
  
  [image: ]




  
  
Copyright © 2022 by Sophie Davis
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

Art by Samaiya Beaumont – Samaiya.com






  
  For everyone who believes in soulmates 






  
  
      
        
          Eve of Eternals: Gemini Rising

          
		      
          Sophie Davis

        

        
          [image: ]

          Dabber & Baehr

        

      

    


  
  [image: ]




  
  Chapter 1
Gemini Rising


Boredom was a funny thing. The absence of stimuli wreaked havoc on the brain. This was particularly true for supernaturals. Shifters had a worse time than fae and casters. Even without my wolf, my bleak surroundings threatened to drive me insane. 
My cell didn’t have bars or cold stone floors, and it wasn’t in a dungeon. There were no cries from other prisoners. My cage was Enzo’s suite in the City of the Undead. The room where Madeline—the tiniest, most terrifying vampire in existence—had visited me.
I’d been alone since my impulsive act of defiance and hadn’t seen her again. I had not laid eyes on a single face in five days, by my estimate. With no daylight hours, I tracked the passing of time by the meals that appeared via dumbwaiter. Clean clothes and fresh towels arrived in the same way.
At first, anger kept my mind occupied. Mat, the dirty bastard, had lied to me. He’d promised to set Winter and Angelica free for my participation in the ceremony. And yet, neither woman was in the City of the Undead. What the actual fuck?
Of course, I redirected some of the blame inwards before long. I had thought myself so clever when twisting my promise in a moment of spontaneous rebellion. I’d known refusing Enzo would land me in captivity at the mercy of Mat and his vampire nation. Still, a part of me believed the eternal king would honor our bargain and release the others. We made a blood oath, and I upheld my end. I had taken part in the ritual. I just didn't complete it the way they had hoped.
The joke was on me. Though we played the same game, Mat had spent the centuries perfecting his strategy. I’d never been so foolish, and that was saying something. I realized the gravity of my naivete as I took the time to replay all the events that had led to my solitary confinement.
Fucking Enzo.
Despite my predicament, I did not regret rejecting him. In my gut, I knew I made the right decision. Everything he’d done, every lie he'd told... I couldn’t move past it. I didn’t want to either. Gaia might have decided Enzo would be my true mate, but I refused to believe a man filled with so much darkness deserved to be my other half.
Not that I was all goodness and light. Still.
Worry set in somewhere around the second time the dumbwaiter delivered bacon, eggs, toast, and orange juice. Mat’s false promises took a backseat to the bigger issue: If Winter and Angelica weren’t captives in the City of the Undead, where the hell were they? Besides the almighty King of Evil, who would want to kidnap them?
I had a sinking suspicion many people had reasons. The fae feared and loathed their creations. No supernatural wanted the prophecy to come true. Without the eternals, it was impossible. Would Winter’s captors kill her?
I couldn’t muster the same concern about Angelica’s fate. She tried to drink me for dinner, and I held grudges like a real housewife. Plus, she’d already turned immortal. Angelica would need to claim her own life to die. If not for Ewan’s attachment to her, I wouldn’t have given the woman another second of worry.
Ewan....
I thought about him a lot while I sat in the steaming lagoon-style pool on the balcony, staring up at the stars in the sky. Did Mat let him leave? What about Reggie? She didn’t attend the ceremony, yet they sent for her with Ewan. Where were they now? Were they okay? Or did I have their blood on my hands along with Winter’s?
Aside from my swims, I spent most of my time pacing. My anxiety proved too great to just chill out on the couch. I tried to open the door several times between every meal. Nothing. The handle never budged, and I only heard deafening silence from the other side. If Mat wanted me to lose my mind, his plan was working beautifully.
Though I doubted the eternal would poison me, I sent six meals back untouched. He needed me alive, after all. Sheer stubbornness drove my hunger strike. Eating seemed a concession, like admitting defeat. Just because Mat locked me up and threw away the key, didn't mean that I was ready to throw in the towel. I had one weapon at my disposal—magic.
The first time I summoned my powers, only a tiny spark ignited in my stomach. Lack of calories and sleep didn’t mix well with using magic. Spells required energy. The bursts of pulsing electricity like my untrained ass produced? Those needed strength.
When the dumbwaiter arrived with my next meal, I devoured everything. The power came easier after that. Unfortunately, wolfing down a plate of food on an empty stomach and then practicing my powers induced violent vomiting.
Laying my head on the cold, black bathroom tile, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. Exhaustion took hold. I fought the dark spots invading my vision. I’d only slept in small increments, purposely choosing uncomfortable positions and avoiding the bed to prevent deep, dream-inducing slumber.
Mat’s blood still flowed in my veins. If I closed my eyes for too long, I would see him and the lives where we’d met before. At the start of my imprisonment, I refused to entertain these visions. I didn’t want to know what the version of me who’d loved Enzo had done in service to the eternal king. A voice in the back of my head kept warning me I would not like the person I’d been. The one I might become again once my mortality no longer mattered.
Sprawled face down beside the porcelain toilet, stomach heaving as waves of nausea rolled through me, I wondered whether I was approaching the situation all wrong. Perhaps my magic wasn’t the greatest weapon I possessed. It could’ve been if I understood how to wield the power. But I had something far more valuable at my disposal—Mat’s blood.
Sure, drinking from the eternal had bound us, at least temporarily. I would dream about him, and that didn’t have to be a bad thing. His plan to raise all the eternals in one cycle had taken centuries to execute. He must’ve tried before now. It was possible he’d even succeeded. If he had, what stopped him from fulfilling the prophecy?
I might find answers in my locked memories, and my confidence grew as my eyelids drooped. My body begged for rest, while my mind suggested it would be nice to interact with people after so much time alone. Maybe the dreams would actually help keep me sane until Mat made his next move. Or they might just make the real world feel emptier. Honestly, I no longer cared.
Sleep swept over me like a blanket as I focused on Mat’s face in my mind. We would see one another soon, in the past, and I welcomed the opportunity with open arms. 
But when the dark fog cleared and the dream materialized around me, Mat was nowhere in sight. Only Enzo.

      ***We stood together atop a rock overlooking a valley below. The moon shone full overhead, casting a silver shadow over the town. Beneath my skin, my wolf itched to run free. I felt complete with her sharing my soul. Gaia, I missed her.
“We need to get closer,” Enzo growled, surlier than usual thanks to the lunar cycle.
“What do you propose we do about the wards?” I countered, tipping my head to one side as I viewed him askance. When our gazes met, butterflies fluttered in my stomach even as my lip curled back in a snarl. “They’re meant to keep our kind out.”
His crimson eyes narrowed. “We shift. Wards are only keyed to block vampires. We’re not vampires.”
No. We were eternal. So much fucking worse than being a regular vampire.
“We’ve been over this. Stick to the plan, and we’ll be one step closer to safety.” Enzo turned his back on the valley toward the path we’d used to climb the mountain. He motioned for me to follow. “Stop stalling.”
As I stomped after him, my fists clenched. “I’m not stalling. It’s just—are you sure about this?”
He whirled on me. “Am I sure I want to save our children’s lives? Yeah. I am.”
My hackles rose. “I meant, are you positive this is the only way? What if you’re wrong? What if the faeling down there isn’t who you think he is?”
Enzo’s eyes flashed. “It is him. Trust me, Zosia.”
I didn’t, though. Enzo was my husband, and the father of my babies, but I didn’t trust him. That part of our bond had vanished long ago. The twins were all we had in common anymore. For them, we remained allies.
“What if you’re wrong?” I repeated. “That’s an innocent child down there.”
His jaw worked back and forth as his hands balled into fists. I smiled smugly, satisfied my questions annoyed him, though that hadn’t been my intention. Even facing a lifetime of an all-liquid diet, I had boundaries. Enzo’s plan crossed a line.
“That ‘child’ is on the verge of adulthood, not much younger than we were when we married.” He huffed through clenched teeth. “Besides, he’s fae.”
“Are you forgetting we were too, once upon a time?” I snapped.
A lightning-bolt shaped vein showed blue beneath the pale skin of Enzo’s forehead. Had I been a man, he would’ve struck me. Alphas didn’t like when underlings talked back. I might’ve been his mate, but he’d never seen me as an equal.
“This conversation is over, Zosia. We are going down there tonight. If the boy is who I think he is, we do what’s necessary. One taste of his blood will confirm his identity.” Enzo used his tone that intimidated lesser wolves into submission.
Becoming eternal had given me some resistance to his alpha influence, enough to make a demand of my own. “If he’s not, we leave him in peace.”
Enzo studied my face for a long moment, as though searching for the woman he’d married. The eighteen-year-old doe-eyed girl who fell madly in love with him. Except, I now understood it was never that. Infatuation, verging on obsession. And all-consuming lust. But never love. Not in this lifetime.
“If I agree, no more protests. We finish this tonight.”
I sighed. “Deal.”
For a split second, I thought Enzo would kiss me. It was even stranger that I almost wanted him to. I hated him.
“Shift,” he commanded.
I waited for him to transform before doing the same. Our white wolves dashed side-by-side through the forest on the mountain. I always felt more like myself in wolf form, closer to when I still had a pulse.
As Enzo predicted, we sped through the wards without issue. Magic hung in a low-hanging cloud inside the boundary. I sneezed several times as crackles of electricity shot down my spine. As a shifter, fae magic irritated my senses. Once I turned eternal, the irritation became an allergy.
The itchiness should’ve intensified the deeper we traveled into their territory. Instead, the sensation subsided. Which made no sense. The town should’ve been brimming with magic, like all fae communities. I detected a trickle of power as we neared the clumps of houses, but nothing significant.
I opened my mind to Enzo. “What’s going on? Is this a human village?”
His red, wolfish eyes cut to me. “No more discussion. Remember?”
I wanted to argue, but the note of unease in Enzo’s tone stopped me. He hadn’t known humans lived in this town either. How did he trace the bloodline to this location?
Enzo sniffed the air. I did the same, nose wrinkling as I picked up the scent of electricity concentrated around a house. We slowed our pace and crept through the shadows until we reached the small structure.
“There’s a second set of wards,” Enzo sent needlessly.
I nodded my head. “We’ll need to cross them in this form.”
The houses stood close together, with only about five feet separating one from its neighbor. I wasn’t concerned about anyone seeing us, though. Humans didn’t know the difference between a true animal and a shifter. Besides, it was the middle of the night, and the village hung in silence.
Enzo tried the knob with his teeth, only to find it locked. He backed up to get a running start.
“No!” I sent him. “You’ll wake up the whole town!”
He cut his eyes to me right before he barreled forward and rammed the front door. The frame cracked on impact, splinters and chunks of wood flying in every direction. A crash sounded from the neighbor. As expected, the noise of my immortal mate smashing his way inside woke the village.
“Come, Zosia. Now!” Enzo barked in my head.
Alarm bells wailed as I raced into the small house. Still in wolf form, Enzo stood with his hackles raised and teeth bared, facing a pair of terrified but defiant humans.
“Get the faeling,” Enzo ordered me, his glowing ruby irises never leaving the cornered prey.
There were only two bedrooms, so I had no trouble finding the teenager. He sat up in bed, clutching a medallion hanging from a chain around his neck, and stared at me with dark, fearful eyes. The stench of magic clung to him—he was fae.
Outside the house, people started shouting. I knew I needed to hurry, but he was just a kid. According to Enzo, he was only a few years younger than me when I found my true mate and gave birth to the twins. He seemed so much more innocent than I’d been at his age.
Instead of cowering, he reached out trembling fingers as if I might be a friendly pet.
I hesitated. This was wrong. Hurting a child could never be right. He couldn’t help who or what he was. Did he even know his true nature? Probably not. I hadn’t. Not until I turned.
“Zosia!” Enzo hollered in my head. “The only choice is him or our children.”
I reached out gently, grazing my fangs across the back of the teen’s hand with only enough pressure to draw a single drop of blood. I let the bead roll over my tongue and nearly cried with relief. The faeling wasn’t Hero, nor eternal. There was a familiarity to the taste I couldn’t place, but this boy wasn’t the one we sought.
“It’s not him, Enzo.”
“Are you sure?” he growled.
I backed away from the boy. “Positive.”
When Enzo didn’t respond, I feared he would still demand I kill the teenager. Gaia knew I wouldn’t do that, but the thought horrified me. As my sire, my mate, and my alpha, if he put all his force behind a direct command, I might not have the strength to refuse. I’d never truly tested the extent I could defy him. I would still die trying.
Suddenly he screamed a powerful order inside my head, one that went against my every instinct and pained me to my core.
“Zosia, run. Now. Leave me.”

      ***Cold hands cupped my clammy cheeks. I woke with a start and found Mat’s pale face staring down at me. Blinking rapidly, I jerked back from the eternal’s touch and knocked my skull on the toilet I’d fallen asleep beside. The jolt of pain told me I was definitely awake.
Mat stood, expression never changing. “You grow more stubborn with every lifetime,” he said. “You’re lucky I like that quality in you.”
My throat was raw, making my voice scratchy when I replied, “That would make you the only person.” I rubbed the knot forming beneath my hair. “Has my time in solitary confinement ended? Are we moving on to the torture and interrogation portion of my captivity?”
The corner of his mouth twitched. “I have always loved your sharp tongue.” His red irises darkened to a deep scarlet. “Learn when to hold it, or I will cut it out.”
A shiver ran down my spine. Another smartass comment nearly slipped out, but the eternal didn’t seem to be in the mood for banter.
“Get up,” Mat snapped. “It’s time you understand the penalty for those who overvalue their own worth.”
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  Chapter 2
The Power Struggle is Real


Vampiric guards waited for Mat and me in the foyer of my suite. The woman held a crackling pair of handcuffs. She fitted them around my wrists with a smug smile. My knees grew weak as the metal clicked shut. I blinked away spots and fought the dizziness. 
“Siphoning enchantment,” Mat said. “The cuffs drain your magic. Slowly at first. The more they take from you, the stronger it grows and the faster it sucks the power from your body. Just a precaution for now.”
I gritted my teeth. “How Draconian of you.”
The second guard produced a black hood and pulled it over my head before I fully appreciated the situation.
“Is this just a precaution too?” I quipped from the darkness.
“No. That is for my amusement.”
The guards flanked me on either side, each taking an arm. While Mat probably enjoyed watching me stumble over my own feet, I suspected the hood’s purpose was to keep me disoriented. Literally in the dark. To further the sense of isolation beyond my prison suite.
My other senses kicked into overdrive. After so much silence, the faintest noise rattled me. Every scent was overpowering, burning my nostrils. Even the slight breeze in the air made my skin crawl. 
The hum of quiet conversation reached my ears, yet I couldn’t make out the words. I concentrated on my feet and the ground beneath them, noting the changes from carpet to marble to stone through the opening at the bottom of the hood. I counted the number of turns to our destination—six. Four rights and two lefts, though not in that order.
I sensed the thirsty eyes as they ushered me inside a room with what seemed like carved grooves on the floor. There were whispers of movement, but no one spoke. The guards pulled me to a stop, and then hands clamped down on my shoulders and shoved me to my knees.
Mat needs me alive. Mat needs me alive, I chanted in my head, clinging to shreds of hope to quell the rising panic.
Someone snatched the hood off me. The dim lighting in the room felt like staring straight at a solar eclipse. I squinted to protect my retinas. My eyes slowly adjusted to the light, and I took in my surroundings. I knelt on a raised dais beside a throne made of black glass, where Mat perched like the self-proclaimed king he was. The guards remained behind me, off to one side.
We stood in a space somewhere between a throne room and a courtroom. Benches lined the back half, with a railing separating them from the area at the foot of the dais. Rows of vampires sat eerily still on them, crimson eyes staring forward at us. Mat motioned with his right hand, and the doors slid open.
Four men entered with a veiled cage on wheels between them. My stomach dropped. I would have leapt to my feet, but my legs shook too much to hold my weight. Was Enzo the prisoner inside? What if it was Ewan? I would never forgive myself for the latter.
My eyes cut to Mat as they wheeled it closer. He spared me a smug smile.
Please don’t be Ewan. Please don’t be Ewan.
“Pay close attention, Zosia,” Mat said. Rising, he sauntered down the short set of steps to meet the captive.
He snapped his fingers, and the covering swept off with a flourish. A lone figure huddled in the very center. Her pale arms wrapped around her knees, which she clutched against her chest. There wasn’t enough room for the vampire to stretch out her legs without encountering the current running through the bars.
I sensed the magic in my bones. It called to mine, summoning my power to the surface against my will. Pain shot through my wrists and up my arms from the cuffs. My eyes watered as the woman in the cage turned her muddy red irises in my direction.
Kelsey.
Mat’s girlfriend. She wore a filthy white tank top and grimy shorts. Her hair hung in limp tangles around her hollow face.
My shoulders sagged with relief. This wasn’t about Enzo or Ewan, or me.
I breathed through the pain and shoved my magic into the dungeon of my soul, where it belonged. My heartbeat slowed as I summoned calming thoughts, and the agony lessened.
“Hello, my darling,” Mat said, offering Kelsey a loving smile. He stood with his hands behind his back, watching as she shifted her gaze toward him.
Her expression grew hopeful, and queasiness washed over me. Her bloodless lips parted to reveal the two gaping wounds. I gulped over the bile rising in my throat. Someone had removed her fucking fangs. Jonah Ames’ face flashed through my mind, the man who locked me up and took my wolf.
My pulse quickened, and the cuffs yanked the threads of my magic. My muscles cramped, and I bit back a grunt. Calm thoughts, damn it. Think about Zach. He and Brooke were together. That was all that mattered.
This was what Mat wanted, for me to witness the depths of his cruelty. To appreciate his dominance of everyone. To pay for my stubbornness with the power that had likely kept me alive—even more so than Enzo’s blood—when I lost my wolf. I refused to give him the satisfaction of blatant fear.
He clearly forgot I was born into a pack. Alphas, blind obedience, and harsh punishments were three things I knew well.
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” Kelsey whimpered, air hissing through the gaps in her teeth.
“I am certain you are,” he replied.
“Please.” She crawled on her knees as close to Mat as she could get without touching the bars. Tears streaked down her smudged cheeks. “Don’t leave me in here. I’ve learned my lesson. It won’t happen again.”
To my surprise, Mat seemed to entertain the idea of releasing her. He gestured to a gangly vampire in the front row of the audience.
“What do you think, Norris? You spent three weeks in a cage for your last offense. Do you believe six days is sufficient?”
The man squirmed, running his palms down his dark pants before answering. “Yes, sir. I do.”
Mat nodded and then pointed to a woman. “And you, Sparrow? What is your opinion?”
The blonde didn’t hesitate. “No, Your Majesty. She’s young. I would leave her in there at least a month.”
Mat chuckled softly. “I expected you might feel that way.”
He asked a dozen more of his subjects for their opinions, and most voted to keep Kelsey locked up. Then Mat tossed the question to me.
I didn’t know what to say. Her inhumane treatment tore at my heart—no one deserved to be locked in a fucking cage and tortured. But she had already labeled me an enemy. It would be dangerous for me to free her, yet I still couldn’t condemn her to further punishment. The woman had lost her fangs, for Gaia’s sake. She’d paid enough.
“Let her out,” I said.
Mat’s eyes rounded. “Really? Aren’t you full of surprises?” He looked back and forth between me and Kelsey before settling his gaze on her. “It seems you have a guardian angel.” His large hands closed around the bars and he absorbed the dark magic swirling through the metal.
He sighed happily, and the door sprang open. Kelsey didn’t move until Mat extended a hand and beckoned her forward. The vampires in the gallery started hissing. Then came the foot stomping. A current of excitement zipped through the room. My chest tightened.
Kelsey’s stiff muscles made her movements jerky and awkward. Mat held out his arms, and she fell into his embrace. He rubbed soothing circles on her back. Her bloody hands gripped his clean shirt, though he didn’t pull away.
The hissing grew louder, like a swarm of bees had suddenly invaded the room. My limbs started trembling from fatigue as the cuffs siphoned more of my magical life force.
“Do you believe your fangs are a fair price for disobeying my orders?” Mat cooed to his paramour.
“Yes, Your Majesty,” she said, voice gravelly but full of hope.
Mat gently pried Kelsey loose and held her at arm’s length to study her face. He clucked his tongue and ran a finger down her tear-stained cheek.
“You must be hungry, my love,” he purred, his tone smooth and seductive.
“I am.” Her pupils dilated as she licked her dry lips. “So hungry, Mat.”
His flash of anger roiled through the room. He didn’t like her using his name in front of the other vampires. I filed that information away for later.
Mat reached around to his back and pulled Reggie’s jeweled dagger from his waistband. He ran the tip across his palm and held the fresh blood to Kelsey’s mouth. The hissing stopped, though the stomping tempo increased.
Mat cradled his lover’s face as she drank. Her eyelids fell shut, and that was the instant he plunged the blade into her chest. I caught one last flash of her terrified red irises before she crumpled into a lifeless heap at Mat’s feet.
With the bloody handle clutched in his hand, he swung his dark gaze in my direction. “A vampire without fangs is no longer a predator.” His voice lacked all trace of emotion. “She was of no use to me.”
I held his stare. “I’m not nearly as replaceable.”
“No,” Mat agreed, bringing the dagger to his lips for a taste of Kelsey’s blood. “You are also not as valuable as you think. Don’t overplay your hand, Zosia.” He gestured to the vampire guards behind me, and they hauled me to my feet. “I do not tolerate disobedience or dissent. From anyone. You might not be easy to replace, but nothing is impossible. I can always try again in the next cycle. After all, I have an eternity.”
Mat stepped over Kelsey’s motionless body and sauntered to the doors at the back of the room. The guards forced the bag back over my head. A hand shoved me between the shoulder blades, and I stumbled forward as I heard Mat’s departing words.
“Kill the other bleeding hearts. There is no place in this hive for anyone who believes a fangless vampire deserves the gift of immortality.”
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  Chapter 3
When Defiance Turns to Rebellion


On the return trip to my room, I appreciated the hood covering my face. It shielded the disgust and fear I couldn’t erase from my expression. Mat meant his display of power to put me in my place. Unfortunately, it worked. 
I found it more than a tad bothersome that the eternal king could so easily kill a woman who’d shared his bed. But what really got to me was the production of it all—the theatrics. Mat humiliated Kelsey before plunging the dagger into her heart. It was beyond cruel.
And the entire show played out solely for my benefit, so I’d learn the depths of his depravity. The knowledge made me sick, and the overpowering scent of roses in the hallways didn’t help my nausea.
The vampire guards removed the siphoning cuffs and hood once we reached Enzo’s room, then left without a word. I collapsed on the couch, legs shaky from a mixture of exhaustion and mounting rage, with a healthy dose of fear sprinkled in for good measure.
My arms drooped, like the blood had turned to lead in my veins. The loss of magic created a physical ache. Every bone in my body hurt from my toes to my skull. I didn’t want to close my eyes and see the replay of Kelsey’s last breath, but the effort of keeping them open proved too much.
Fog invaded my mind. I found myself in the in-between space, where consciousness and dreams danced without connecting. I used to expect Enzo in those moments. Since rejecting our bond, his ruby irises hadn't once flashed in my head.
I struggled to anchor myself in the waking world. I needed to figure out my next move. Mat was the better poker player, and I worried he still held aces up his sleeve. I was out of my depth. Trying to outmaneuver a master manipulator proved a serious lack of judgement on my part.
Gaia, sometimes my audacity surprised even me.
Mat’s words rang in my ears: You might not be easy to replace, but nothing is impossible. I can always try again next cycle.
He’d attempted to awaken the eternals before and would continue to until he fulfilled the prophecy. Except, if the situation was really so cut and dry, he would’ve let me die in the Temple of Lilith. There had to be something special about this cycle. Josephina had confirmed as much during our meeting at the casino in Martyr’s Glen.
Was it simply that Mat had arranged things so all the eternals would be born in this life? That was an impressive feat. Twelve fae and thirteen shifters, all in the same general age range. That required a lot of effort and time. But as Mat said, he had an eternity to bring his plan to fruition.
My mind finally succumbed to the inviting darkness, and I gave myself over to the dream-like memories of a past that I didn’t want to claim.
* * * 
My paws pounded the wet leaves as I raced through the forest at break-neck speeds, weaving between trees with ease. The rain washed away my scent. The wolves on patrol wouldn’t be able to track me or the other eternal protectors.
We’d watched the pack for months, waiting for the opportunity to confirm the existence of the seventh eternal bloodline. According to the king’s seer, the line ran through the alpha, a beast named Rhine. The powerful leader was not the reincarnation of the original wolf, Kodak. One of his sons would be.
My mind flashed back to the ceremony. They’d brought the newborn straight from her mother’s arms to the altar and presented her to the pack. A daughter wasn’t an heir, and Rhine’s mate had yet to birth a son. Still, the wolves celebrated as though the girl was as precious as a boy. Highly unusual. From what I’d heard, my mother wept uncontrollably when I was born.
The ground vibrated beneath my paws, and my ears perked. Something was coming toward me. I adjusted course and scanned the area. Several wolves appeared on a path twenty yards to my right. I stopped and peered through the trees. The group thundered past, yellow eyes sweeping their surroundings. A horse-drawn carriage came next, with two guards running on either side. Five more shifters brought up the rear.
Twelve wolves escorting one carriage meant someone important rode inside. I saw no markings or insignia on it; the person wished to remain anonymous. The curtains covering the windows parted, and a woman appeared between the dark folds. She glanced around, as though sensing my presence. Then a tiny howl pierced the air. She turned and gathered a bundle of blue blankets in her arms, cooing softly at the face screaming up at her.
“Zosia?” Enzo’s voice rang inside my head.
“What?” I snapped as I watched the convoy disappear.
“What’s wrong?” Enzo demanded.
Turning my back on the path, I resumed my original course. “Nothing. I just had a narrow miss with the pack patrols. It’s fine.”
I received Enzo’s doubt, or perhaps it was my guilt over the lie. I couldn’t tell him about the carriage. He showed Mat absolute loyalty, while I remained on the fence. The sire-progeny bond meant I obeyed the eternal king, but only in the loosest sense.
“Just get to the portal. We need to return to the hive.”
Going back empty-handed was not an appealing idea. Mat would be furious when he learned the child was a girl. Kodak was the only eternal protector not yet born in this cycle, the last to awaken to set our sire’s plan in motion. I did not want to be the one to break the news to him.
Twelve eternal shifters, including Enzo and myself, entered the royal chamber an hour later. Mat sat on his obsidian throne, tapping the arm impatiently. We formed a line and knelt before him.
If I’d still had a pulse, it would have pounded in my ears. My gaze darted to Enzo beside me. His expression looked nearly as grim as the eternal king’s, which did not inspire confidence. My mate knew I kept a secret from him.
“Where is Kodak?” Mat asked, his tone deceptively nonchalant.
No one dared speak. Mat had a bad habit of shooting the messenger. Literally. We might’ve been immortal, but bullets still hurt.
“Twelve of you couldn’t secure a single child. Do we need to have another discussion about competency?”
Mat’s gaze swung to Enzo, and he arched an eyebrow. “Well? What do you have to say for yourself?”
Enzo kept his eyes on the ground. “The baby was female, sire.”
Rage contorted Mat’s pale face. “A girl?” he demanded, shaking his head as though unable to accept the truth. “No. The seer was certain. The alpha’s mate should’ve given birth to a male heir.”
The small blue bundle flashed in my mind. I banished the thought before it leaked to Enzo or the other wolves.
“Rhine’s wife is young, Your Majesty,” Enzo said. “She could have a boy yet.”
Mat’s red gaze narrowed, and tense silence filled the chamber. His growling tone was low and devoid of emotion when he ordered Enzo to his feet. Dread consumed me. Ever since turning, Enzo and I had encountered our share of differences, but he was still my true mate. I couldn’t stomach the prospect of Mat hurting him.
I did my best to look bored. Sympathy wouldn’t be wise. It showed a level of humanity the king preferred defunct in his progeny. Mat knew watching Enzo suffer proved worse for me than any physical pain of my own. I refused to give him the response he craved. That last shred of free will was the reason Mat screwed with me more than the others.
Enzo raised his head to meet our sire’s stare. We both knew what came next, but Enzo was a proud man. Though he was loyal to the king, he still wouldn’t cower or grovel. Magic shot from Mat’s hand like a whip, striking Enzo across the face and splitting the skin.
Enzo’s neck whipped to the side, but his expression remained blank. My back teeth ground together, and my wolf clawed beneath the surface, demanding to be set free for retaliation.
“Rhine’s mate might be young, but he is not!” Mat roared. “The old alpha is dying. If he doesn’t have a son before that, Kodak’s bloodline ends.” His furious eyes scanned the rest of us.
Blood dripped from Enzo’s gash. The scent didn’t entice me the way a mortal’s would have, though it intensified my wolf’s desire to attack. A growl developed deep in my throat, and I wasn’t the only one. The other shifters, including Enzo, echoed the sound.
Mat’s nostrils flared. He popped to his feet and bellowed, “Silence!” Our collective cry ceased as abruptly as it began.
The king’s cold, scarlet gaze landed on me. Knots formed in my stomach. Mat crooked his finger. “Come here, Zosia.”
Enzo caught my eye as I stood, an unspoken message passing between us. He wanted me to be honest with Mat, to divulge my secret. I considered it as I strode toward the king with my shoulders squared. He might have a measure of control over me, but I would never allow him the total domination he so desperately craved.
I reached Mat, then held out my arm before he asked. He yanked my sleeve back and ran a finger along the vein from my elbow to my wrist. I stood motionless, staring directly into his challenging gaze.
“Anything you want to tell me, Zosia?” he purred. “The seer swore on her life Kodak would be born under this moon.”
The blue blanket. The unmarked carriage. Twelve wolves as escorts.
“Perhaps her crystal ball needs tuning,” I said.
Mat almost smiled, right before he plunged his fangs into my pale flesh. I bit back a cry as his endorphins entered my bloodstream. He called my memories of the night to the surface, confirming for himself Rhine’s child was female.
I felt his rage, underscored with a vein of something that verged on fear. He ripped his mouth from my arm and shoved me backward. My blood dripped from his lips even as the puncture wounds on my skin healed.
His shrill whistle pierced the air, and two vampires ran into the room.
“Send a convoy to the Ophiuchus Fae. Tell them we’ve lost the thirteenth bloodline. Either they hand over the grimoire, or our alliance is over.”
With that, he stomped from the chamber. Looking back, this was the moment defiance turned to rebellion. My secret was still mine alone. Blinded by my smugness, I didn’t appreciate Mat’s parting words or question his interest in a spell book.
It proved a dangerously foolish mistake.






  
  Chapter 4
Ring Around the Wolf's Head


Iawoke with a start to find two round, red eyes peering down at me from an adorably terrifying face. The tiny vampire grinned, and her pointy fangs popped out. 
“Hello, Zosia. Did you have a nice nap?” Madeline asked.
I sat up and raked my fingers through my knotted hair. “How long was I asleep?” I asked around a yawn.
She shrugged her small shoulders and jumped to sit beside me on the couch. “Time doesn’t concern me.”
“Ah, right, immortality and all that.”
She folded her hands in her lap and kicked her short legs.
I angled my body away from Madeline and watched her carefree expression. “Since my concept of time is a bit more finite than yours, any chance you want to tell me how long Mat intends to keep me locked in this obsidian tower?”
Her smile never faltered. “Your stay here will end soon.”
The creeping chill that skittered up my arms made me squirm; her reply sounded ominous as hell. Madeline’s next words didn’t alleviate my concerns.
“Mat has plans for you, Zosia. He needs you.”
The last part caught my interest. “Oh, yeah? Did he send you here as an emissary to do his bidding?”
Her guileless eyes searched my face. “Mat is busy with more important matters. I came to ask you what you know about the Children of Infinity.”
I couldn’t decide whether to be offended or pleased that Mat had problems bigger than me to deal with.
Locked with Madeline’s intense stare, I rolled the name around in my mind. It didn’t immediately trigger a memory.
“Is there something I should know about them?” I pressed.
Madeline’s pursed lips scrunched to the side as she considered the question. “I’m not sure,” she admitted. She slid off the sofa and started toward the apartment door, gesturing for me to follow. “Come on, Zosia.”
“Where are we going?” I asked, as I hurried to catch up.
The nap had restored some of my energy, but my magic remained low, and I had a hard time matching Madeline’s pace. What did a girl have to do to get a burger around here?
She glanced over, wrinkling her nose at the scent of my sweat, and slowed her steps. “Mat thought you might want some exercise.”
It was not an answer, but I couldn’t press the issue. My legs were rubbery, requiring my mind to focus on putting one foot in front of the other. Every muscle ached, and we barely made it to the end of the first corridor before I wanted to turn back. The steaming lagoon pool on Enzo’s balcony was calling my name.
Like the last time I’d walked these halls with Madeline, vampires fled at the sight of her. I totally understood. Child immortals induced a level of terror I couldn’t explain. The more I watched her fang-repellant vibes in action, the more I liked her.
When we reached our destination, I was practically asleep on my feet. The never-ending shelves of books didn’t help matters. Madeline had brought me to a library, possibly the most boring room in the entire city.
“Are we here to pick out a bedtime story?” I asked.
She stopped in the middle of the expansive space and turned slowly in a complete circle while tapping her chin. As her narrowed eyes scanned the rows, I looked for a place to sit. There were window seats built into the walls, but only someone with the ability to leap tall buildings in a single bound could’ve reached them.
I noticed not all the shelves held books. Some had display cubes with glittering décor inside. My gaze zeroed in on a sight than made my stomach turn. My feet carried me toward the object without conscious thought.
The wolf’s head ring from my dream. Mat had the piece of jewelry in his collection. How? Why? I didn’t appreciate the significance of the ring, but knew it must be important. Something special, possibly magical. I reached out to touch the cube as though my fingers had a life of their own.
“Oh, there it is,” Madeline declared, her voice sounding far away.
I expected to feel smooth glass, but my hand passed right through the visible barrier. The ring slid into place on my finger, and a sense of peace washed over me. Then, panels in the center of the floor began to spin like gears. Madeline whipped around, small hands clutching a tattered book.
“That’s not yours,” she snapped.
In that moment, Madeline was no longer child-like. Her pale face contorted with rage as her eyes glowed. I thought she would attack me. Panic set in when I tried to summon my magic and only felt a slight tickle behind my navel. Fuck. I was defenseless.
From a chamber beneath the center of the library, a round stage rose between us. There were three enormous free-standing boards—a corkboard, a chalkboard, and a flat-screen monitor—arranged around a lectern.
The cork had hundreds of pushpins with sticky notes containing sets of numbers. Colored strands of yarn wove a tangled web between the slips of paper. That shit was straight out of a serial killer’s lair.
My gaze swung to the chalkboard. Someone had scrawled neatly written text on every inch, most in languages I couldn’t read. Amidst the gibberish, I spotted my eternal name several times.
“What is all this?” I demanded.
Madeline climbed up the stairs onto the platform. From beneath the lectern, she pulled out a step stool. When she jabbed her finger at the surface of the podium, the board that looked like an enormous monitor came to life. With a heavy sigh, she turned to me.
“This wasn’t on today’s agenda,” she said, the expression of rage fleeing her features. Annoyance replaced the fury in her tone as well, tinged with a hint of concern. “Mat wanted to show you himself.”
A family tree appeared, except there was only a single name filled in. All the other spaces were blank. Zosia appeared seven times on the branches. Two of them were in red text, while the other five were black.
Madeline pressed on the screen in front of her and the lowest one turned red as well. I let out a shaky breath.
“What’s with the colors? What does it mean?”
Madeline tapped on the lectern, and different screens flew past on the monitor. I caught bits and pieces. There were diagrams that looked like a timeline, and pictures of people in fashions that spanned thousands of years. And a reference to the Ophiuchus Fae.
The final one grabbed my attention, drawing my most recent dream to the surface. What had Mat said about that branch of Zodiac supernaturals? Something to do with the end of an eternal bloodline.
“When your name appears in red, it is a cycle where you lost your wolf.”
Madeline’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts. I looked down at the wolf’s head ring. The last time I had worn it was the night men invaded the valley and stormed my home. The night the human mob had come for me and my unborn baby.
Though I’d re-lived the incident in a dream, I recalled every detail of the evening while staring at the ring on my finger. The way the humans smelled of filth and greed. How I wanted to kill Enzo for failing to return in time. The exhilaration of using my magic, and the smug satisfaction I had experienced at their surprise.
My heart pounded in my chest, though my voice was calm when I spoke. “I’ve lost my wolf three times?”
The monitor finally stopped on a computerized connect-four game as Madeline pointedly ignored my question. As she played, I counted seven colors instead of the usual two. She and an invisible opponent went back and forth. Once the rainbow of chips filled the entire board, electronic fireworks erupted on screen.
Madeline turned away from the podium and climbed down from the stepstool. The sound of gears spinning echoed from the high ceiling, and the center platform began its slow descent to its chamber. Clutching the book in her hands again, she walked over and stood in front of me with her head tilted to one side.
“Do you recall the Children of Infinity yet?” Madeline asked sweetly.
Blood drained from my face. My eyes flew to the ring. I remembered them. The cult of humans who’d come for me the last time I wore the piece of jewelry. They were the Children.
“Why is this so important?” I pressed.
“Two reasons.” Madeline held up a single finger. “I’ll tell you one if you promise to play dolls with me.”
My throat felt like I’d swallowed sand, and I licked my dry lips. “Of course. I enjoy hanging out with you.”
Madeline’s face broke into a terrifying smile. “Me too. We can have a tea party with them.” She tucked the book under her arm and reached out her little hand. “Ring, please.”
Reluctantly, I slid the metal from my finger and placed it in her palm. She peered up at me with her gigantic eyes. “The last time you reunited with your wolf, the Children of Infinity helped you.”






  
  Chapter 5
Southbound on the Moral Compass


Madeline escorted me back to Enzo’s apartment, giving me the book and a promise to return later for our playdate. A tray waited in the dumbwaiter in the entrance hallway. I didn’t have an appetite, but I still took it over to the living room. 
I set the food and the leather-bound volume on the coffee table, then collapsed onto the couch, mind reeling. In three of my life cycles, I had lost my wolf. Three fucking times, as if the sacrifice somehow tied to my destiny. That alarming fact didn’t compare to the shock of learning we had also reunited at least once.
Since the day I’d woken without her and the truth hit me like a barreling freight train, I had mourned the loss of my animal half. I had pitied myself, resenting everyone who told me I was lucky to survive having her stripped. Through all of that, it had never occurred to me that the two of us could reunite.
Guilt weighed heavily in my stomach. Why didn’t reunification cross my mind? I should have considered the prospect before. If I hadn’t been busy throwing pity parties for myself, I might’ve realized the possibility sooner.
As Essie had pointed out, Zosia was born fae. Her people created her wolf using magic. That spell surely still existed somewhere, right? Hope flooded through me, something I had not felt in ages.
Then the niggles of doubt started. Mat was careful, and extremely methodical. He must’ve known I would discover his secret lair beneath the library. He wouldn’t have allowed Madeline to take me there unless he didn’t care whether I saw the innerworkings of his evil mind.
Did he want me to find it? Had he dangled a carrot to see if I’d bite? Why? What was the point? What did Mat have to gain in all of this? And what was the other reason I had to remember the Children of Infinity, the one Madeline withheld?
I stared at the book she’d given me, the alleged purpose of our visit to the library. She had said nothing when she handed it over, but I knew she wanted me to read the contents. Which meant Mat needed me to.
That was why I refused to open the text right away. Instead, I uncovered the plate to find a bowl of creamy fettucine. The rich scent made my mouth water. Suddenly, I was ravenous. Remembering how my last meal didn’t stay down, I ate small bites, chewing an excessive number of times before swallowing.
My brain replayed the events in the library, and I considered whether Mat was just giving me one good mind fuck. Was teasing me with the promise of my wolf’s return simply his newest form of psychological torture?
Though I remembered little about the mad eternal from my previous lives, something told me that screwing with people’s heads was very much his style. He liked to play with those he thought lesser, exploiting their weaknesses.
Mine was the innate desire to reunite with my other half. Mat probably already knew the depths to which I would sink to get my wolf back, the dark places I would go.
What had I done in my past cycles to make that happen?
The long stretch of alone time that followed my trip to the library confirmed my suspicion that Mat meant to drive me mad. The more I reflected on the situation, the more I doubted anything was as it seemed. I even questioned whether the original spell still existed. It wasn’t like fae turned each other into shifters on the regular these days.
I ate, paced, and swam in the balcony pool while trying to not think about what I would do to be reunited with my wolf. Mat would use my hope to manipulate me. I needed to prepare myself for the inevitable negotiation. What would he ask in exchange? How far south on the moral compass would I allow myself to go in this life?
Another meal arrived via the dumbwaiter before I finally cracked and opened Madeline’s book. The interior was just as worn and damaged as the outside, and most of the text wasn’t in English. I flipped through three-quarters of it before I found the first passage I could actually read.
According to the pages, the Children of Infinity was a human cult devoted to the worship of the supernatural. They believed in the existence of other realms. Thirteen of them. The author hypothesized that the group formed back when all fae lived in the Valley of the Elements, and encounters with magical creatures somehow led the founding sect members to believe in gateways to other worlds.
I slumped against the couch cushions and tilted my face toward the ceiling, the book still open in my lap. Thirteen was magically significant for the fae. It was likely why they’d created that many eternals and protectors each. So the human cult believing in the same number of realms wasn’t surprising, though it seemed a tad coincidental.
Maybe it was the mention of the Valley of the Elements, where the fae created the eternal warriors, that set off alarm bells. Or maybe I was simply looking for connections to keep my mind occupied while avoiding less appealing thoughts.
A knock on the door made me jump. The book fell onto the cushion beside me as I turned to see a large figure slide into the room. My heart sped up. I’d expected Madeline. I wasn’t ready to face Mat yet.
“Hello, Zosia.” Mat’s fangs peeked over his bottom lip when he smiled. He wore a tailored black suit, like he was on his way to a fancy dinner.
The thought made me ill.
He unbuttoned his jacket and loosened the tie as he came over to join me. Mat motioned
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