a servant and his father’s body was cut down. Advancing, Lord Winter kicked at it, spitting on it vehemently, eyes filled with rage.
“That’s what you get if you forget your place!” he said, pointing to the body as he faced the boy and woman.
Heartbroken, his mother tried to drag herself to her husband’s dead body, only to have Lord Winter stomp on her hand. She cried out in pain.
The boy glowered at him through hot tears.
Lord Winter turned to him with a cruel smirk. He took the boy’s face in his hand and squeezed. “Aw, did I kill your Daddy? What are you going to do about it? You’re mine now. You belong to me. Both of you. You’ll always be mine…”
One day he wouldn’t be, he swore it. And he would make Lord Winter pay.
He would make the whole damn world pay.






  
  Chapter one
Fate Unavoided

~ January 6th, 7:24 pm, Actualle ~


Ursella Shylocke stared out of the window, her mouth a tight line. Somewhere out there, two of her children were in danger, or worse, dead. She felt pressure in her palm and glanced over her shoulder at her husband, Quentin. His eyes were bandaged, and he held a cane in his other hand. 
“You’re quiet and your palms are sweaty,” he commented quietly.
Isn’t it amazing how quickly the body adapts to using its other senses when one becomes redundant?
“It’s not happening again, is it?” he asked at her lack of response, his voice thick with fear.
“I sincerely hope not.” Ursella caught the eye of Iminathi Nadoo, a friend of Erica’s, who shook her head—no news.
Well, no news is good news.
But that adage did nothing to quell the fear within her.
Icy dread had sunk its claws into her the moment Iminathi had found her, telling her they had to stay indoors. Explaining how the others—the obscenely tall man, the vampire, the quirky one, and his werewolf girlfriend—had gone after Erica. And that Guy had insisted on joining them. The seeping coldness hadn’t left her since. Instead, it had grown until it filled every corner and crevice of her being.
Somehow, they’d managed not to panic anybody else, and the wake was still in full swing. As much as wakes could be in full swing.
Now, all they had to do was wait.
Ursella hated waiting. It went against every ounce of her mothering instinct (which was considerable). All she wanted to do was run to her babies, rip the heads off anyone trying to harm them and use their bones as toothpicks.
Iminathi was hovering by her girlfriend, Joslin Singer, a tall girl with lavender hair drinking whiskey and coke. Her eyes were red and puffy. She looked like she might be sick. On the other hand, Iminathi looked petrified, like Joslin might break into a thousand pieces.
Ah, young love.
She glanced over at Quentin, who was sitting with his hands on his cane, head craned, listening. When she’d asked him what it was like having lost his eyes, he’d replied: dark. Unbelievably dark.
Shuddering, she tried not to think of the Lost Souls that had pecked them out and wondered, not for the first time, why in God’s name would Erica let herself be taken by some Fox-thing. Her daughter had proved herself to be quite capable in recent weeks. Why had she let her guard down now? Was it something to do with Michael?
Ursella sighed. Hopefully, it had nothing to do with that vampire, Nathaniel. He might be attractive, but he was still a bloodsucker. She’d lost count of the number of sheep he’d eaten.
Just then, Iminathi stiffened imperceptibly, eyes losing focus for the briefest of moments. Tilting her head to one side, it was almost as if she were listening to something only she could hear. Ursella sat up and watched the girl lean over to her eldest son, Cole. He bent down so she could whisper in his ear, his expression lost in shadow. Looking into the girl’s big brown eyes for confirmation, he then caught his mother’s eye, face serious, and nodded.
“What is it?” Quentin whispered as she gave his hand two quick squeezes.
“I think they’re back.”

      [image: ]The young boy watched the man gather up his hunting knife and rope. He rubbed his bleary eyes and yawned. His father wore a dark cloak over his dark clothes and lightweight boots. A balaclava lay nearby on the table. No candles had been lit, and he worked by the meagre glow of the fire’s embers.
Was he going somewhere?
“Are you sure this is wise, Tom?”
“Stop your fretting, Maria. It’s only a couple of conies. Just enough to put food on the table. The boy hasn’t eaten meat in months,” he reasoned in hushed tones. The sky was dark, the moon high in its heavens. It was late, almost midnight, not a time for travel.
“But, if Lord Winter finds out—”
“If he took better care of his tenants, they wouldn’t feel the need for extra food. The boy has looked sick for weeks now, Maria. I can’t sit by and do nothing. I can’t let him get worse.”
His mother glanced over at their son, standing in his rags, his mousey blond hair ruffled. She nodded, tears springing into her eyes.
“Don’t worry yourself,” he repeated as he fetched the balaclava. “Lord Winter won’t miss one coney or two.”
Gathering up his bag, the man kissed his wife and child, smiling reassuringly before slipping on the balaclava and out of the cottage. The darkness swallowed him.
They ate well for a week, thanks to his bounty.

      [image: ]As the silver light rushed towards him, he threw up his arms, acting on instinct rather than necessity. Though the light was bright, even for his keen vampiric eyes. 
Feeling the energy surge passed him, tousling his black hair and loosening it from its topknot, he sensed their departure. The undertones of her favourite perfume were suddenly and brutally absent from the life he’d grown used to. It was in that millisecond that the magnitude of her departure hit him. He felt the loss of her as profoundly as if he’d lost an arm or a leg. The pain was crippling. It was as harrowing and as brutal as having his soul consumed by his Soul Parent all over again. 
Of dying all over again. 
Something had shifted between them during that fight. Something significant. He’d felt it, but had she? Would he ever know?
Tears stung his eyes as he blinked against the intense anguish that wrenched through him, rousing something deep within. If he had lungs to breathe, the air would have been knocked out of him. He felt faint and directionless. Like his life had lost its compass and, with it, all sense of purpose. But, just as his footing gave way, and he stumbled from the gaping hole left within, a fissure sliced the air beside him. It crackled and fizzed, power emanating from it.
Not daring to hope, Nathaniel Lee blinked against the glare, nerves acute as he waited. Then, out stepped Erica Shylocke and Jade, with Nate close behind. Slamming her hand against the fizzling light, it guttered under her touch. The crack in Time closed inwards from the edges until the middle twinkled into non-existence.
He watched her whirl on the spot, black hair flying, scanning their surroundings. When her eyes finally rested on him, the sharp lines of heartache on her face melted away as relief set them aglow.
“Nathaniel!” Erica cried, launching herself at him.
Gathering her up fast against him, he thanked whatever gods would accept his words and held her tight, his despair lessening. Though it had only been seconds, the pain of her leaving would take time to subside.
Jade and Nate stood to the side, closer than he’d ever seen them.
“She hasn’t stopped talking about you, darling,” the fox spirit said, mouth curling into a half-smile to see his surprise. “She’s missed you.”
“She has?” Nathaniel asked with awe. As if the possibility was too wild to be true.
Did that mean?
Two fox ears twitched from amidst Jade’s white hair, with its streaks of tawny red, whilst nine tails bristled and twitched behind her. They flicked teasingly over Nate’s arms.
“She’s been worried sick,” Nate added, shimmering wings folded up high above him.
Nathaniel nodded and held the girl close, rocking her gently as she buried herself into him.
“How long were we gone?” Erica asked, shyly pulling away.
“Not long. Only a second or two. Sorry,” he added, noticing his bloodied T-shirt had stained her blouse and bodice.
“Not bad!” Jade said. “You’re getting better.” She gave the girl a reassuring smile.
“But not fast enough,” the girl replied. 
Her eyes met Nathaniel’s, and he saw a mutual heartache mirrored there.
It was one second too long.
Jade was well, with no signs of her previous injuries. They wore different clothing than when they’d left. Jade and Erica wore cotton blouses tucked into cotton skirts and leather bodices, whilst Nate wore a leather jerkin with cotton breeches. His sword hung from a belt around his waist. They all wore soft leather boots. 
“It worked then? You found Vasilis?” Nathaniel asked, tearing his eyes away from Erica with difficulty.
“Yes, he helped,” Nate said. “He was very hospitable.”
“He let us stay with him,” Erica explained, playing with the Bloodstone in her vambrace. It glinted red in the cool moonlight. “We were there almost six weeks, but Vasilis had arrangements with a friend in Eldermoor. Jade was well enough to travel by then, so we came home.”
“Six weeks?!” Nathaniel whistled. That would explain their fresh complexions. However, Erica looked gaunt. Dark shadows stained her eyes. “You’ve been okay, 벌새?”
“It’s been… difficult,” she choked, eyes burning with longing as they caught his once more, “but Nate’s been helping me train whilst Jade healed.”
“He’s very good!” Jade enthused, shyly glancing at Nate, who looked like he was blushing. 
Nathaniel did a double take before looking at his two friends, at their new closeness and shyness. He smiled.
Nate saw Nathaniel’s smug smile and cleared his throat, wings fluttering. “It was nothing.”
“I bet,” Nathaniel said, picking up his blood-drenched jacket. It was most definitely ruined.
“Sorry,” Jade said sheepishly.
“It’s just a jacket.” Nathaniel shrugged. “I have others.”
“Any news from Xerxes?” Erica asked, clearing her throat as she tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear.
“I’ve heard nothing, but they only left a moment ago.”
“Ah, true.” 
She smiled nervously, and he felt something bitter twist within him. Something inhuman stirred.
Jealousy?
“Come on,” she said, taking his hand. “Jump us back home. It’s cold and I need to get out of these clothes.”
Home…
He smiled sultrily, his fangs flashing. “I could help with that.”
She laughed warmly. A sound that set his insides afire. Swallowing hard, he took a step backwards, into the shadows, and pulled her in after him.

      [image: ]The peace of the farm was quickly shattered as a patch of air warped and wobbled, rushing to form a swirling vortex. From the opening burst two men, an irritated Færie, and a glowing wolf. 
Gathering the connate within his arms, Christian Blake II checked it over. He looked worried as his fingers felt their way through its copper fur, its glow weak. The wolf flinched away with a whine. Checking, Christian saw his fingers against a deep wound. They came away coated with black blood.
“Querida?”
The wolf looked at the man with weak eyes. It was panting slightly.
“Will she be okay?” Guy Shylocke asked. Despite his glossy brown hair and chiselled looks, he looked unkempt and was in desperate need of a bath. He held a bone horn in his hand. It was decorated with a metal mouthpiece, matching bindings, and a carry chain.
Bardhyl, a Greater Færie, held out its hand to Guy. Despite the cool glow emanating from its skin and hair, not to mention its cool demeanour, it spoke warmly to the human. “Please allow me to look after that for you.”
“Thank you,” Guy said, passing The Horn of Lament to the Færie.
Tossing the Horn high, it fell beyond sight and disappeared. The sun tattoo in the centre of the Færie’s forehead pulsed.
“She needs medical attention and fast!” Christian said. “Would you like me to send for Arturo?” He turned to the werewolf.
The creature snorted and attempted to walk over to the farmhouse with little success. It stumbled several times, its legs shaking uncontrollably.
Crouching beside it, Christian smoothed the fur around its face. “Can you change back?”
A grumble sounded from its chest, and it turned doleful eyes on him.
The man scooped up the beast with surprising ease. “Then we contact Arturo. I know you don’t want to, querida, but I think it would be for the best. Now is not the time for pride.”
The wolf gave a peeved snort as he swept through the open door to the farmhouse, held open by Guy.
“Who's Arturo?” Guy asked.
“The medic from Lunita's former pack,” Christian explained, entering the kitchen to set the wolf down in front of the stove. Though hot, he reached for a blanket to wrap around the animal. “And one of Yesenia’s Alphas.”
The wolf growled on hearing the name, teeth bared.
Guy looked confused, eyes flicking in Lunita’s direction. “And who is Yesenia?”
“The Alpha who took Lunita’s pack from her.”
Shocked, Guy was about to respond when there was a commotion outside. A crash followed by a cry and a series of curses.
Bolting out of the kitchen, Bardhyl followed Guy to find Erica and Nathaniel in a tangle on the concrete of the farmyard. 
“Are you okay?” Erica asked, checking the vampire over in concern. He’d twisted to take the brunt of the fall and had grazed his elbow. Black blood oozed from a wound. “You’re bleeding?!”
“I’ll heal fine, don’t worry. Who put a flowerpot there?” Nathaniel said with a laugh, rubbing the back of his neck.
“Mum,” Guy said darkly.
They glanced up to see him standing with his hand on the hilt of his sword. Bardhyl had charmed a blade of ice for each hand, their translucent depths glistening in the moon’s light.
“Oh, well, that’s alright then.”
Erica scrambled off him and offered him a hand, pulling him up with difficulty.
Guy took in Nathaniel’s torn and bloody clothes, before gaping at Erica’s attire, his eyebrows high.
“Erm, Erica, why are you dressed like Maid Marion?”
“It’s a long story,” she said, finally heaving Nathaniel to his feet.
He bumped into her, their eyes meeting in a breathless moment. 
“Sorry,” he said, his voice hitching in his throat. He looked paler than normal.
Flustered, Erica tucked her hair behind an ear. “It’s okay. Are you sure you don’t want a plaster?”
“Did you ever hear of Dracula needing a plaster? He’s a vampire, Erica! If you haven’t forgotten, he’s invulnerable,” Guy snapped.
Nathaniel cut him a look.
“I know, I—” Erica looked embarrassed.
“So, why are you dressed like Maid Marian?”
“Like I said, it’s a long story. Lizzie!” she cried, glad for the distraction, “how’s it going?” Erica made for a space by Guy and hugged it. Seeing the people present knew of her ability to see spirits, she’d decided there was little point in hiding it. It felt oddly liberating.
Guy’s cheeks reddened, eyes watching her enviously.
“Do you think?” she said, responding to some unheard question whilst giving her skirts a twirl. “It was summer in Myrrithia.”
She caught the expectant look of the Nathaniel.
“Lizzie was saying it looked like I’d caught the sun.”
“She did?” Guy replied eagerly, replacing the headset Christian had made him so he could see Lizzie through the Soul Glass from Erica’s necklace.
Once in place, Guy could see the spirit of Lizzie standing close by, her shimmering essence glittering in the cool evening air. She smiled shyly at him.
“And where’s Myrrithia?” Guy looked confused.
“I’ve been off-world for six weeks,” she said wearily. “Nate needed me to help him take Jade to see Vasilis, and he lives on Myrrithia, which is a different world.”
“What?!” Guy choked.
“I am impressed, Little One,” Bardhyl said with approval.
She blushed and turned back to her brother. “I’m Moon Kissed. I’m learning to manipulate SpaceTime.”
“And that can involve interstellar travel?”
“Provided it’s connected by SpaceTime, yes.”
“What’s ‘Moon Kissed?’” Lizzie asked, looking at Nathaniel’s closeness with an appraising eye. 
“The Guild refers to us as ‘GateKeepers’, but Moon Kissed is more accurate since we’re children of the Moon. We… we have a special bond with Time and can manipulate it in ways KeyMasters can’t.”
Guy noted his sister’s nervous tone in interest. “And what makes someone Moon Kissed? Why is their bond special?” he asked.
Erica hesitated, throat suddenly dry as the reason stuck in her throat. Her eyes began to burn.
“Shall we go inside?” Nathaniel said, providing a welcome diversion.
She nodded and flashed him a grateful smile as he placed a comforting hand on the small of her back. Calmly but purposely, he guided her past her brother and Bardhyl and into the kitchen, tossing his jacket in the bin on his way past.
Christian looked up as they entered, the glowing wolf now slumped in his lap.
“Lunita!” Erica cried and ran forward, falling to her knees by the connate. “Oh no! Is she okay? Her glow seems weak…”
“She needs medical attention but should be okay. Lee, old chap, since you’re here, do you mind fetching Arturo?”
“Arturo? Sure, what time is it over there?” he said, crouching down beside Erica. He took his mobile phone from his back pocket and unlocked it. 
“Dammit! I’d forgotten about the time difference!” Christian looked stricken, colour rising in his cheeks.
The wolf nuzzled him reassuringly, and he buried his face in its fur, hiding his tears.
“Where is this Arturo?” Erica asked, running her hand along the connate’s back. The glowing strands were warm to the touch and fizzed as if charged.
“Near Cuzco, in Peru,” Nathaniel said, bringing up the clock app on his mobile. “에이스! It’s still light over there. I’d have to jump back home to clean up and fetch my outdoor gear first, or else wait a few hours for the sun to go down…”
“Damn!” Christian palmed his face in frustration.
“Sorry, pata. We’ll get you help soon,” Nathaniel said, stroking the fur behind the wolf’s ears.
“I could go,” offered Erica.
Christian and Nathaniel exchanged a look. 
“Thank you, but best not, old thing. The pack’s not one for strangers.”
“Can’t you message him?” Guy suggested.
“We communicate through a special app,” he said, opening an app depicting a locked envelope. “Yesenia doesn’t like him being in touch with Lunita or any of her friends. We’ve managed to keep all communication secret so far,” Nathaniel explained. “It could get him into a lot of trouble if she found out.”
He quickly typed an encrypted message. “I’ve let him know Lunita needs his help.”
“Well, the offer’s there, if you change your mind,” Erica said, getting to her feet. “I’m happy to help. Would you like some water?” she asked Lunita.
The wolf moved and sat up on wobbly paws.
“I’ll get it,” Nathaniel said, leaping to his feet.
“There’s a bowl in that cupboard,” Erica said, pointing.
Just then, there was a scraping sound from the hallway as the front door opened, revealing her parents and the rest of the group who’d been at Lizzie’s wake. Behind Ursella and Quentin, Erica’s mother and father, came Cole, followed by Tobias, Amberson, Lily, her tail wagging, Joslin then Iminathi. 
Without a word, Joslin stormed past everyone and ran up the stairs. Her footfall thundered across the landing, followed by the slamming of a door.
Iminathi cast Erica a fearful look, her meaning clear.
She knew…






  
  Chapter two
Unexpected Visitors


Before she could say anything, her mother rushed forward. 
“Darling!” Ursella exclaimed, putting down the bag of clothes she’d picked up from the Brennan household to pull her into a firm embrace. “They said you’d gone! Why did you go? You know it’s not safe!” Then, giving Erica no chance to reply, she freed an arm to gather Guy up against her. “Thank you for going after her.”
“It was nothing, Mum,” Guy said shyly.
“It was brave and wonderful, and I’m so proud of you. Of all of you. Thank you,” she said, turning to smile tearily at those in the hall. However, it vanished when her eyes settled on Nathaniel.
He gave a jaded smile. “Except the vampire, right?”
Pursing her lips, she turned to Iminathi. “Would you mind helping, dear?” And together, they guided Quentin through to the living room.
“Are you surprised?” A thin voice said.
Turning, Nathaniel found himself reflected in the critical brown eyes of Tobias Scott.
“When you’ve been undead for half a century, little surprises you,” Nathaniel said curtly. 
“Come on, Tobias,” Cole said, coming over. “There’s no need to be like that.”
“There’s every need! You seemed to have forgotten this lowlife killed my dad!”
“I had my reasons,” Nathaniel ground out.
“So, you keep saying! But you still won’t tell me what they are! Was it just for the blood? Do you just don’t want to admit you’re a pathetic bloodsucker always looking out for his next feed!”
“Because he was ruining thousands of lives!” Nathaniel roared, eyes flashing red as his patience snapped. Advancing as a blur, Nathaniel skipped the gap between them to lift Tobias by his T-shirt.
“Nathaniel!” Erica cried.
A low growl emanated from the back of Nathaniel’s throat as he snarled at the boy, fangs sharpening. 
Tobias cowered, the blood leaving his face as a whimper escaped his lips.
Pulling Nathaniel off the boy, she rushed between them, shielding the boy. She placed a hand on the vampire’s chest. His red eyes caught her green in surprise and immediately flickered to black. Looking sheepish, he walked away, undoing his top knot to run a hand through his hair.
“Why don’t we make everyone some coffee?” Amberson suggested quickly, his voice louder than normal. And, placing a firm hand on the teenager’s shoulder, the tall Fæ led the boy through into the kitchen. His glowing Fæ eyes flashed Nathaniel a worried look.
“Where’s Vaughn?” Guy asked, looking around.
“He went home soon after you guys left to follow Nate. Félicité said she’ll speak to him. He just needs a bit of time to get his head around things,” Cole said, patting Nathaniel’s shoulder reassuringly as he passed.
“No, he needs me. I’ll go call him,” Guy said, leaving the kitchen.
Amberson cast Cole an uneasy look from where he filled the kettle. 
Having checked Amberson was okay, Lily weaved her way to nuzzle the connate on the floor. She sniffed carefully at the connate before giving it a lick.
“Lunita!” Tobias cried, shaking off Amberson to go over. “Is she hurt? Will she be okay?” 
“Everyone loves the wolf,” Nathaniel muttered, crossing his arms as he leant against the doorframe. The movement hitched up his ripped T-shirt, exposing a blood-splattered six-pack. 
“Not everyone. I’m preferring the vampire,” Erica breathed, tearing her gaze from his abdomen to lock eyes with him. Clearing her throat, she walked over to the gathering in front of the stove.
Nathaniel watched her leave, black eyes burning.
“I hope so,” Christian was saying to Tobias. “Nathaniel’s going to help me fetch a specialist medic.”
Tobias scowled over at where Nathaniel stood in the doorway, eyes still trained on Erica.
“I could go,” he said.
“Nathaniel should go,” Erica said.
“Why? Don’t you trust me?” The boy ground out. “Don’t think I’m as strong as your monster boyfriend?”
Erica ignored him. “It’s nothing like that, Tobias. I offered, too. But the guy only deals with people he knows, and he knows Nathaniel, that’s all,” Erica explained patiently, stroking the shimmering fur of the connate. It tingled slightly as if a current ran through it. “Plus, he lives in Peru.”
“‘Peru?!’” 
“Who’s going to Peru?” Ursella asked, coming into the kitchen.
“Nathaniel.”
“Why?” It was then her eyes fell on the wolf and she stumbled forward. “Lunita! Oh, no!”
Nathaniel rolled his eyes. Then he stilled, shoulders straightening. Gaze shifting to the back door, his talons grew, fangs sharpening. 
“Someone’s coming!”
Amberson stopped making the drinks and rubbed his hands, a spark of lightning igniting within their palms. Erica stood, reaching for the dagger in her boot.
After an uneasy silence, a knock pounded against the back door.
Nathaniel crept over, nostrils flaring as he breathed in the fresh smells, tasting them. There was a hint of something familiar…
A grin broke out across his face, and he waved Amberson down.
“开门吧!” a voice whined through from outside. “冻死了我啊!”
“I’m sure Nate could warm you up!” Nathaniel said, ear up against the door.
“去你的! If you don’t open this door this instant, Nathaniel Lee, I swear I’m—”
Nathaniel flung the door open to reveal Jade and Nate, shoulders hunched up against the cold. Nate’s wings of light were unfolded, shielding them from the brunt of the night’s chill. “Nice of you to drop by.”
“Like I said, ‘去你的’,” Jade snarled, teeth bared and white tails bristling. The red flecks within her golden eyes burned through the dark.
“Only if you say ‘please’,” he grinned, as Erica flicked him.
“Be nice!” Erica admonished, sheathing her dagger.
He flashed her a devilish smile. “Only if you say ‘please.’”
Erica felt the heat rise in her cheeks and licked her lips, speechless.
Jade stomped her feet impatiently. “For the love of all things good in this world, can we please just come in?!” 
Quickly stepping aside, Jade stalked past tails swaying. 
“She has tails!” Ursella squeaked. “You have tails?”
The fox spirit regarded the woman carefully. “And you don’t. More fool you, darling.”
Ursella’s flummoxed look vanished to one of awe when she looked into the farmyard to see the glowing wings of the man slowly shrink back into his shoulders. Their feathers rippled with energy as they melted away from sight.
“He’s a, he’s a—”
The man passed Nathaniel, running a hand through his creamy white hair in an attempt to tame its windswept locks. His eyes were of the palest, most piercing blue and framed by lashes of the purest white. He extended his hand to Erica’s mum. “Good evening, Ursella. I am the Archangel Nathaniel, but I go by Nate now. This is the Jade Fox. She’s a jiuweihu, a nine-tailed fox.” He closed the door behind him. All signs that he had wings now gone.
“A what?” Ursella gazed over at the woman in horror as she knelt by the wolf in front of the stove. Her nine tails flicked casually behind her as she checked Lunita.
“A celestial fox spirit, Mum,” Erica said, putting a comforting arm around Ursella. “Jade can Time Travel too.”
“She c-can?” 
“She found me at the wake. I’d gone with her when we were attacked. She was training me.”
“She was?”
“We’re Moon Kissed,” Erica explained, eyes intent on her mother.
At that, all colour left Ursella’s face. She licked her dry lips. “The Moon Promise…” she breathed. “It worked?” Her voice came out a croak, but Erica heard every word. 
The girl nodded grimly. “We need to talk.”
Ursella turned an ominous shade of green.
Amberson pressed a mug into Ursella’s hand. “Here, have a drink first. I’ve added a bit of something extra to take the edge off things.”
“Thank you, Amberson.”
“Oo! Can I have some?” Jade asked, getting to her feet. “Nate? Would you like one?”
The man stepped forward with a shy smile. “Yes, please.”
Nathaniel and Amberson shared a look of shock.
Just then, the air wobbled and a swirling ball of flames materialised in the centre of the kitchen. Everyone stepped back as intense heat rolled off it. 
“Xerxes!” Erica cried, launching herself at the tall Færie once it emerged from the inferno.
Holding her close, Xerxes looked down at her warmly, its golden eyes bright. There were no longer any cuffs on its wrists. “You are well after your excursion?”
Erica nodded. “It took longer than expected, but we’re all okay. Any news from Ashayla?”
The Færie averted its gaze, a frown furrowing the swirling tattoo in the centre of its forehead. The glow of its essence flickered. “I cannot find Ashayla. It is not in Utarra.”
Seeing Erica’s concern, Nathaniel placed a hand on the small of her back, massaging it in circular motions. “Ashayla will be with Michael in its periapt, I’m sure. They’ll be fine.” He shook Xerxes’ hand. “It’s good to see you again, Xerxes.”
The Færie gave a cautious smile. “It is good to be back.”
“You’re alive!”
Ecstatic, Cole came over to gather Xerxes up in a giant bear hug. Though initially taken aback, the Færie looked secretly pleased and the glow of its essence seemed to brighten.
“So, what now?” Amberson asked, coming over with a tray of hot drinks. All but Nathaniel and the Færies accepted one. Cole passed one to where Christian sat with Lunita’s connate. 
All eyes turned to Erica. 
“I, erh…” 
She caught Jade’s gaze as the fox spirit poured the remains of the honey rum into Nate’s mug. Jade nodded encouragingly at her. They’d discussed many plans whilst off-world in Myrrithia, and now it was time to put them into action. 
“We need to know where Michael is. Once we know he and Ashayla are safe, we can start looking for Psycho-Soul.”
“How do we do that if Xerxes can’t reach Ashayla?” Amberson asked.
“Hold on to your mugs,” Erica warned, passing Nathaniel hers to look after. 
She rubbed her hands together and the now-familiar tingle of magic warmed her blood. An amber spark ignited deep within her palms just as a purple haze issued from their centre. With a flick of her wrist, it exploded outwards, filling the room to envelop it in its glow. 
SpaceTime.
“You’ve been practising,” Nathaniel commented with pride.
She sneezed several times before shyly meeting his eyes. “I’ve had little else to do these past few weeks off-world.”
“What the hell?!” gasped Guy, who’d just appeared at the kitchen door. His hair glistened wet from a recent shower.
Iminathi bolted through from the living room and let out a cry of wonder. She met Erica’s eyes through the swirling galaxies, realisation dawning.
“You’re a GateKeeper!” she exclaimed.
Erica threw her arms wide, and the galaxies zoomed closer, leaving just eight swirling planets orbiting a burning star. Selecting the third glowing sphere, she held it reverently in her hand. It was a mass of jumbled, shimmering threads. A shroud of black sheer miasma covered it. 
Frowning, Erica cast a puzzled look in Jade’s direction. “Are they the Lost Souls Psycho-Soul mentioned?”
The fox spirit was regarding the black miasma frostily. “Yes.”
Erica ‘skimmed’ the layer away with a careful swiping gesture. Using several more decisive ‘chops’, the mass shrank until a tiny cross-section remained. Diving in, Erica began searching through the threads.
“Temporal Auras!” Christian cried, getting to his feet. 
He reached tentatively for the closest one, its glow reflecting in his eyes like starlight.
“What are you looking for?” Nathaniel asked, setting the mug down to dive in after Erica.
“Michael’s aura,” she said brusquely. “Everyone has one that’s unique to them. This is mine, see?” She showed him a purple thread shimmering with silver flecks. “Michael’s aura is orangey-yellow. The yellow’s brighter too. Almost gold.”
Ignoring the lump of bitterness in his throat, Nathaniel began searching through the auras with her.
“I’ve never seen you do this,” he remarked, casting Jade a sidelong look. 
Cole gingerly stepped forward to help.
“I can’t,” Jade said simply, taking a sip from her mug.
Nate moved closer to her, and she leant against his chest.
“Most GateKeepers can’t. We… We think it’s because I’m a medium,” Erica said, clearing her throat.
Ursella’s breath caught in her throat, shocked to hear their secret revealed so readily. “Erica!” She looked around them with unease.
“It’s alright, Mum. We all know,” Cole said, placing a hand on his mother’s shoulder. “We won’t tell anyone, right?”
The group of humans, quondams, Fæ and Færies nodded.
“Thank you,” Erica said, flashing Cole a grateful smile. 
“It’s not like it’s the craziest thing we’ve heard all week,” he chuckled.
Erica playfully flicked his arm.
“Do I have an aura?” Nathaniel asked, peering at the shimmering colours with curiosity.
Erica joined him at his side. “Well, if this one’s mine,” she said, leaning over his shoulder to point at the purple shimmer with silver flecks, “this must be yours.” Her finger slid to the aura beside it, a black, lustrous thread flecked with red.
Nathaniel reluctantly tore his gaze from the girl, pressed so close against him, to consider the aura she’d picked out. “I’m guessing this one’s you, Nate,” he said, indicating one of pure gold before pointing to the neighbouring one: a sliver of glistening silver. “And this must be Jade.”
The couple stepped forward in curiosity.
“Okay, let’s look for this aura,” Cole said, rubbing his hands together.
“You’re on, hyung! 화이팅!” And Nathaniel began searching the other auras with gusto.
Sensing a competition, Cole smirked and followed suit. Joining them, Guy and Iminathi also began pouring over the glimmering polychromatic auras.
“Well, you were right about one thing,” Iminathi said, so only Erica could hear. “Xerxes isn’t a slave.”
Erica glanced from her friend to the Færie standing amongst the group. “I couldn’t let it down.”
“Found it!” Nathaniel whooped after a moment. He punched the air in triumph. 
Cole glowered at him as everyone huddled around the aura Nathaniel was pointing to.
“Yep, that’s the one,” Erica said before inhaling sharply.
“What is it?” Nathaniel asked, reaching for her.
Erica swallowed against the sudden coarseness in her throat and pointed at an aura close by Michael’s: a brown one made up of black flecks. 
“I know that aura.”

      [image: ]January 6th, 10:06 am, Limbo… 
Opening sleepy eyes, Yophiel blearily surveyed Anatole’s bedroom. Its long golden hair spilt over the pillows like molten sunlight. Dull light from a dome-covered Limbo cut through the chink in the curtains, offering no help as to the time.
Having Anatole come by the Sonnastry and request it join him for dinner was an unexpected pleasure. Especially as it had ended with them tangled up in his bed. It had been so long since they had last made love, Yophiel had forgotten how exquisite it was.
It stretched like a cat that had definitely got the cream and rolled over. But instead of Anatole, it's armed crumpled against an envelope. Scrambling to sit, Yophiel tore it open, sheets slipping to reveal the glowing contours of its chest. 
It was a certificate for marriage bearing the signature and wax seal of Sir Tresillian.
Its golden eyes blinked in disbelief. Heart in its throat, it threw off the bedclothes.
“Anatole?! My heart? What is this?”
There was no answer: Anatole’s house was empty.
Had he already left for the AGM?
Glancing at the clock on the mantel, it grabbed its clothes and hastily pulled them on. There might just be time for it to see him before the meeting started!






  
  Chapter three
Time So Still


“You’re saying you’ve seen this aura before?” Guy said incredulously. 
Erica nodded. “Many times. It was in many of the Cerebral Projections that Dr Finnegan performed on me. I thought it odd at the time.”
“The what?” Ursella said, voice raising in panic.
“It’s when they check your memory,” Iminathi explained. “It can be a little uncomfortable, but there’s nothing to worry about. Dr Finnegan takes our Temporal Studies course.”
Ursella looked like she might faint. “He does?”
“Yes, Dr Finnegan checked my travels through Time as part of his research into his theory on Temporal Auras and Imprints—I mentioned them in a report. He’d seen none in real life and naturally wanted to research them,” Erica explained.
“Naturally…” Ursella replied weakly.
“What are Temporal Imprints?” Cole asked, crossing his arms as he tried to take everything in.
“The memories we leave behind in Time. Time is like a sponge. It absorbs our emotions and actions, replaying them as Imprints.”
“And you can see them?”
Erica nodded, eyes saddening. “When I travel in Time like a KeyMaster, through Temporal Gateways, yes.”
“But what could it mean?” Nathaniel asked, gazing at the brown aura with his keen eyes. He leant forward to sniff it uncertainly.
“That whoever this belongs to has been busy trekking through Time these past few months doing something. At the same time, the number of Lost Souls making it through the barriers has increased. And now he’s with Michael. That can’t be a coincidence. Though, I don’t recognise this one…” she murmured, leaning forward to look at a dull red aura with flecks of brown and black shimmering within it. Nearby was a mass of black auras with gold flecks.
“But, wasn’t it the AGM today? It could still be in session. They do like to waffle. Or maybe they’re having a buffet,” Christian looked hopeful, eyes glazing over at the thought. He pulled himself together.  “In any case, Michael could still be at The Guild.”
“That’s this bunch of auras here, surely,” Iminathi said, pointing to a tight cluster of auras that was off-centre to everything else. They shimmered with every colour of the rainbow. “They look like they’re on a different plane, like they could be in Limbo. They’re not very vibrant, though.”
“Ah, true. So, why is he on his own with all these auras?” asked Christian, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “And what are all those black ones?”
“I don’t know. Lost Souls?” Erica was worrying her lip. “I don’t like it.”
“Can you tell when it is?” Christian asked, glancing from Jade to Erica. He was pointing to Michael’s aura. “Is he in Time or Actualle?”
Erica zoomed in, catching the auras in her hands to scrutinise what she could of their surroundings. “They’re on a different timeline. Late nineteenth century…?” She glanced over at Jade for confirmation.
Jade leant forward, eyes keen. “1879, to be precise.”
Erica sighed, her shoulders slumping dejectedly.
“You’ll get there,” Jade said encouragingly. “With practice and time, you’ll get there before you know it.”
“Why then?” Iminathi murmured.
Erica looked back at the auras before her. Michael was with someone. Someone who’d been active in their travels through Time, as seen from her Cerebral Projections. But who and to what end?
With one swift swiping gesture, a silvery cut split open within SpaceTime.
“What is that?!” Guy jumped back, hands raised in alarm.
“Don’t you think we should think this through? Or not,” Nathaniel said, as Erica ignored him to step through the radiant fissure. He reached for her, catching hold of her wrist.
“I’m going to investigate,” Erica said, pulling against his grip, one foot already through the cleft in Time. “The AGM started hours ago. What if something’s happened?”
“I’m with Nathaniel,” Amberson said. “We’re all exhausted and need time to think and rest up.”
“We don’t have time to ‘think and rest up!’” Erica insisted, green eyes flashing.
Jade stepped forward. “Don’t be silly, darling, we have all the ‘time’ in the world.” 
The fox spirit snapped her fingers, and the imperceptible spin of the world ended. So minimal it was barely discernible, yet everyone felt its absence. It was a surreal feeling. They glanced at one other, eyes wary. Lily whimpered and edged closer to Amberson, who bent to calm her.
“What did you just do?” Guy asked, his voice unnaturally high as he eyed the floor. He’d splayed his hands as if to steady himself from losing his balance.
“I stopped Time.”
“All of it?” Iminathi whispered in awe. Her periapt was in hand, having automatically sought it when Jade stopped Time.
“Yes, all of it. We need time to investigate. Simple Time Manipulation won’t help, so, I stopped Time.” She checked the clock on the wall. “8:20 pm, give or take…” 
Nate clicked his tongue in disapproval. “Was it really necessary to do something so drastic?”
“We need time,” Jade said with a casual shrug of her shoulders. “We can’t change what’s already passed, but we can stop more devastation from happening.”
He sighed but smiled indulgently over at her.
Amberson opened the backdoor with Lily cowering low about his ankles, her tail tucked in. A plane was flying overhead, visible thanks to its lights. But it no longer moved.
“Well, I’ll be damned.”
“I can’t pause it for long, mind. Shall we say two hours? That’ll give us time to ‘think and rest up.’ We need to come up with a plan.” She glanced over at Nate, who blushed as her golden eyes met his blue.
“I suppose a couple of hours won’t hurt,” he muttered.
Cole raised his eyebrows at Nathaniel, who was grinning smugly. 
“But what about Michael?” Erica asked, one foot still through the temporal fissure. “He might be in danger!”
Xerxes placed a hand on her shoulder. “I shall go. Maybe, I shall find both him and Ashayla. And, hopefully, they shall both be unharmed.”
“And if not?” asked Guy. “What if you find them and they are in trouble?”
“Then we will reconnoitre the area and report back,” Bardhyl said, stepping forward. “If you are agreeable, I should like to assist Xerxes while you rest.”
Guy and Cole shared a look.
“Makes sense,” Cole said. “We don’t want to go into a situation blind, especially if there’s a chance Michael’s in danger.”
Guy nodded. “Okay, you have an hour to find out as much as you can before reporting back. That way, we’ll have an idea what we’re getting into.”
“And then we’ll still have time to make any necessary plans,” Cole agreed.
“Of course, thank you,” Bardhyl said with a bow. 
“Take Themba, too,” Iminathi said, holding out her periapt.
“Best leave it here to keep watch whilst you rest,” Xerxes said, closing Iminathi’s fingers around the amulet.
“Good thinking,” Amberson said in agreement. 
“Happy?” Cole asked, looking over at Erica.
“I suppose. You’ll let me know if they’re in danger?” she asked Xerxes, reluctantly removing her foot from the Temporal Gateway.
“You have my word. Rest. We shall return anon. We should prepare,” Xerxes said, turning to Bardhyl. It raised its hand and a dim glow sparked in the centre of its palm, growing to glisten over its body. It reached out to its companion, allowing the glow to encompass the other Færie.
Then the two Færies disappeared.
Ursella gasped.
“The Ignorant Charm,” Erica explained. “It’ll keep them safe from sight.”
Reaching out with her senses, she could no longer feel the two Færies in their Time. She placed her hand upon the fissure to close it. In the same instant, the auras vanished, leaving the room bare.
“I get first dibs on the bathroom!” Nathaniel exclaimed, breaking the silence. “I want to freshen up before jumping to Arturo.” He knelt back down by Lunita’s connate to stroke it, before turning to Christian. “If she worsens, let me know, okay? I’ll jump to Peru early. Hey!” 
Glancing up, he saw Cole sneaking out of the kitchen. 
“Snooze you lose!” Cole cried.
As Cole rushed through the hall and up the stairs, Nathaniel opened the backdoor and flew into the shadows. Upstairs they heard the slamming of the bathroom door, followed by Cole’s colourful expletives.
“It’s very difficult to beat Nathaniel in a race at this time of day,” Christian said with a smile. “Too many shadows.”
“We’re going to rest on the sofa,” Jade said, taking Nate’s hand in hers.
“We are?” he followed her out of the kitchen in surprise.
“Yes.” She had a twinkle in her golden eyes.
“Did you contact Vaughn?” Erica asked, seeing Guy head for the kitchen door as well.
He stopped and turned around, face dejected. He bowed his head. “Not yet. I thought I’d get a chance after my shower, but that’ll have to wait now…”
Erica watched him leave with a heavy heart.
“Would you like anything?” Ursella asked.
Christian was back beside Lunita’s wolf, which was lying listlessly on the stone floor of the kitchen. 
“Just an extra blanket, please. I’m going to stay with her.”
“I’ll fetch it,” Erica said, leaving for the living room.
“Could I make a drink for Joslin? I thought it might help break the ice,” Iminathi said.
“Of course, dear. Help yourself. And, don’t worry,” Ursella continued as Iminathi filled up the kettle. “She’ll come round. It’s… just a lot to take in.” 
“Here,” Erica said, returning with several blankets for Christian. She turned to find her mother’s eyes watching her. “I’m going to change.” 
“Didn’t you want to talk?” Her mother followed her out into the hall.
Erica mounted the stairs without a backward glance. “Not at the minute. I need to clear my head.”

      [image: ]Hot water sluiced over him, washing away the blood and dirt from his body and hair. It cascaded down in rivulets over the peaks and troughs of his muscles, lingering over his lips and trickling across the names and images inked on his skin. As he lathered the soap and washed, he charted the letters and lines of his tattoos. Remembering the people they'd belonged to, one by one, like japamala prayer beads on a garland. It was a ritual of his, done so he would never forget them and could always give thanks for them—for their lives, for their deaths, for their impact on his own life. 
He came to the hummingbird on his thumb and stroked its delicate outline before gazing at the name under its wing. 
Throwing his head back, he let the shower rain down on his face as he raked shampoo through his hair, nails a pale pink—it had been a long night. He would need to feed soon. He closed his eyes against the memory of the loss he'd suffered when she left. Even if it had only been for a moment, it had torn him apart. He couldn’t believe how close he already felt to her.
There was a knocking on the bathroom door, jolting him back to the present.
“헐! Wait your turn, Cole! Don't be such a poor loser!” he cried, rinsing out the shampoo.
The door opened. 
Clicking his tongue in annoyance, he wiped the condensation at eye level from the glass shower screen. A hand was poking around the door, holding a towel—a female hand.
Nostrils flaring, tasting their presence, he froze.
“I didn't know if you needed one,” Erica's voice said, waving the fluffy item.
Nathaniel gulped past the sudden lump in his throat. He glanced at his pile of ruined clothes. No towel. Damn. 
“에이스! I do. I didn’t think to get one in my rush.”
Throwing it, Erica tried aiming for the laundry basket and failed. Hearing a curse, he saw her scoot inside to pick it up and place it on top of the basket. She was still wearing the dirty bodice and skirts from Myrrithia. Standing, she caught his eyes through the gap in the condensation he'd made. 
She blushed and cleared her throat. “You're making a lot of steam.”
“What can I say, 벌새? I'm hot,” he winked, making her laugh. “Sorry,” he said, reducing the temperature. He rinsed himself off one last time. “I can feel the benefit of the hot water on my muscles, but not the heat.”
“That's okay,” she said, opening the window and turning on the fan. “I'll, erm, leave you to it then.”
“I’ve finished if you want to use it before Cole,” he said, hastily turning the shower off—he was desperate to keep her close.
“And incur his wrath for jumping the queue? Nuh-uh, I don’t have a death wish.”
“I suppose.” Nathaniel finally poked his head around the shower screen, water dripping from his hair. “Would you mind passing me the towel?”
She was looking at him with hooded eyes. Their green irises were so unnaturally bright they seemed to glow.
He gazed at her, and there was a moment where he just wanted to reach for her and pull her in with him. To turn the shower back on and lose himself in her. He could almost imagine how she’d taste, the feel of her pressed up against his wet, naked skin… Then she grabbed the towel and threw it to him.
He caught it with one hand.
“고마워.” His voice came out breathless, as if he’d been running.
“‘Go-ma-wo?’” she said, eyes smoothing over the tattoos on his arm. She gazed at them, following their lines from his wrist to where they decorated his collarbone and neck. 
“It’s Korean for ‘thanks.’”
“Don’t mention it. How’s your elbow?” she asked, indicating his injury from earlier.
“All good. It was just a scratch,” he replied, turning his arm to look. Indeed, the scratch had all but disappeared.
He retreated behind the screen to dry himself.
“Are they names? Your tattoos, I mean,” she asked shyly.
Wrapping the towel around his waist, he stepped out of the shower. His hair was still dripping and a glossy black. Her gaze involuntarily coasted over his bare shoulders, tight pectorals, and hard abdomen muscles disappearing below the towel… 
A groan almost escaped his lips as her gaze lowered on him. He could feel his control slipping.
Did she want him as much as he wanted her?
They were only a couple of feet apart, but he could hear her heart pounding in her chest. Her perfume washed over him, jasmine and vanilla. He closed his eyes, breathing it in deeply, the aroma equally reassuring in its familiarity and captivating in its power over him. When he finally dared open them, his irises glowed like the embers of a fire.
“Yes, yes, they are,” he gulped past the lump there.
“May I?” she asked, reaching for him.
Nodding, he watched her, speechless, as her fingertips met his damp skin. She began at the Chinese dragon on his bicep, outlining its curves before slowly caressing the names surrounding it. Stopping, she trailed down to the jiuweihu fox spirit just below his elbow, smoothing over each of its nine tails.
“Is this Jade?”
He nodded stiffly. He didn’t trust himself to say or do anything more. It was taking all his self-control not to kiss her. Thankfully, the towel hung loose about his waist or else she’d see the full effect she had on him.
“So, the names and pictures are of people you’ve known over the years?”
Nodding again, he mentally slapped himself, telling himself to get a grip. “It’s my way of remembering them.” His voice was husky and her eyes flickered up to meet his, aware of something simmering just below the surface.
God, he needed her. 
Aware that going through with the fantasy playing out in his mind would be a bad idea right now, he tried to distract himself.
“So, you talked about me? With Jade?” 
He’d hoped it would come out full of self-confidence. Instead, he sounded scared, even to his ears.
Erica nodded, colour warming her cheeks in the most becoming of ways. “I had a lot to work through in my head about Michael, about you, about… us. It helped. She’s a surprisingly good listener.”
She almost undid him as her fingers caressed the names along his forearm, reaching the tattoo of the hummingbird on his thumb. He bit back the growl forming at the back of his throat.
Us.
He liked the sound of that.
He licked his lips. “It, uh, helped then?”
“Yes.” 
Did she mean what he thought she meant?
Sliding her hand to his, she met his palm with hers, intertwining their fingers together.
He took that as a ‘yes.’
“I missed you, 벌새,” he blurted, unable to control himself any longer. 
Smooth, Nathaniel. 
If he had a heart, he knew it would be thrashing against his chest right now.
Her lips curled in a half-smile. “It was only an instant for you.”
“And it hurt like hell,” he whispered, emotion obstructing his voice. “Like I was dying all over again.”
She let her eyes meet his for a breathless instant before quickly averting them. She seemed to wrestle with herself over something, worrying her lip. It was adorable. She was adorable. 
When she finally spoke, it was in hushed tones. “Imagine what it was like for me. I suddenly knew how I felt, and then you were gone.”
Tears pricked his eyes, and he reached for her, pulling her across the short distance to him. Wrapping his fingers around the nape of her neck to draw her to him until their foreheads met.
“미안해! I’m so sorry,” he gasped. “If I’d known how long you’d be gone, I’d have come with you.” He closed his eyes against his guilt.
She nodded, biting back tears as she squeezed his hand. Laughing nervously, she exhaled a shaky breath. He could feel her pulse racing below against his fingertips. “But it gave me time to think… I felt something… shift between us. Call me stupid, but I feel like we have an affinity, you and me. Like DNA, but deeper. Like I was made to be yours…” 
“That doesn’t sound stupid at all,” he said, eyes snapping open. His voice was gruff, and he was trembling, he knew. He could hardly believe she could sense anything of their bond.
“You feel it too?” She sounded astounded.
He nodded. “Something inside me… Like an intrinsic part of me is…” 
“…calling to you…” she beamed, and it lit up her entire face. “There’s a tug, just here… Like we're connected somehow…” She placed a hand over her chest, where her heart was.
His ears could detect her heartbeat, quick like starlight, and closed his eyes, relishing its sound. “저도 같은 생각이에요. I feel the same way.” Her heat and warmth were intoxicating. He felt as if he were losing himself under her touch. He didn’t know which way was up and down. All he knew was that she was now his true north. “From the moment I first saw you, I knew… I'd found you.”
“You’re crying?!”
He opened his eyes to find her looking at him with concern. Thumbing his cheekbone, she revealed the smear of black tears.
Just then, there was a knock at the door, and they flinched apart.
“Nathaniel? Are you done yet?”
Peering around, Cole’s expression darkened when he saw them standing together. It darkened even more when he saw Nathaniel in nothing but a towel.
“I was, erh, just passing him a towel,” Erica said, as their hands dropped to their sides.
“Uh-huh, yeah, sure you were.”
Casting Nathaniel one last look, Erica slipped around Cole and left. Her footfall thudded along the landing and up the stairs leading to her attic room.
Cole regarded Nathaniel carefully.
“Look, I like you, Nathaniel—a lot. But please, don’t mess with my sister. She’s had enough shit with that Michael-prick.”
Nathaniel swallowed down his mirth at Cole’s nickname for Michael. “I’m not intending to ‘mess’ with her.”
“That’s what Michael said.” Cole rubbed the back of his neck. “Just give her time, okay? I know Nate said they were off-world for six weeks, but don’t rush anything.”
“I’ll give her all the time she needs,” he promised. “So, we’re all good, hyung?”
“Yeah, we’re good.”
Gathering up his clothes, he passed Cole, making a beeline for the shadows on the landing before disappearing into their depths.
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