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      Twelve Strygolian Elders waited silently, perched upon their thrones, crafted in a semicircular form atop an elevated platform. At the center, a thirteen-throne sat empty. It was an elegantly carved structure, gilded in gold with ornate detailing. It resembled the thrones of the other elders in form and craft, but this one sat apart, raised above the others. The crushed velvet cushion, a bloody hue, stood out against the rich, deep wood grain and the gleaming luster of precious metal.

      The features of the elders were unique, perfectly flawless, some beautiful, some beautifully wicked, but all otherworldly. Flocked with servants, in silvery white robes, translucent and gauzy in comparison to their masters’, thick and luxurious textiles, they were a collection of frozen relics. The entirety of the palace throne room was untouched by the harsh reality of time despite the thousands of years that dated the structure.

      Manifested by the clever minds of humans and built on the backs and with the hands of the like. This palace, claimed by the order, was not theirs to take, yet it had been nearly one hundred years since they had taken it from the humans and escaped from their mountain prison.

      Similar stories unfolded all over the world as other sects of Strygolians viciously wiped out their primary adversary—the Glace Blanche.

      At the end of the hall, more servants, in only rags compared to the others dressed in white, opened a pair of absurdly large doors and announced the arrival of the Seers. The vicennial of their last admonitory declaration was upon them all. The elders would have preferred their eye to stay unseeing, but they were not foolish enough to dismiss the words of those gifted with the eye. The last warning had secured their proverbial boot on the neck of the lowly humans. Only once did they respond too late, and it nearly cost them the palace and the surrounding grounds; they learned humans were far more of a threat when fighting for a singular cause than they had imagined.

      An Elder with long, sleek hair like liquid glass stood and gracefully descended the stone carved stairs that led to the receiving platform. He said, looking down his long, thin nose with penetrating ice-blue eyes, “What have you come to enlighten us with today?”

      The three, bent and broken with age, shuffled into the throne room and bowed toward the elders on the petitions platform in their heavy cloaks.

      “Master Quince, we have had a vision—all three—that speaks the same truth. We implore you for intervention,” droned the one in a deep burgundy cloak. His voice was that of a cracked brass horn, airy and deep, hissing through a strained windpipe.

      “Speak, do not bore us with your squibbling blather. What did you see?”

      The seer in a dusky, deep green cloak spoke first, “They are the light and the dark, not one against the other. Together.”

      “Yes, yes… United as a force, and one that will achieve our ends! Masters,” the wild, beady white eyes peered out from under a heavy hood of midnight blue as he scanned the elders as if he could see them. “They will come together.”

      “Your previous warning hinted at the light and dark—the ones of light and dark?” questioned Quince.

      “Yes, but you, we, and they are not as dark as we thought. We are darkness to their light, but not the dark. The two missing pieces to the puzzle. Stronger than you know. Weaker apart, powerful together.”

      “Enough! I said no blathering.”

      “They will raise an army. They will forge a new way for light and dark, like old times; if not wholly destroyed, we will be forced out and forced back into the mountain,” gasped the seer in red.

      “Find them. Stop them. Or we all meet our end,” hissed the seer in blue through a mouth that did not exist, just a gaping hole barely visible beneath the oversized hood.

      Their white eyes blinked, just five amongst the six that should exist. The one in green was missing a ghostly white orb.
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      Kael, now one of the traitor Stryx, forged a solo mission to find the Lost Tribe of Glace Blanche and rally them for the rebellion. At the same time, his Stryx partners, Cedric, Kieron, and Roan, teamed up with Baskovio, an ostracized elder stripped of his title and position. The four had gone out recruiting every day since making plans for the Final Rebellion, as it had come to be known among the human recruits.

      At first, convincing scared and mentally fragile humans to risk so much for the likes of a couple of Stryx, an ex-Strygolian Elder, and a man was challenging. After two weeks of minimal reward, Marin suggested that Aislinn join them. She looked the part of a Glace Blanche. Skepticism was rampant among the men, who felt it was an unnecessary risk.

      Kieron was adamant in his disagreement. He was wholly against the idea. Baskovio and Cedric did not like exposing her, especially since they would need her if Kael did not return. She would be their only chance if the Glace Blanche were alive and well within the mountains. She would be their olive branch. After many hours of discussions and heated arguments, the four conceded to let her go, but on their terms. She was to remain hidden and only brought out to convince those on the fence, teetering between joining them and burying their heads in the sand.

      With her mesmerizing blue eyes and ghostly white hair that emphasized her beauty, Marin believed Aislinn would make all the difference. Within one week, they had doubled their recruits, many of whom were strong and skilled. The allegiance to the Final Rebellion multiplied with her presence. Aislinn’s passion and natural ability to lead continued to attract followers in far greater numbers than the men alone.

      The humans recognized her as an ambassador of the Glace Blanche. Many sought them out to lay eyes upon a White Ice legend, and Aislinn was their promise for a better life. She became a beacon of hope.

      Aislinn was thrust into a position of power and leadership that many would have rejected. She learned to let her spirit guide her, and the words of inspiration came to her freely and easily.

      Many people who came only to gawk at her as a zoo exhibit turned to the cause, listening to her speak. Marin marveled at her cousin’s ability to draw them in and inspire an unbelievable trust in her and in their cause. She appealed to them with their heart’s desires, how things used to be, and her haunting appearance and beauty. Some said she was like an angel, could see straight into their hearts, and would caress their weary souls.

      No one could refuse her.

      As their numbers grew, the allegiance had to abandon Heiksan Manor, an abandoned estate Kieron used as a hideout when the patrols were after him. When the Stryx raids began, hiding the mass quantity of humans became evident and problematic. They found sanctuary within the rocky tunnels of the earth.

      When the storage quarters became necessary for housing people, a storage shed was erected near the opening, hidden by the earth and the vast amounts of snow. Duties among the inhabitants were established, and order was easily enforced. Unlike a prison, these people trusted each other; they believed in the beautiful vision Aislinn had painted for them. They were a cohesive unit. Together, they had a safe place and food. Many did not have security before.

      People tolerated the cramped living quarters and remained determined. They worked as a team. Marin was proud of what they had accomplished, and she felt close to her mother, who held a similar position.

      When the people learned she was also Glace Blanche, they balked at first, but seeing her abilities, they could not deny that the girls were a powerful pair of allies. No one had seen that kind of strength in their lifetimes; the Glace Blanche had grown so peaceful and lax that very few could summon as little as a glimpse of what the cousins could do.

      Together, they had something to fight for, but most importantly, they felt they had the weapons to succeed. When Marin thought of herself and her cousin as weapons, she cringed. The uneasiness had more to do with the fact that it also made them the primary target.
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        AMASSING WARRIORS FOR A REBELLION

      

      

      

      The door slammed, heavy and a fraction off-kilter, catching against the warped edges of the frost-covered jam. Roan forcefully pushed it into place. The makeshift storage shed vibrated from the shock, allowing fine, snowy crystals to drift into the space through the cracks between the boards. It was neither airtight nor critter-proof, as the intrusion alarmed scavenging rodents. Their loud, disapproving squeaks rent the frigid air.

      Roan recorded the quantities of the various goods they had accumulated in the weeks before a massive blizzard blanketed the land. The storm continued for days without mercy.

      The food stores were being depleted rapidly, and he estimated they would have only three more weeks before they were left without sustenance to survive the remainder of the winter. Rationing had already begun, and he worried that they would lose some recruits because of it.

      It was typical for the weather to remain tolerable well into the first month of winter, but this year was again proving to be something out of the ordinary. Something of which only prophets speak. No one thought the prophecies’ mention of bitter cold was a literal warning.

      To the favor of the humans, the treacherous weather change had halted the Strygolian’s attempt at sending Stryxal Patrols to rein in the wayward Stryx believed to be involved in the rebirth of a rebellion.

      Roan had finished his inventory, and it was clear they would need to send out small bands of hunters. Their numbers were more significant than anticipated, and their wares would not sustain them through the winter, especially if it lasted much longer than usual. He did not look forward to sharing the troublesome news, but was willing to lead one of the groups on a hunt.

      He stepped out into the dark evening and inhaled the icy air, stagnant and empty—void of life- better than the scent of the Garda Strygoli. A feeling of change was upon them, and he could not place it. Little had happened besides gaining more followers and scraping together a food supply and living space.

      Many people were becoming skilled fighters, and a few even honed dormant Glace Blanche talents. Roan could never have predicted the outcome, and it gave him hope. It strengthened their minuscule plan to start, nothing more than a pipedream and a distraction for his fellow Stryx, Cedric. It was a scheme hatched out of a harebrained idea—the impossible one Roan concocted to prevent Cedric from tearing out his brother’s throat. It was wild, a far reach, but that plan had become the Final Rebellion.
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      The small, cramped tunnel was great for solitude, but working within it was more difficult than Cedric had anticipated. Tapping a small nail into the stone, he grazed a razor-sharp edge of the wall with his elbow. He took a moment to heal the gash.

      The sensations coursing through his body when he summoned his ability to heal were still unfamiliar. He knew his eyes had lit up like the brilliant fuchsia-colored flowers from his mother’s garden, which he remembered from when he was a boy. The hum of power within his bones was almost euphoric, but having to heal extensive wounds left him exhausted. The laceration on his elbow was minor.

      Cedric had not settled upon what he was precisely—what he had become. He was very much a duinova, but he was equally human, one with fangs and a craving for blood, but no longer dead inside. Now, there was another layer, something deeper within him, inside of every particle of his being. Renewing, rejuvenating each day, and he could not explain it.

      As a duinova, Cedric healed rapidly on his own, but now even faster when he focused on a specific healing action. A duinova could not do that. He still craved blood like a duinova, but only Marin’s. He wished that her scent in the air did not make him want her that way.

      But it was not the only way he desired her. When separated, it was as if every cell in his being pulled to bring him closer to her, and until he could see her, smell her, and hear her soothing voice, his insides would not settle. That was nothing of the duinova either. Allowing himself to be converted to save his brother, Kieron, was the worst mistake of his life, but it brought him to Marin, and he had to consider having her in his life as the greatest pleasure, even if they were doomed from the beginning.
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        BEST MEMORIES REPLACED

      

      

      

      Cedric guided Marin through the dwindling tunnel, only faintly lit by the lumia stones. The minerals in the outermost tunnels were weak and unable to conduct the brilliant light from the fires burning at the core. Those fires provided ample light throughout the network of tunnels and maintained a comfortable level of warmth for the people.

      Rare was the opportunity to escape from the caves’ duties and responsibilities. Everyone had a role to play. Most humans took to the structure and found purpose in it, as it was something they had never known in the outside world. For once, they had a place where they belonged and something to fight for—a life.

      Marin followed his lead. She ducked when he ducked, having already collided with a dip in the overhead. A knot throbbed at her hairline, but it would soon heal thanks to her newly honed healing abilities—without trying. She was unsure if it came from the Glace Blanche or the Strygolian blood in her veins.

      One of the fascinating discoveries, as they rallied supporters, was that far more people than they believed possessed Glace Blanche traits. Along with the duties of tidiness and cleanliness within the caves, people were honing their abilities and focusing on learning to fight. The cave was a training facility for warriors as much as a refuge and sanctuary.

      A wash of goosebumps lit over Marin’s flesh, and she rubbed her skin vigorously as she bobbed and weaved behind Cedric. “It is freezing in here.”

      Glancing back with a mischievous grin that melted her heart, Marin knew he was up to something, but she was not about to spoil whatever he had planned. His forward motion came to a halt, and she could barely see her fingers in front of her face when he dimmed the lantern.

      With his hands on her shoulders, Cedric whispered, “Stay put.”

      Hot and cold shivers raced over her body as Cedric let his lips linger on her ear. As he reached past her, his earthy, sweet scent of sandalwood and dark vanilla filled her senses as his fresh-shaven chin rubbed past her cheek. She wanted to wrap her arms around him and never let go, but they had been trying to keep their feelings hidden from everyone, especially Kieron.

      Their contact was only stolen glances and the occasional brushing of arms or hands while working. For the most part, they avoided each other. The encounters had confused her, but his sudden request that she meet him in the dark tunnels had perplexed her even more. She had barely made it through her duties when her mind drifted.

      Marin crouched in anticipation and summoned all patience as she waited for his next command in total darkness. A soft plush fabric brushed against her fingers; startled, she jerked back but maintained her poise as she fell against a heavy canvas draped from the ceiling. “What is this?”

      “Put your knees down. It won’t hurt. Crawl over here and sit.” His commanding voice was sensual and wrought with yearning. Just the sound of it sent a flutter through her deepest core. Marin was confident his eyes were red with desire if only she could see them.

      Has he decided waiting is too risky, too far away?

      Anticipation filled her, and the lack of vision intensified her senses. She was more than ready to be his wife.

      His voice directed her to find a thick pad lining the tunnel floor. Her pulse fluttered in a frenzy beneath the soft, delicate skin on her neck and pulsed in her ears. A small gasp escaped her lungs when the “whoosh” of a match flooded the space. It was a blinding champagne light before quickly receding to a short ocherous flame, dancing about Cedric’s fingers as he lit a small lantern.

      The light caressed the extraordinarily small space in gentle flickers as her bewilderment left her mouth hanging agog—buntings and pennants made from old scraps of pastel fabrics draped around the rough, ragged walls. Pinks, lavenders, and yellows glowed against the glossy, jagged rock, sharp enough to slice skin.

      It was so out of place, yet simply perfect.

      Tears filled her eyes, and her fingers pressed into her lips as she tried to maintain control.

      “Happy Birthday, Marin.” His eyes were bursting with happiness. Pride in knowing he could surprise her and remember her birthday filled her up wholly.

      “Oh, Cedric. I don’t know what to say. It’s amazing.” Dropping her fingers from her mouth, her icy digits reached for his thick hands and squeezed them tightly. It had been quite some time since she had held his hands or touched him for more than a brief moment. “You have no idea how badly I needed a little escape.”

      “I needed it, too.” He leaned forward and rested his forehead against hers, closing his eyes and breathing soft, controlled breaths before lifting his eyes to meet hers. A soft magenta hue mixed with his chocolate brown irises as he struggled to control his desire. She loved how she could tell what he felt and that it was because of her.

      “I have missed you so much,” he hesitated. “I could not let your birthday go unnoticed, and it was a perfect excuse to get you out of there.”

      Her free hand had found its way to his face and softly rubbed the smooth skin with her thumb as she cupped his cheek. Sympathy played across her features as she stared into his eyes, observing the dark pink turn to red. She released his hand and softly slid hers up his arm. His muscles bulged and twitched beneath her feathery touch. Marin held his face between her palms.

      Instantly, he pulled her into him and pressed his firm lips into her soft, yielding mouth. She savored the feel of his lips and tongue and relished his taste. Her hands remained firm against his face when he pulled away from her kiss.

      Cedric knew his eyes glowed a deep blood-red, and he expected her to feel disgust or repulsion at his appearance, but she did not. Instead, she gently traced the outline of his lips with her thumb and then slowly parted his lips and rubbed the fleshy pad of her thumb against the cutting edge of his teeth.

      Cedric squeezed his eyes tight as he released a breathy sigh. She could feel him trembling as he fought his need to take her blood. Hesitating at his canines, a wicked glint turned up one corner of her mouth, and then she purposefully pricked her thumb against the needle-sharp point. Her eyes, wide with intent, waited for him to suck her thumb.

      The scent of her sanguine blood filled his nostrils. “Marin, no, I can’t.”

      “But you can have a taste, can’t you?” She blinked as if innocent. “It is okay. I am okay with it. I know you want it. I want to give you something you need.”

      Cedric’s breath was labored. “I can’t. I shouldn’t. What if I can’t stop? What if I hurt you?”

      The weakness that pinched his voice grated his already raw nerves, and maintaining decency to avoid the atrocious wrong he could commit was a struggle. In the past, when her life depended on him, he was almost unable to get control. Only he knew how thin the thread had stretched before he stopped the beast inside of him.

      Her sweet smile did little to soothe the painful response her blood had brought forth. Her soft, calm voice only revealed her naivety, which enticed the monster within his veins.

      “You can’t hurt me. I know you don’t want to bond by blood until we are married, but a little taste won’t hurt.”

      “It’s not just that,” Cedric groaned, turning his face away from Marin.

      As the words slipped from her silken tongue, Marin felt like the devil, fully knowing the pain tempting him with her blood would cause. She could not admit she wanted him to take her blood as much as he needed it. “I want to repay you for my birthday surprise. I haven’t had a special birthday since I was little.”

      Mesmerized by the blood trailing down her hand and flowing toward her elbow, he barely comprehended her words. As she spoke, she lifted her elbow toward his face. “Please, Cedric. I want you to.”

      Vibrant fuchsia flared within her irises momentarily before diminishing to a low simmer. “I know you say you don’t need to feed, but why should you go without if I am willing?” Her heart thrummed with anticipation, and she desired to feel the pleasure his bite would give her and to experience the new levels where the act would take their relationship.

      Nearly defeated, Cedric whispered, “You know why, Marin.” She knew, and that was why she pushed, but he implied it was because of his brother.

      Kieron. He will know. I don’t care!

      The hurt in her eyes pierced his soul. He never wanted to hurt her. With as much control as he could summon, he gently clutched her elbow and let his tongue dance over her pale skin, sopping up the crimson until he reached her thumb. It took every bit of restraint for his control not to shatter and take her neck—her whole body. Cedric loathed that there was an insidious side to him, and he worried that perhaps it was him.

      The demon urged Cedric to indulge his thirst and sate his hunger, but he focused on his soul’s desire to protect her. Tears pricked his eyes, and he closed his lips around her thumb and twirled his tongue over the tiny pinprick, sealing it. Marin’s breathing deepened, and her eyes narrowed with lust. He shuddered as he sucked in a ragged breath, barely holding onto his control.

      Cedric’s eyes connected with hers, and she deliberately tilted her head to the side, exposing the porcelain skin of her perfect, slender neck. Her pulse quivered like a beacon calling him home.

      “No.”

      “It’s okay,” she whispered.

      “Marin, please don’t. No more temptations. I know you enjoy your power over me, but I am telling you I may not be able to stop. Do you want that?” He shook his head as a violent vision assaulted his mind.

      Redness filled her cheeks, and she felt like a chastised child. She had not intended to engage in a power play, yet she had. She was confused. It was true that she wanted to feel the warm, pleasure-filled sensation that came along with a bite.

      Memories of Kieron’s fangs penetrating her vein and pulling her life source from her body haunted her, leaving her wanton and fantasizing far too often for her liking. She never felt better than when his fangs were in her neck and when her life rested between his lips.

      She no longer wanted to lust for Kieron’s bite. She desired to get lost in Cedric, and she wanted him to join with her mind, body, and soul more than anything. She needed Kieron’s memories erased, and she thought the only way that could happen was to replace them with Cedric’s. But she could not make herself tell him.

      If it pushed him away, she would lose him.

      “I can see you are angry with me. I am sorry, but I am not strong enough to do what you want. But if I fail, I lose everything. I lose you, Marin, and I am unwilling to take that risk with your life.”

      Resentment welled up in defense of the longing that tormented her. Every ounce of her being pulled her to him, but there was a struggle deep in the cells of her tissues that tugged toward his brother as well, and she hated it. She hated more that she couldn’t tell Cedric exactly why she needed him to take her blood and that she wanted it to lead to him taking her completely.

      “We don’t need someone to say we are married. We can make our own rules. I want you, Cedric, and I want you to feed from me. I want us to be one—forever.”

      Tears filled her eyes that glowed a brilliant fuchsia as she pleaded her desires to him, leaving out everything about his brother. He dropped his eyes and shook his head.

      “Why! Why not, Cedric?” Desperation cinched her airways, and anxiety tingled through her body.

      “We have been over this, Marin.” Her body stilled, and she turned inward, sealing him out of her thoughts and mind. He did not understand why or what she could be feeling that made her want him to stay out of her head. He had not willingly entered her mind since Kieron had poisoned her.

      “Marin?”

      Her eyes gleamed in the light of the lantern, and she looked like she wanted to kill someone. She had looked at him like this once before, but this expression was not meant for him. Cedric hoped it was not for Kieron.

      Marin’s ragged breath bounced off the sharp, unfinished tunnel walls as she felt she was about to come completely undone. Energy hummed under the surface of her skin. Jealousy welled up in her chest, constricting her heart. Her thoughts targeted Sera.

      Pretty, young… No, gorgeous Sera!

      Many years younger than Marin and only a few weeks younger than Aislinn, she was one of the many recruits eager to serve and far too eager to please, in Marin’s opinion. The girl was perfection with her fine-boned features and the airy grace of an angel, but the deep black hair of a witch.

      She better not have her hooks in him.

      Murderous images shot through her mind’s eye, rattling her only for a moment before resentment rooted tightly in her stomach. Sera’s blue eyes often followed Cedric while they trained in the recreation cavern and lingered far too long. The narrow glares and telling smirks Marin had received upon catching Sera staring at Cedric flooded her memory.

      Disgust displaced the anger, and she was overwhelmed by hatefulness as Cedric embraced her. Marin was sick to her stomach as she buried her face in his neck, inhaling his intoxicating scent. He rubbed her back and gently kissed her head until she relaxed. “I’m sorry, Cedric. I got carried away. Forgive me. I thought we could be together. I thought it was why you brought me down here.”

      “It’s okay. Once this war is over, there will be nothing keeping us apart. Nothing will stand in our way, I promise.”

      Marin listened to his words and thought about how he almost sounded as if he genuinely believed in the “happily ever after.” She was not sure things would turn out that way. She whispered, “I hope so.”

      “Here. Lay back,” as she complied with his wishes, he plumped a pillow beneath her head. “Now, close your eyes. I have another surprise.” She blinked in shock. “Just close your eyes.” As soon as her lids feathered closed, he scurried within the space.

      A cool breeze wafted over her, making her aware that the tunnel had grown warmer from body heat and the lantern’s flame. After a few seconds, he asked her to open her eyes.

      An assortment of pastel lights danced and flickered over the glossy rock. It was a light show only for her and a lovely birthday present. The best part was curling up against his side as they watched the lights until they faded away.

      “Cedric, this is beautiful.”
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        EMOTIONS UNLEASHED

      

      

      
      Kieron paced the halls, peering into the chiseled caverns packed with people, all warm-blooded humans. Their scent was nearly unbearable some days, and he was grateful for Naomi. She always graciously let him feed from her. Weekly, sometimes twice a week, he would leave their underground safe house and pay her a visit. Because of her boy, she refused to join him in the tunnels despite his begging.

      The pang of hunger hit him, causing his canines to tingle as he passed the sleeping quarters of the females. The door was open halfway, and he could see many of them quietly chatting with Aislinn. He hesitated as he took in her beauty. She had honed her power, refined her confidence, and had become an amazing leader.

      Her interest in him had waned, and though he felt an ebb of jealousy, he was also relieved. Marin still haunted his soul. He could not stop dreaming of her, the feel of her silky skin, her vulnerability, her combative spirit, or her sweet blood. He wanted to let her go; her heart belonged to his brother. Kieron knew she would never love him the same way as she loved Cedric.

      Cedric claimed they were not together, but he knew better. The harder they tried to avoid each other, the more obvious it had become. They never slipped up. Never had he seen any real evidence that they had resumed a relationship until tonight.

      During the supper meal, Cedric pulled Marin aside and whispered something into her ear. Her features remained impassive. She pulled away and returned to gathering dirtied utensils. When Cedric turned away from her, a hint of a grin alerted Kieron; he knew there was something more going on.

      Now, neither was anywhere to be found. He pushed forward past the tempting room of females, trekking on his mission to find Marin. From behind him, he heard a girl’s voice call out his name.

      “Go back to your quarters,” he said flatly without stopping or turning to see who it was.

      His excellent hearing and attraction to pure, untouched blood alerted him to the fact that his command had been dismissed. Curses rolled off his tongue in disgust. The rough, chipped stone walls of the tunnel closed in on him. Every tunnel in the underground structure was the same, and he despised the monotonous gray, aside from the vein of lumia stone.

      The torment behind him enhanced the feeling of being trapped. His visits to Naomi were as much about blood as about escaping the sensation of being buried alive.

      Kieron stopped and slowly turned to face the pest chasing him down the hall. “What?” he growled, scowling down at the black-haired girl, Sera.

      He could not imagine what good she would be in a fight. She was tiny, and her ignorance was apparent. She, sure as hell, did not follow orders. He waited for her to answer him, but she only stared, batting her oversized blue eyes at him.

      Kieron locked down the thought of using her to satisfy every wicked desire blackening his soul. Marin gave him the ability to control his urges, although he could not understand why. It was her presence within him that restrained his impulses.

      “You’re Cedric’s brother?” Her eyes darted behind her briefly, and she spoke low as if she did not want to be heard. At the mention of his name, her pulse sped up, and her pupils dilated.

      For fuck’s sake, what am I, the manager of the damn Cedric fan club?

      “Yes, he’s my brother. Have you seen him?”

      “Not since after supper, when…” Her eyes narrowed by the smallest fraction, seeming to deepen in color.

      “He’s with her, the one you are always staring at…

      The one who has your heart.”

      “Sweetheart, I haven’t got a heart.”

      She slowly walked up to him.

      “But you like her, don’t you? A little more than just like her,” she insisted. “And she’s conflicted.”

      “And how do you know that?”

      Then she stood on her tiptoes, grabbing the lapels of his jacket and pulling him down to her mouth, almost touching her nose to his and staring into his eyes. Kieron’s mouth twitched into a sneer, thinking of the many ways she could satisfy him with her little rosebud mouth. His teeth tingled as her sweet breath warmed his cheek, and she brought his ear beneath her lips.

      “I know things, and I saw where they went.” She released a barely audible moan as she exhaled into his ear. “Maybe if you find her, she will realize what she’s missing.”

      A subtle tension pulled at his muscles, and he wanted to break her hold, but he was paralyzed to move. Yet, he could move, but was compelled to remain in her grasp. Something about the girl made him uneasy. Her forwardness was unnerving, but there was something more.

      One of her hands released his jacket and slid around his neck to finger the hair curling around his collar. Had he not made a promise to help destroy the Strygolians, the little tease would be begging for mercy. More than his fangs were beginning to spring to life.

      “Do you know what you are doing?” Ignorant or dangerous, he could not decide.

      She leaned away from him, dropping to her heels, and coyly averted her eyes. “Whatever could you mean, Mr. Vaughn?”

      The goddamn batting eyelashes! Where in the hell did we find this one? “Mr. Vaughn?”

      Patient was never a word used to describe Kieron, and she had just used his last name. He shoved her against the wall, wrapping his fingers around her neck, and pressed his body into hers in an attempt to scare her.

      For a fraction of a second, fear filled her eyes. Only a startle, it faded into a knowing look and wanton smirk. Her hand traveled up his thigh, finding his arousal. He squeezed harder, she gasped and widened her smile, letting her mouth hang as if in awe, and then she returned the favor.

      Kieron jerked her against the wall, bouncing her head. “Playing with the devil, little girl,” he paused, watching her eyes grow more intent as she gripped him firmly through his trousers.

      “I’m not a little girl, as I barely had a childhood.”

      She was unfazed by his rough treatment of her. “What’s your game?”

      “Game? I’m not sure you want to play my game, Kieron. You couldn’t handle me.”

      She glared, teased, and threatened all in the same moment, and she appeared to be far more advanced in her ability to toy with men than her age implied.

      Kieron was about to engage in the game she was begging to play when a flash of misery, despair, and gut-wrenching pain assaulted his senses. Her eyes appeared to lose every ounce of warmth, transforming into cold, icy orbs.

      Releasing her neck, she slid down the wall, and he backed away from her. Rarely was Kieron unnerved, and he despised the feeling. He would drain her of every drop of blood coursing through her body, but only after reverting to the vileness that repulsed Marin if he did not leave.

      “Go back to your quarters, little fool,” he snarled.

      She traced her fingertips over her neck and said, “They are in the southeast dead-end tunnel. Alone.”

      Giggles rippled out of her as she turned away, sashaying toward her room, hand on her neck. Nonchalantly over her shoulder in a singsong tone, “Whatever could they be doing?”

      She smiled and winked before turning again. Her voice rang out in laughter, “And he says I’m the fool.”

      Sera’s words echoed off the walls. Kieron steadied his nerves, squashing his temper and his hunger. Then he turned away and rapidly walked through the tunnels, passing the other sleeping quarters until he reached his own.

      Roan was leaning against the wall beneath a lantern, reading from an old book. He tipped his head away from the pages. “What the hell is wrong with you, Kieron? You look like you want to murder someone.”

      Kieron extended his middle finger slowly and grated, “Where’s Cedric?”

      “How am I supposed to know? He isn’t here. Your moods are getting worse. Should you visit Naomi?”

      Mocking Roan’s concern like a spoiled teen, “No, I shouldn’t visit Naomi.” He lifted his clothing from the crate and then threw it onto the pile. Embarrassment heated his cheeks, and he excused his behavior.

      “I can’t stand these damn tunnels. Everything is damp and wet underground. Musty and stale. I hate it. No amount of blood can fix it,” he grumbled.

      Kieron retreated from the room, sprinting through the tunnels, the ones that led toward the southeast quadrant. Thoughts bubbled over in his mind as he came closer to their location. He could sense them both, but especially Marin.

      By instinct alone, he wanted to tear his brother to shreds. He knew his thoughts were irrational. He had released Marin. He promised her he would not pursue her. He could have had her; she could have been his, but it would have destroyed her. She would have despised him.

      As he pounded through the dull, reflective tunnel, images of her standing before him, completely bare, begging him to kill her, stabbed him through the chest. Rewinding further, he recalled her throwing herself at him, content with the reality that Cedric had abandoned her.

      He entered the mess hall, a natural cave and a space that needed no chipping away of stone. Stopping in the center to stare at the oversized room, low plank tables, and very dimly lit lanterns filled the space. Everything had been thoroughly cleaned. He continued into the area where a spring bubbled up freely. Less than two hours ago, the hall was buzzing with people eating their meager meal of beans and rice.

      Marin was part of the food prep crew, and he half-hoped she would be in the room because he was not sure he could control himself if he found them together. Still, he had to know.

      Kieron ducked into the tunnel that was on the outskirts of the structure. The lumia lines offered little light in these abandoned shafts, and dread filled his dead heart. He knew they were together.

      He had a choice: go back or go forward.

      Choosing the latter, he continued. Headroom diminished, and he had to hunch forward to avoid the sharp, unfinished ceiling. He raised his hand and checked for clearance from any jagged protrusions.

      Stopping mid-step, a glimpse of something popped into his head, but only briefly. He stilled his breathing and focused. Again, images of streamers, like at a birthday, flashed in his head. He cocked his head unknowingly, trying to decipher the sight. It seemed like an old memory, but it was new, and it was nothing he had ever seen.

      “Marin?” Kieron froze, his brow furrowed. He turned, feeling her presence not ahead of him, but behind him. He turned and sprinted back toward the mess hall.

      Entering the room without a sound, he spied Marin removing the apron from her waist, carefully folding it and placing it on the ledge with the rest. She looked sad and beaten, miserable actually. Nothing like herself.

      “Marin?”

      With a sharp inhale, she exclaimed, “Oh! Kieron, you frightened me.”

      Pain and sadness masked her pretty face and dimmed her eyes, normally bright with life. The fire of her soul was dampened.

      “What’s wrong?” Kieron narrowed his gaze, scrutinizing her expression and body language. “You’ve been crying?”

      She turned away from him. “No, I haven’t. I’m just tired. I didn’t sleep well last night. There’s a lot to take care of and…”

      “You’re a shitty liar, Marin. Besides, I can smell the tears on you as well as I can smell…” He closed the distance between them with casual strides, hiding his desperation to be near her.

      The loud exhale she released as she dropped her hands prevented him from saying anything more. “Okay. I’m feeling sorry for myself.” She gave him a lopsided grin, and tears coated her lower lashes as she inhaled and looked at the ceiling, blinking to stop the tears.

      He took a few more steps toward her, now only the span of three feet. “Where were you?”

      “What do you mean?” She tilted her head.

      “I was just in here, and you weren’t.” He wanted to hear her tell him the truth, to admit to all of the wicked things he had imagined she had done with Cedric.

      “Kieron,” she released an exasperated breath. “I was in the washroom, and I realized I still had my apron.” Her forehead pleated in annoyance. “Why are you grilling me?”

      More lies.

      He did not accuse her out loud or ask about her lie, but it seemed she was truthful aside from her omissions. “Why are you feeling sorry for yourself?”

      She tilted her head back in frustration, her pretty mouth parted, ready to let more lies spew, but she didn’t. Instead, she avoided. “I don’t want to get into this or anything with you, especially tonight.”

      “You were with Cedric.”

      Marin’s heart began to pound. She did not want to start a fight or interfere with Kieron and Cedric; they were finally getting along. Kieron was not her keeper. Her anger began to overtake her fear. He had no right to try to control whom she spoke with or what she did. She forced open her fingers that were balled up at her sides.

      “So what if I was?” She leaned forward, whipping words like weapons, “It doesn’t matter. In case you are unaware, we are preparing for a war that most of us will not survive, so who I spent the past few minutes with is insignificant.”

      “Marin…” he warned.

      “You’re not the boss of me,” she shook a finger at him. “Our lives will be turned upside down in a few short weeks, Kieron. I don’t know where your brother is, but it’s pretty clear he only has one agenda. And you will be pleased to hear that I’m not on it. He doesn’t even plan on making it out alive.”

      “You’re lying.”

      She stared at him, momentarily. Her legs trembled, and her arms flexed her hands into fists with the need to launch at him and take out her anger on his being.

      “Yes, Kieron. You are right. I’m lying. There’s no war brewing, and as a matter of fact, I never lost my parents to this same insanity. You’re right. I’ve committed myself to a torrid love affair with your brother. We’re screwing around behind your back just to piss you off. And now we’re planning to run off together at the first chance we get. We’re going to abandon you and what’s left of the entire human race.”

      “Calm down.” He shifted on his feet, seeing the fuchsia begin to prickle in her eyes. Her muscles were coiled tight, and although he knew she could do little physical damage, it would be unpleasant. As her emotions escalated and the hairs on his arms responded to the sudden charge of energy surrounding them, he took a step back from her.

      “You’re joking, right? You want me to calm down? What about you?”

      Kieron’s gaze dipped to her hands; they were tense, but no sparks tipped her fingers. The farce she spoke of may not have been their plans, but it was her deepest desire, and that terrified him more than the ball of energy she could summon at her fingertips. He could survive that. He feared losing her would be his end.

      Over a week earlier, Cedric had shared a vision of the war’s outcome and admitted he would not survive. Cedric asked him to look out for Marin and keep her alive and safe. He did not say if, he said when he died before the war ended. He had made Kieron promise not to let the Strygolians get their hands on her. At the time, he agreed, but brushed it off.

      Guilt seeped into his bones as he realized that if his vision was true, then Cedric only had a short time to live. He was ready to tear Cedric apart, for what? Because he found a brief bit of happiness with Marin? Kieron cringed at his thoughts.

      “May I leave now, Sir?”

      Marin’s eyes flared with anger, but she was desperate, sad, and almost without hope. He hated it when she spoke to him with that tone, but still, her pain made him want to hold her and make her feel better.

      “Marin, I’m sorry. You know I still care about you. I know you don’t feel the same about me. I know you love Cedric, and honestly, I can’t believe he is pushing you away.” Kieron broke his gaze from her frightening eyes. “I promise I won’t interfere with anything between you two.”

      Marin stomped toward him and slapped him hard with the palm of her hand. The sting in his flesh took him by surprise, not expecting her to hit him. He locked his muscles, frozen to not retaliate as his instincts wanted.

      “Of course, you won’t. You’ll bide your time until he dies. But know this, Kieron, if he dies, you damn well better have done everything possible to save him, help him, or…”

      “Or else? Another threat, Marin?” He resisted the urge to rub his cheek, now hot from her slap.

      “I’ll kill you.”

      Her tone was menacing, and he knew she meant it and knew she could deliver.

      “Aw, this again. Well, if he dies, I will
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