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      Souls must be broken to be built. Hardships make us stronger. We endure violence, grieve broken hearts and persevere. We're all survivors of something. The end of one story is only the beginning of another.

      This book is for the ever-evolving survivours. You fight tragedies with laughter and resolve. You gain wisdom through adversity. It feels like life is a test and you’re failing but it’s kind of hilarious. Somehow you keep standing up every time you’re knocked down. This is who you are. It’s what you’ve become. This is what it means to be a Dragon.

      Thank you to my spawn. Jace and Cam you mean everything to me. I set out to raise good humans. I wake each day and go to sleep every night knowing you are my greatest accomplishment.

      To my Mom and Dad, you are my light in each day. Thank you for your love and support.

      Thank you to my awesome editors, Haley and Leanne. You have supported this dream since the beginning. Thank you for all you do. To my universe

      Arc Team. Thank you for jumping onboard. To those extra awesome readers who buy a book and follow through with reviews, thank you so much for diving down my rabbit hole, and supporting my field of dreams.

      
        
        Happy Reading
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      A few weeks before the release of Sacrificial Lamb Club, my ex-husband and youngest son’s Dad passed away. We’ve been divorced since Cam was little. He just graduated from high school. It’s been a long time. His Dad was going through a difficult time. After really no holds barred talking things out with him, a lot of healing was done on my end. We’d found a semblance of low-key friendship, for Cam’s sake. I hoped he’d heal enough to do the same with everyone else. He was a shiny thing. Digging through memories today, I’m trying to focus on the good. ‘Don’t Want To Miss A Thing’ by Aerosmith was our Vegas wedding song in 2003. There were sterling roses and the cheesiest wedding video. I got picked out of the lineup at Studio 54, and he got stuck in the line that night. I left him there for ten minutes because his ego needed a pat down. It was hilarious.

      We were magic for a heartbeat. Man, could he make me laugh. We were so beautiful and young. I haven’t looked at these pictures since we split up. I had them put away for Cam. Perhaps there’s just been enough distance and time to put the pain of it to rest. I wish healing for his current wife, his family and my son, who was getting to know his Dad. If you know someone struggling, reach out to them.

      You gave me Cam, and I will always be grateful for that. Rest easy, shiny thing.

      Till we meet again, Jackson.
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        She was a murderer, a psychopath and a victim. She was all three of those things.

        

        Broken to fulfil an immortal destiny, she was granted a second chance as a hitman for a Clan of immortals. They needed to create a Dragon. Her sanity was collateral damage.

        

        She was an unapologetically feral hit woman for a Clan of immortals and sometimes just a girl in love with a boy destined to be her Handler. The only thing standing between them was cannibalism and intimacy-induced amnesia. What could go wrong?

        

        Endearing antiheroes, titillating dark fantasy warriors and a heartbreaking, magical tale of survival against insurmountable odds. This will be unlike anything you’ve ever read.

        

        Procreation is illegal under immortal law. You've triggered a Correction. They are coming to erase your family line. If you impress the Guardians of the in-between with bravery during your demise, you may be granted a second chance as a sacrificial lamb for the greater good in Tri-Clan. In your eighteenth year, you will enter Immortal Testing. Like rats in a maze of nightmares, you must come out mentally intact after being murdered in thousands of creative ways.
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        Correction: The scheduled assassination of partially immortal offspring and their genetic line.

        

        First-Tier: Mortal.

        

        Second-Tier: Half-Breed.

        

        Third-Tier: Both parents are immortal.

        

        Guardian: Three Guardians created each Clan of immortals. Beings from the in-between. They may grant you a second chance as a sacrificial lamb for the greater good. You must join Tri-Clan for protection.

        

        Tri-Clan: Ankh, Trinity and Triad are the three Clans of Immortals on Earth. Your Clan will brand you, prohibiting entry to the hall of souls. Each time you die, you return to the clean slate desert of the in-between to await your resurrection.

        

        Crypts: Homebase for each Clan, scattered all over the world.

        

        Sealed: At eighteen, you become sealed to your Clan forever.

        

        Attaching a Testing Group: All the newest members of each Clan train for Testing. After reaching the age of eighteen, they enter a hellscape challenge in another world. They may lose one to trauma if they haven't formed solid attachments, trapping everyone's souls in endless torment.

        

        Immortal Testing: A floating Crypt the size of New York City, containing your worst nightmares where you must die thousands of times to prove your partially mortal brain can withstand the trials of immortality. Three Clans enter and race for the Amber room. Only the first two will be set free. The third remains lost in their worst nightmares.

        

        Tombs: If you survive the Testing, you have earned your own healing tomb generated from your Clan's stone. For example, Clan Ankh is rose quartz, Triad is jade, and Trinity is sapphire.

        

        Dragons: There are green scaly Dragons in this series, but in most cases, the word Dragon refers to the ability to turn off emotions. Lexy is the Dragon of Clan Ankh. A Dragon is used as an assassin.

        

        Handler: A spiritual connection used to pull a Dragon out of the darkness
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        The information within this universe is not intended for mere mortals. Reading this may inadvertently trigger your Correction. If you show bravery during your demise, the Guardians of the In-between may give you a second chance. You are still reading this, aren't you? You've got this.
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      Everything. You must be broken to be built in this universe, and by broken, I mean rocking in a corner demolished. It’s about evolving your soul. There are stages to becoming truly immortal.

      All heroes are born out of the embers that linger after the fire of great tragedy.

      Both series are in the same universe. There is an entire universe of books with these characters to keep you occupied until the next release. Watch trailers, see links to my social media, sign up for the newsletter, and find out what Clan you’d be in on the universe website childrenofankh.com.

      I’d be releasing books much faster if I wasn’t wearing so many hats. In a perfect world I’d just be lost in my fantasy world writing and handing it off to someone else. Please remember to review the universe and tell your friends. Help my field of dreams be discovered.

      
        
        Happy Reading,

        KD Cormack

      

      

      
        
        Retail wholesale Ingram

        1-800-9378200

        customerservice@ingrambook.com
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      Torn between missing falling asleep in her Handler’s arms and having the freedom to move on, Lexy stared at the ceiling. She’d bedded her enemy right under everyone’s noses. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it. She’d believed it was a naughty dream until she saw what he’d left behind. She couldn’t keep doing this. He’d crossed a line. He couldn’t just show up in the middle of the night. About to close her eyes, someone pounded on her hotel room door. Lexy leapt up, tugged on pants and peered through the peephole. When their Oracle showed up this early it was time sensitive. Letting go of the fantasy of a few hours' sleep, she opened the door.

      Jenna announced, “Surprise job. Grab your things. I’ll meet you in the lobby. To avoid sneak attack spoilers, Kayn needs to be taken out of the equation. Stop by their room and snap your sister’s neck. Tell Frost to grab whatever he needs. We have no idea how long we’ll be separated.”

      These were the days of our afterlives. Lexy sighed, “I have no idea where Grey is.”

      “Your Handler is waiting in the truck with the engine running,” Jenna affirmed, tossing Lexy a bracelet. “That should block your thoughts for the duration of the trip. For the record, teleportation booty calls with enemies are frowned upon.”

      Nobody snuck anything past their Oracle. Teleportation explained it. She’d been wondering how Tiberius showed up out of nowhere and vanished. “Guess I’ll kill Kayn, collect Frost and meet you in the lobby,” Lexy answered, walking away. How did he solidify after teleporting? She vaguely recalled him mentioning Triad’s Guardian, Seth. Her absentee bio dad. Slipping on the thought blocking bracelet before reaching their door, she rhythmically knocked. Conveniently, Kayn answered. Perfect. Lexy snapped her neck. Her sister’s shell flopped to the floor. She really had to start looking through peepholes.

      Groggily getting up, Frost complained, “What in the hell?”

      “We have a job. Kayn’s compromised. Grab your things. Ask Jenna what happened when we get to the lobby,” Lexy prompted, smiling at the state of the room. They weren’t getting a damage deposit back.

      Kneeling, Frost kissed Kayn’s forehead, whispering, “Miss you already, Brighton.

      They sprinted to the lobby. Marching over to Ankh’s Oracle, Frost insisted, “Explain.”

      “Kevin was trying to convince Kayn to stop us from taking a girl he has a thing for,” Jenna disclosed.

      Confused, Frost probed, “When? We’ve been in bed for hours.”

      Walking towards the door, Jenna revealed, “While you were sleeping.”

      Frost stormed off, cursing. Lexy commented, “Working with him should be fun. What’s the job?”

      “You’re stealing a Venom girl from Triad,” Jenna declared. “How strong are your feelings? Are you compromised?”

      “It’s not like that,” Lexy stated, irritated.

      Passing her jacket, Jenna urged, “Keep it that way. He’s Triad, you’re Ankh. You can’t trust him.”

      She wasn’t discussing this. She was still pissed at herself. Zipping up her jacket, Lexy stepped out into the frigid Alaskan air. So cold. She glanced back when she noticed Jenna wasn’t coming.

      Jenna explained, “I have to keep Kayn down until your job is finished. We need a Venom in our group before Testing. Get the girl.”

      Nodding, Lexy rushed out to the truck with the engine idling and got in, avoiding her Handler’s gaze. Markus’ crew pulled out behind them. The boss was coming.

      As they drove away, Lily fiddled with the music. Grey playfully swatted her hand, toying, “Driver’s choice.”

      Frost was in the backseat fuming. He caught her looking and stated, “If Kevin’s there, I’m kicking his ass.”

      Tiberius might be there. She’d despised him for so long, and now, he was a hedonistic addiction. Every time they crossed paths, it hurt her connection with her Handler. Grey was still ignoring her. It was a good thing their Oracle gave her an extra line of thought blocking defence with this bracelet. That illicit hook up was all she could think about.

      Fantasizing while watching snow fall, hours passed in the blink of an eye. They pulled up at a seedy bar attached to a motel.

      Glancing back, Grey cautioned, “You can’t get sidetracked.”

      Meeting his eyes, Lexy responded, “I know.” It felt like he didn’t trust her. She wasn't even sure she trusted herself. Music blared in the parking lot as they got out.

      Markus instructed, “Lexy, distract Tiberius while we search for the girl. Lily and Frost compel the mortals to leave. Grey, stay out of the way.”

      Trying to stop herself from grinning, Lexy strutted to the door.

      At her side, Grey commented, “Funny.”

      Lily was lecturing Frost about his plans to kick Kevin’s ass. Luring Tiberius into a room to have her way with him, might be difficult with Grey as her wingman. She was excited to see him. This was crazy. They couldn’t be anything.

      Orin caught up, saying, “I’m with you guys.”

      Oh, perfect. Her Handler and her ex booty call. Way to go, Markus.

      They walked into the seedy bar. Triad was dancing with locals. Lexy’s eyes scanned the room. Tiberius was at a booth with a girl.

      “Here we go,” Grey mumbled.

      She was an idiot. She’d romanticised their encounters. He was on a date. It hadn't even been twenty-four hours since he showed up in her room. Oh, she was going to kill him. She was going to rip every appendage off his body. It was on. Enraged, Lexy snatched a tray out of a server’s hands, stormed over and smoked Tiberius in the face with it. The echoing clang caught Triad’s attention.

      “Guess a sneak attack’s out,” Orin remarked, grinning.

      In a heartbeat, the bar erupted into a deep south no holds barred brawl. His fling fled. Enraged, Lexy cursed, “You pathetic piece of shit!”

      Tiberius provoked, “I was bored,” scrambling under the table to escape.

      Chasing him through the drunken bar fight, Lexy dodged a flying chair. She tossed everyone who got in her way.

      Swinging at Kevin of Triad, Frost shouted, “Who creeps into their ex’s head while they’re in bed with another guy?”

      Manoeuvring out of his way, Kevin bantered, “You can’t even begin to comprehend our friendship, you slutty sociopath.”

      Orin smoked Kevin with a chair. Frost leapt on Kevin before he regained his bearings, choking him out, yelling, “I’m not a sociopath, you little prick!”

      Bulking up into a beastly Shifter, Stephanie of Triad came to his rescue. Frost soared into a flock of wasted patrons as Kevin scrambled away.

      Lexy ducked as another chair came sailing her way and smashed on the hardwood. Momentarily sidetracked, a Triad shanked her with a broken bottle, triggering her healing ability. Heat was all she felt battling her way through the immortal throw down. She lost Tiberius in the fight. Where was he? Scanning the crowd, she saw him flee through swinging doors. Forcing her way through scrapping immortals, Lexy burst into a kitchen and grabbed a butcher knife as Tiberius sprinted out. She chased him down a hallway. He dove into a room, slamming and locking the door. Oh, he was a dead man. Lexy booted the door open and ducked as a vase narrowly missed her. Dick!

      Chuckling, Tiberius apologised, “Baby, I can explain.”

      Strutting over, Lexy coldly countered, “No need. I’m just going to tear you a new asshole and get on with my week.”

      “Shit,” Tiberius laughed, tossing whatever he could find at her. He dove into the adjoining room. Pursuing him, serial killer casual, Lexy dodged everything he pitched to slow her down.

      Her Handler blocked Tiberius from escaping out the door. Grey decked Triad’s leader, saying, “I needed that.” Grinning, he shut the door, leaving them alone.

      Backing away, Tiberius flirtatiously provoked, “You’re sexy as hell when you’re angry. Lock the door, I need to be punished.”

      Her Handler was outside. Lexy taunted, “Thank you for making it easier to do my job.”

      “I’ve fantasized about this so many times. Baby, I knew you were coming. There’s no need to murder me,” Tiberius brazenly seduced like he stood a chance.

      Lust smouldered in his eyes as she pinned him against the wall. Clutching a butcher knife, Lexy decreed, “Thank you for clarifying where we stand. This makes everything less complicated.”

      “Does it? You have feelings for me. You wouldn’t care about any of this if you didn’t,” Tiberius pressed, gazing into her eyes.

      “I guess you’ll never know,” she answered.

      “Punish me,” he seduced, staring at her chest. “You know how I feel about you. That was nothing.”

      Pressing the blade against his throat, Lexy whispered, “We’re nothing. It’s easier this way.” With her lips a breath from his, she confessed, “I saw this night going in a different direction.” He was turned on. Damn it, so was she.

      “Fuck me or kill me. Make up your mind,” he dared, groaning as Lexy pressed her body against his.

      Caressing between his legs, she pushed him closer to the edge, vowing, “Oh, I’m going to kill you.”

      “Baby undo my pants,” he moaned.

      She slit his throat and left him gurgling, bleeding out on the floor.

      “I didn’t need to see that,” her Handler commented.

      Shit. Lexy turned to find Grey standing there, watching.

      Disguising how turned on she was, Lexy tried to shove past, baiting, “Which part?”

      Holding his ground, Grey confessed, “All of it. Everything. Are you insane?”

      “Probably,” she decreed, wanting to leave.

      “Tell me it’s over and I’ll let it go,” Grey asserted, blocking her route.

      This was how it always was. Every time his feelings for her resurfaced, she moved heaven and earth for a night in his arms. He was spelt to forget. In the morning, she’d be friend zoned. She couldn’t do this right now. She was turned on and confused. Lexy sighed, “I’ve had a shitty night, Greydon. Can we reschedule this lecture?”

      “My night sucked too, Lex. I watched you do that. You can’t have feelings for him,” her Handler pressed.

      “It’s not an issue anymore,” Lexy countered. “It’s over, done. I killed him. Get out of my way. We have a job to finish.”

      Reaching for her, Grey persisted, “Even if I forget, you know I love you. Use me. Be with me.”

      They’d been playing this game for too many decades. Clutching the knife, Lexy warned, “Last chance. Get out of my way.”

      Firmly standing his ground like a dumbass, her Handler said, “You won’t hurt me.”

      “I will,” Lexy pledged, bubbling over with rage.

      Gazing into her eyes, Grey whispered, “You won’t.”

      Damn it, she couldn’t. She could kill herself to make a point. She wasn’t the only Healer on this job. Raising the knife to her own chest, she threatened, “Get out of my way. I swear, I’ll do it.” Shaking his head, Grey stepped out of her way. Lexy stormed out into the hall, heard multiple whooshes, and looked down at way too many arrows in her torso. Shit. Trinity joined the party. Looking back at Grey, her vision flickered as she went down.
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        * * *

      

      Twitching her fingers in the warm silken sand of the in-between, Lexy grinned as she squinted in blinding light. No Pina Colada for her, she had company. Getting up, Lexy noticed she was the only deceased Ankh. This was embarrassing.

      Attached to the multi-hued cerulean sky by luminescent light in a flowing ivory gown, Ankh’s Guardian reprimanded, “You’re usually the last one dead. Explain.” Azariah motioned for her to follow.

      She already knew. She could see it in her eyes. Lexy confessed, “Trinity sneak attack. I was distracted.”

      “Let’s have a chat about why Handlers and Dragons shouldn’t fornicate,” Azariah teased as they strolled through the white sand desert.

      There were lots of shells in the sand. If she picked one up it would quench her thirst for chaos. A wave would appear like a blinding wall of pain and wash her sins away. With her crimson locks shimmering in eternal sunshine, Lexy confessed, “It’s like living in limbo. The love that connects us, tortures us. Every time I try to move on, Grey panics and pulls me back in. I love him too much to turn him away.”

      “You aren’t the innocent party. You push buttons to bring him back. Your ability to supersede our rules may have something to do with your Guardian paternity. His memory wipe is supposed to last years,” Azariah scolded. “You signed up for an eternity as a sacrificial lamb for the greater good. You have a job to do. Your relationship drama needs to be stifled. We don’t care how you do it. Shift your romantic focus elsewhere or erase him. It’s painful, but essential. This fling with Tiberius is causing damage to your Handler bond. Be more discreet or cut it off.”

      Walking in sandy womb like warmth, Lexy agreed, “Fine.”

      Ankh’s Guardian clapped her hands, and they were on a cliff overlooking a clay ravine. She loved training new Ankh here. This was where they made newbies hold hands and jump. Everyone knew they couldn’t stop while holding hands. They went splat in the ravine until someone let go. That’s how they found the weakest link. When they went into Testing, they had to stay together, or they wouldn’t be able to get out. She rather enjoyed creating bonds through trauma. Once the pregnant one had her baby, they’d begin training this new group of Ankh. Lexy peered over the edge. Shit, they needed a Venom to put them to sleep. Trinity was there. Lexy enquired, “We lost the girl to Trinity, didn’t we?”

      Strolling off the edge like there was an invisible bridge, Ankh’s Guardian paused in mid-air, she turned and changed the subject, “Your presence has been requested in the Third-Tier Realm. Amar, from the other continent is your backup. He’ll meet you there. It may be good to have a break from your Handler. The Aries group is transporting your shell. It’ll be there when you come out. My brother uncorking your Guardian abilities early may work out in our favour. You’re going to need them. It’s a trap. The King of the Third-Tier Realm will try to capture you. You have an impressive grasp on pausing time. That’s all you’ll need to make your dominance clear.”

      “If we know it’s a trap, why am I going? I’ve only stopped time by fluke,” Lexy admitted.

      “Knowing something is going to happen alters the odds of any situation. We have time to prepare. I can teach you everything you need to know about being Guardian in five seconds.”

      Well, now she was curious. “I’ll bite,” Lexy laughed. “Give me your five second wisdom.”

      “Intention,” Azariah decreed like she’d given her a golden ticket.

      Grinning, Lexy repeated, “Intention, that’s it?”

      “Test it out. Join me. Step off the cliff,” Azariah prompted.

      “Explain intention first,” Lexy sparred.

      Their Guardian stated, “Have faith you can do it.”

      “Why?” Lexy questioned, curious.

      “Stopping a bullet to protect Grey was instinctual. I’ll give you a visual. She waved her hand and a black, swirling vortex appeared. “That’s where you need to go. Believe you can walk out here. You have the genetics for portal travel. Walk through it. Amar is waiting for you.”

      This was the training she needed to not be captured by a Third-Tier King? Just walk off a cliff and step into an ominous portal. This was super dumb.

      “Keep thinking like that and you’ll fall,” Azariah teased.

      She knew how to stop herself if she fell. Why not? Lexy stepped off the ledge and plummeted towards an unforgiving ravine floor. In a flash of light, she was on the cliff ledge.

      “Faith isn’t knowing what to do when something goes wrong. It’s choosing something, believing there’s no other outcome,” Azariah lectured.

      She was being held up by that ray of light.

      “This may take a while,” their Guardian laughed, strolling back to solid ground. “Come, I’ll explain this from another angle.”

      Lexy followed her away. Yes, dumb it down. I spent my puberty in in a barn stall held captive by demons. High school was replaced by another form of torture. Azariah swung her hand and they reappeared in the forest. Glowing sun descended, banishing day to embrace night as shadows reached for her like arms of an omniscient being. Ready to throw down with a shadow, the nocturnal serenade of wild creatures swelled her heart. Grey would love this. Going anywhere without him was an interplanetary incident waiting to happen. Who would reign her in when the Dragon came out to play? He was best friend code choked about a fling. He’d freak out if she left the planet. With the area around her lit by another’s glow as per usual, Lexy whispered, “I can’t go anywhere without Grey.”

      “Don’t worry. We’re sending your Handler a distraction to lighten the physical effects and nausea,” the luminescent being soothed. “Just stand here with me. Relax your mind.”

      Handler separation side effects. Good to know. She was never going to leave him. He may drive her crazy, but at the end of the day, Greydon Riley was everything to her. His was the smile she needed in the morning. It was his eyes she longed for. His presence calmed her. He was her tether to Ankh. In truth, he was her connection to everything. He tamed the wild thing with his humour and light. Her fling with an enemy hurt their bond. She let an attraction get the best of her. A snake slithered across the path by her toes. A visual of hundreds squirming out of her palms in Immortal Testing slipped into her mind. She wasn’t afraid. Snakes squirming out of your palms would stick with anyone. When you were in the in-between your mind brought things with you. Scrunching her nose, Lexy probed, “What lesson are you planning to teach me?”

      “Sometimes it takes a fresh perspective. If a Mountain Lion attacked you right now, what would you do? Would you stand and fight or run?” Her magical relation asked.

      “Fight. You know what I am. What does this have to do with intention?” Lexy answered, waiting for the punchline.

      Their Guardian probed, “Why would you fight?”

      “Instinct,” Lexy declared, wondering why they were hanging out in the forest. Walk off a cliff into a swirling portal. No, wait. Let me dumb this down for you, and now, they were hiking.

      Smiling, their glowing Guardian disclosed, “Intention is similar to instinct. Once you learn to harness your reaction, you'll see the connection. Besides your healing ability, what comes naturally?”

      Watching the woods where light muted to darkness, becoming a void of hooting owls and crackling branches, Lexy responded, “You know, the usual depravities my Dragon self brings. I can block objects and stop myself from falling.”

      “Everything you used as an example required intention. If I called it instinct would that make a difference?” The Guardian toyed as a flash of tan caught her attention in the bushes.

      “Maybe? Is it though? Instinct is something you feel, intention is something you do,” Lexy answered.

      “Okay, you’re catching on. If I threw something at you, you’d block it and call it instinct. So why would walking off a cliff be any different when you know you’re genetically capable? If you didn't believe you could block something coming at you, what would you do?”

      “Kick it’s ass or move out of the way,” Lexy responded, as bushes to her left crackled. Scanning the darkened forest for a weapon, she picked up a stick. Clutching it, Lexy said, “You're going to make me fight a mountain lion, aren’t you?”

      “I’m not sure what’s coming. Do you want to fight a mountain lion?” Azariah sparred, watching the crimson-haired Dragon of Clan Ankh prepare to brawl whatever showed up.

      “I wouldn’t mind,” Lexy remarked as she thought of a blade. It appeared in her grasp. Five cougars strode out of the bushes surrounding her. “You shouldn’t have,” she teased with a smirk. Stoked to throw down, Lexy cracked her neck and stretched.

      “How do you know when you’re in over your head?” Azariah commented, observing her excitement.

      Cockily signalling them to her, Lexy stated, “I’ll let you know. I’m a little insulted you put this simulation on the easy setting.” Before her eyes, all five of her predatory foes morphed to triple the size as fangs elongated. Now, it was a fight. Unswayed, Lexy glanced at her Guardian relation, toying, “Are you sticking around for the bloodbath?”

      “I’ll watch from elsewhere. When you’re done working out your aggression, hit pause,” Azariah instructed, vanishing.

      Snaggle-toothed monstrosities emerged from bushes. “What are you waiting for?” Lexy taunted, provoking the felines with a swing of her blade. This was a no chance scenario. Azariah wanted her to freeze this fight. Ego urged her to prove she didn’t have to. Narrowly avoiding beastly claws, she took off with a flash of crimson hair, darting between trees as she sprinted through the forest. As salivating monstrosities closed in on her, Lexy swung her arms, launching them away with force of will. As the stunned struggled, Lexy killed them. Victorious for mere seconds, she sighed as more came bounding at her through greenery. Enough. She swung her arms, commanding, “Stop!” The in-between was motionless.

      Doing a slow clap, Azariah appeared, saying, “Intention.”

      “I get it now. You want me to willingly walk into a trap and freeze time to freak The King out when he tries to capture us. How long does it freeze for?”

      Placing a hand on her shoulder, Ankh’s Guardian instructed, “Less than a minute. Use it wisely. Make it clear you have use of your Guardian abilities. Don’t worry about playing nice. You’re at the top of the immortal food chain. You’ve fought and prevailed in their Colosseum. The King fears you. You are Lexy Abrelle, the infamous Dragon of Ankh. Follow Amar’s lead. He knows who you can trust. He’s been given a three-use safe word to calm you in Grey’s absence.”

      She didn’t want to go anywhere without her Handler, but it wasn’t a choice. “Guess it’s time to walk off a cliff,” Lexy said, smiling.

      Azariah teased, “Look up.”

      Lexy peered up. Cool. A black swirling vortex dropped from the sky like a tornado and sucked her up. It was like being inside a Rose Quartz Ankh Tomb. The sense of motion without sight, then everything stopped.
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      As her brain flickered, she was spat out of a swirling vortex above the Colosseum. Landing crouching in red sand to raucous applause, Lexy of Ankh rose in sparse gold attire with her crimson hair rippling like a victory flag in the wind.

      A mauve guy, chuckled, “That’s how you make an entrance.”

      He tossed her a knife. Was she in the right place? She scanned the stands as trumpets blared.

      A voice announced, “Round one.”

      Guess this was happening. Lexy shrugged, and asked, “What are we fighting?”

      “Who are you?” He laughed, clutching his weapon.

      Watching the elaborate archway to see what they were up against, she said, “Lexy of Ankh.”

      “I’m Benji. Honoured to fight with you,” the guy replied.

      Oh, she had so many questions. Dropping her into a Colosseum with a purple guy named Benji was a good way to throw her off her game. He looked human. Maybe it was makeup? Lexy glanced his way asking, “What did you do to end up entertainment for a colosseum of elitist Third-Tier immortals?”

      “I volunteered,” Benji chuckled. “I crashed in the desert. We need supplies.”

      This guy was going to die. “Are you immortal?” Lexy enquired.

      “No. Why?” Benji answered as a massive terrifying beast with slick tar black scales, fangs and a scorpion tail emerged through the arches.

      Damn it. She couldn’t slip into a Dragon state and help this guy survive. Lexy instructed, “It’s slow. It has no peripheral vision. This is your fight. If you don’t have an active role in taking it out, they’ll make you go again. Run around the colosseum. Stay close to the wall. Grab that axe by the archway. Chop off the tail. I’ll keep it focused on me.” The mortal was stunned. “Go,” Lexy urged, shoving Benji. With blade in hand, Ankh’s crimson-haired assassin casually strolled over, taunting, “I hope you brought back up.” Pitchy wailing, the beast waddled towards her as the crowd roared. Lapping the colosseum, Benji grabbed the axe. As he snuck up behind the monstrosity, people yelled to warn the beast. It turned and saw Benji. Lexy leapt on it, yelling, “Run!”

      Lumbering after Benji as he fled, it swatted her off with its tail. Lexy rolled away as it thumped crimson sand near missing her with its deadly tail. Benji sprinted at the salivating monster as it pounded sand, trying to squash her. Badass purple guy swung the axe, slicing off its tail. The beast shrieked as it spun to face the mortal. Sacrificial lamb time. Scrambling towards it, Lexy stabbed the tar demon’s hind quarter. Yowling, it turned back, chomping razor teeth into her torso, shaking Lexy until her vision flickered as the crowd cheered. Blood rained as she hummed with rage. She should have intended to make her flesh impermeable. On the beast’s back Benji rage stabbed the monster, its jaw slackened, and it dropped her. Ouch. Rising from the sand as her stomach wound sealed, Lexy looked at Benji and said, “Well done.”

      He rushed to her, panicking, “How are you standing?”

      “I have a healing ability,” Lexy explained. “I’m fine.” Royal guards surged through the arches encircling the colosseum.

      Confused, Benji questioned, “What are they doing?”

      Grinning, Lexy chuckled, “Don’t worry. This isn’t for you.”

      Benji stammered, “Good to know.”

      Waving at the royal seating, Lexy shouted, “You’re only going to piss me off.” She wanted to turn it off, slip into her emotionless Dragon state and massacre everyone in this colosseum. As guards raised their weapons, she yelled, “Get rid of the First-Tier if you want a real show!”

      The King’s voice came over an intercom, “Know your place, Dragon!”

      “Know your place, Third-Tier!” Lexy cockily hollered back.

      “Put the Dragon down!” The King commanded.

      Oh, it was on. Rage bubbled within as palace guards rushed her. Intending to stop time, Lexy waved her hand. She sealed Benji in a blue orb. Whoops. With no idea what she’d done, she commenced taking out all who came for her as the orb protecting the mortal being bounced on the red sand unharmed. As visions of the dark farm flickered in her mind, emotion vanished. With each slash of her blade assailant’s blood gushed and sprayed until all who dared challenge her were writhing in the crimson sand, pleading for their lives. Dragons had no use for mercy. The wild thing strode over to the incapacitated guards with an axe.

      Over the loudspeaker, The King’s voice decreed, “Enough!”

      Unfazed by a lesser being’s commands, Lexy chopped off fifty heads and pointed at The King.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the royal seating, Amar commented, “She’s coming up here. I have the ability to stop it, but you’ve violated the Treaty. I’m going to need your word.”

      The King commanded, “I am the ruler of this realm. What you need is of no consequence to me. Stop the Guardian Spawn or be entombed.”

      The Princess rationed, “Entombing an Ambassador violates the Treaty. Clearly, she has use of Guardian power. Do you want everyone to catch onto her altered Tier status?”

      Enjoying his brother’s lesson in humility, Prince Amadeus coughed to cover up a chuckle as his Ankh friend rage-stabbed slaughtered corpses, shrieking.

      Irritated, The King addressed Amar, “Fine. Shut this down. It’s almost time for dinner. She will not be left unattended. You will stay by her side. Take her to be cleaned. I want her presentable. Can you do this?”

      “That’s the best you’ll get,” Amadeus whispered.

      The Royals were ushered out. Immortals evacuated the stands as Amar jogged down the stone stairs against the flow of fleeing immortals, emerging on the interior of the archway. As the blood drenched Dragon of Ankh stormed through the arches too far gone for ration. He sliced his arm and held up his hand. The Ankh symbol on his palm strobed with white light. Squeezing his eyes shut, Amar used his safe word, “Oklahoma.”

      Emotion flickered in Lexy’s eyes. He explained, “It’s Amar. The fight is over. I need to get you cleaned up.”
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        * * *

      

      Coming out of a Dragon state was usually accompanied by the sight of Grey. She didn’t know Amar well.

      Showing her the Ankh brand on his palm, Amar said, “Please don’t kill me, we’re on the same side.”

      It took her a second. Lexy glanced back at the bodies and a guy inside a blue bubble, asking, “What’s with the guy in the ball?”

      Grinning, Amar reminded, “You dropped from the sky into a mortal being’s battle. After you helped him win, The King tried to capture you. You put the guy in that orb… then decapitated fifty guards.”

      Seems legit. “I’d better try to get him out of the orb before we go anywhere,” Lexy remarked, walking into the bloodbath.

      Amar followed, chuckling, “They cleared the stands fast after you massacred these guards like it was nothing.”

      Reaching the guy in the bubble, Lexy glanced back at Amar, admitting, “I’m glad they left. I have no clue how I did this.”

      Intention. She’d saved him. That was the protective orb’s purpose. She poked it. Gross. It was squishy and warm. She tried to cut him out and the orb reacted by bouncing away. Wild.

      Amar ran after it. He caught up and held it steady, urging, “Try again. Quickly before someone sees you trying to figure it out.”

      Intention. She had to have faith she could do it. There was no other outcome. Lexy placed her hands against it and looked into the mortal’s eyes, wanting him free. It vanished. He dropped into the crimson sand and remained where he was, scared shitless.

      Amar held out a hand, explaining, “She’s not feral anymore. No worries.”

      Awkwardly smiling, Lexy said, “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      “Besides the nausea from spinning in a ball, I’m good,” Benji maintained as they wandered from the red sand colosseum, past livestock stalls onto the cool tile of an empty corridor.

      “I guess nobody’s coming to force me to bathe this time,” Lexy whispered.

      Grinning, as they wandered down a long white marble hallway barefoot, Amar reminded, “You just murdered fifty guards.”

      Lexy glanced down. As per usual, she was covered in blood.

      Pulling aside a curtain, Amar ushered them into the bathing area. Scantily clad servants stood by the luxurious pools awaiting instruction. “I have no issues with being lathered up gorgeous strangers,” Amar chuckled, removing his shirt.

      In awe of the ornate marble pools covered in sweet-scented flower petals, Benji whispered, “Are they bathing us?”

      She’d forgotten about her purple friend. Guess she’d get to find out if it was makeup in a minute.

      “Enjoy being pampered. You’re under our protection,” Amar responded.

      Wincing, Lexy began trying to figure out how to remove her mystery attire.

      Smiling, Amar moved closer, whispering, “Get in. They’ll take it off for you.”

      She didn’t want anyone to touch her. After returning from a Dragon state, she required time to reboot her emotions before dealing with irritations. Amar didn’t know. He was a temp with the use of magical words. She needed the boy who tamed a Dragon in the wild. Greydon Riley, with his dark blonde hair and beast enticing smile. If you overlooked the naughty time amnesia, he was perfect. Lexy looked for a weapon. Nothing but green velvet curtains. She needed to stab herself and heel a few times to chill out. She couldn’t do it here. Her pulse raced as her lizard brain revved. She wanted to scream. She had to get her shit together before anyone noticed. Yearning for her Handler’s presence, her eyes darted to Amar.

      Catching her distress, Amar cupped her face, assuring, “I have two more safe words. Go ahead. Turn off your emotions.”

      That was a horrible idea. Maintaining eye contact, she whispered, “I’ll kill everyone. Help me take this off.”

      Adjusting the shoulder of her sheath, Amar stopped himself from smiling as it slid down to her hips, exposing her chest. He provoked, “You’re Guardian. You can do anything you want. You are an anomaly with magic these fools can’t begin to comprehend. Own it.”

      Amar walked away bare assed. Benji followed him. She grinned at his mauve rear-view. He really was purple. Her afterlife was strange. Embracing her inner Guardian, Lexy stepped out of her sheath, kicked it aside and got into the steaming pool. Submerging under petals, she rose with the blood of her enemies washed away.

      A woman she recognized directed, “Come with me.”

      Strolling over to another pool where Amar and Benji were being bathed, Lexy grinned. They were purposely pushing her buttons. Nude, she waded in like the queen of the universe and sunk beneath petals. As they began washing her, her eyes met with Amar’s.

      Amar’s voice piped into her thoughts, ‘Look at me.’

      Normally, prolonged eye contact would be out of the question but her attraction to the unfamiliar Ankh intrigued her. Gazing into Amar’s sultry eyes as they bathed his toned torso, arousal flickered as sudsy hands slid over her ivory breasts. The desire to have her way with her co-conspirator, didn’t give ration a speck of leeway as Amar inched closer. Concealed by petals, their hands touched beneath the water’s surface. Their eyes locked. She’d been hurt. She was primed to do something stupid. Playing chicken with their morals, the servants left, closing the curtain. Fighting attraction, Lexy whispered, “You need to stab me.”

      Amar’s eyes grew darker as he whispered, “Even the thought of stabbing you turns me on.”

      She felt his hand on her thigh. This was a horrible idea.

      Benji commented, “I’m still here.”

      They moved away from each other. Amar apologized, “Sorry.”

      “I can leave if you need a minute,” Benji taunted, smiling.

      Relieved, Lexy assured, “It’s just magic.”

      “He’s attractive, and you have spots,” Benji sparred. “There’s no need to explain.”

      Spots? What spots? “You mean freckles?” Lexy laughed.

      The curtains shifted as a lady in a tan sheath, came in saying, “Lexy of Ankh, I’m ready for you.”

      Without looking back at Amar, Lexy got out. Escaping the awkward situation, she vanished behind the curtains.

      Leading her to a booth, her attendant introduced herself, “I’m Arielle, your stylist technician. We’ve upgraded the system. You’ll find it faster than before.”

      Third-Tier use technology for strange things. Knowing the drill, Lexy stepped inside. Arielle closed the door. After a loud vibration, warm air dried her. She stepped out with ready to style hair. At the next booth, they gave her choices based on her last visit to the Third-Tier realm. Pointing at makeup similar to what she’d worn before on the screen, she opted for wavy hair and stepped inside.

      A voice instructed, “Chin on the rest. Eyes and mouth closed.”

      It hummed while air brushing makeup on and tickled as it did her hair. She got out. Her stylist rolled out a teal gown and helped her put it on. There was no need to alter a thing. It fit perfectly.

      “You look beautiful,” Arielle declared. “See for yourself.”

      Wandering to the full-length mirror, Lexy took in the work of art. She’d tried but never come close to copying the makeup she had last time she was here. Her face was a work of art.

      “I took the liberty of picking out your jewellery. I hope you don’t mind,” Arielle explained.

      Lifting her hair as Arielle did up the exquisite emerald necklace, Lexy noticed the girl’s brand of Ankh and enquired, “How did you end up here?”

      Fixing her hair, Arielle answered, “I was in love with a Third-Tier. She was entombed for not welcoming The King’s advances. I lost everything we’d built because Second-Tier aren’t allowed to own property in this realm.”

      “That’s horrible,” Lexy replied, watching the Ankh in her reflection. “Were you with Amar’s group?”

      With chestnut hair and eyes that crinkled as she smiled, Arielle disclosed, “Amar’s a good friend but I’m from ICCA settlement 5.”

      Curious, Lexy questioned, “Is that another planet?”

      “It’s here, in the southern hemisphere. My parents were Third-Tier. I have no abilities. It’s a genetic glitch. Every Third-Tier born mortal is sent to settlement 5. They don’t want us breeding with their pristine population. When I resurrected after an incident, I was transferred here because I’m dormant Second-Tier.”

      Scrunching her face, Lexy replied, “Did they bury you?”

      “Unfortunately,” Arielle laughed, motioning for her to follow.

      Walking with her entertaining new friend, Lexy said, “I’ve been there.”

      “I’m one of Prince Amadeus’ attendants. He wanted to make sure I was taken care of. Amar gave me the brand,” the petite brunette with deep-set blue eyes revealed.

      As they strolled under intricately carved ivory archways, Lexy disclosed, “I consider Prince Amadeus a friend.”

      Reaching the banquet hall, Arielle whispered, “He picked out your jewellery.”

      Smiling, Lexy thought of the Third-Tier Prince who’d always had her back. Knowing Amadeus was kind to everyone regardless of status, she touched the necklace he’d chosen as Arielle walked away. She’d been on the edge. The conversation with a stranger calmed her. When they opened the fancy double doors, announcing her, Lexy wasn’t thinking about The King’s capture attempt or her magical attraction to her temporary Handler. She was looking forward to spending time with Amadeus.
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      All eyes turned her way, sizing her up as she wandered to the table of royalty. Chandeliers hung from the ceiling with jewel toned tapestries decorating the walls. Amar got up and pulled out her chair. As she sat, Lexy whispered, “Where is our purple friend?”

      “He’s safe. We’ll see him after we eat,” Amar assured.

      Her eyes darted to Prince Amadeus. He’d backed up his age. Their eyes met and the charming royal winked.

      Leaning closer, Amar whispered, “You look gorgeous.”

      “Where’s The King?” Lexy whispered, noticing the empty chair at head of the table.

      Grinning, Amar whispered, “He has to be seated last. We were waiting for you.”

      Whoops. He was going to be bitchy. Sitting in the chair next to The King wasn’t going to be good for her patience level. Noticing the goblet of wine in front of her, she picked it up and peered inside. She wanted to drink, but after The King’s lame attempt to assert his dominance, it might be poisoned. Sensing eyes on her, she turned. Sinfully sexy in his tan attire, Amar was staring at her. “Do I have something in my teeth?” Lexy teased, grinning.

      “This magical bond is making me think naughty things,” Amar confessed, mesmerized by her.

      Intrigued, Lexy locked eyes with him, provoking, “Like what?”

      Everyone stood in silence as they announced The King and her stomach rumbled like a Grizzly bear’s mating call. Half the table was silently, shaking laughing. Guess she was hungry? Please don’t growl again. Please don’t. Everyone sat down after The King. She did what everyone else did out of habit.

      Amar noticed she hadn’t touched her wine. He whispered, “It’s good.”

      Hanging out with a smorgasbord of Third-Tier felt like juggling dynamite over a fire. Seductively crossing her legs, she sipped from her goblet, as a plate was placed before her with three chestnut sized things and sauce. Bet hers was poisoned. She watched everyone eating with their hands. Yes, they have no cutlery here. Scrutinizing her meal, hunger bickered with distrust. Amar’s arm brushed hers, lighting up her libido. Oh, my. She was a smidge off feral.

      “It’s good,” Amar urged, eating his.

      The King baited, “I didn’t poison it. I swear.”

      Award for worst timing ever goes to the douche wad with the pretentious jewelled crown. Smirking, Lexy took a sample bite, discovering it was fruit with something like brown sugar drizzled on it. It wasn’t bad. The next course was meat and either soup or dip. Looking around the table, some Third-Tier were dipping, others were drinking from the bowl. She wrapped her meat in a tortilla thing and dipped it. It was delicious. Enjoying her meal, she listened to conversations about her marrying The King. That wasn’t happening. She’d rather be entombed. Sensing the royal’s gaze, their eyes met.

      “We could rule everything together,” The King seduced.

      Squinting, Lexy replied, “You tried to rape my sister.”

      “I succeeded,” The King decreed.

      She couldn’t allow him to think he had his way with a Guardian. Shaking her head, Lexy baited, “She was too intimidating. You were flaccid as dead Trout.”

      Concealing laughter by pretending to choke, Amar turned away.

      “What’s a Trout?” The King questioned.

      He was trying to provoke her. Ironically, she was doing the same thing. Lexy sighed, “It doesn’t matter. You couldn’t get it up.”

      “Get what up?” He quizzed.

      “Your wee willy. The dysfunctional brain between your legs,” Lexy antagonized.

      “You weren’t there,” he bantered.

      “I was,” Lexy disclosed, smirking.

      “You lie,” he stated.

      Grinning, Lexy toyed, “You can’t do anything about it.”

      Irate, The King stood up, commanding, “Seize The Guardian spawn!”

      The guards looked at each other as they hesitantly inched towards her. After what she’d done earlier, they were terrified. Amar and Amadeus weren’t the least bit concerned. They believed in her. It was sweet. The King started freaking out and a hoard of staff rushed her. She waved and time froze. She had a minute to make it count. Darting through the paused herd, she slit throats and pants The King, leaving him standing there with his wee winky dangling. Time started. Bodies fell in the crowd. The King was half naked. Everybody panicked and raced for the doors. “Everyone ran at the sight of you naked,” Lexy teased, thoroughly entertained.

      Switching personalities while pulling up his pants, The King opted out of his abduction attempt, saying, “You’re a viable Guardian with abilities. I’ll honour the Treaty. For now.”

      She really wanted to kill this idiot.

      “The planetary migrator was paying for supplies by offering to be our entertainment. We have a barter system. The one in need, chooses the direction of the barter. They opt to take or leave the request. If you want something, the price can be anything. Jewels are only pretty things and money is obsolete in this realm. You’re an Ambassador. Guests in my kingdom don’t ridicule my genitals. For safety reasons, we’ll enter tombs and do a virtual gathering to discuss your debt to the crown.”

      Amar stepped in, “Agreed.”

      “When we’re done with business, we can take different doors,” The King decreed.

      “I guess,” Lexy answered, wondering how she was going to eat the cake they placed in front of her without cutlery.

      “I had this Earth delicacy made for you,” The King explained.

      Swiping her finger through the icing, Lexy licked it off. It tasted like vanilla. Peering up, she noticed The King staring and confessed, “I have no idea how to eat icing covered cake without cutlery. It’s good though.”

      Dipping his finger in his cake, The King offered it, “You can have some of mine. Lick it off.”

      “Hard no,” Lexy stated, turning to look at Amar with wide eyes.

      “Women yearn for me,” The King proclaimed. “You won’t be able to help yourself.”

      Mouthing, “Help me,” to Amar, Lexy turned back to their delusional host as Third-Tier hesitantly sampled the messy Earth treat. Opting to make herself undesirable, she pushed The King’s elitist buttons by picking up her icing covered slice and chomping into it like an ill-bred heathen. With bulging cheeks, and cake all over her face, she watched The King’s intrigued expression. After devouring it all, Lexy wiped her face and hands on a silk napkin, grateful her makeup was a temporary tattoo. Grinning with cake in her teeth, she commented, “Not bad.” A server passed her a tiny glass with liquid in it and an empty one. She sniffed it. It didn’t smell like anything. Everyone was passed one. Confused, she looked at Amar.

      Leaning closer, Amar whispered, “They do this instead of using toothbrushes. Gargle with the clear liquid. Spit it into the empty glass, then take a drink of water.”

      The King rose, announcing, “Be in the Crypts in fifteen minutes.”

      Amar took her arm as they followed the crowd, whispering, “I need to use the washroom.”

      “So do I,” Lexy whispered as they detoured down the hall. “I sure hope they haven’t upgraded anything.”

      Chuckling, Amar whispered, “We’ll figure it out.”

      The door opened as they reached it, sliding into the wall. They automated wacky things. It was just how she remembered it. Soothing music was playing. There were dozens of sealed cubicles in each row, six rows deep. Black and white marble everywhere.

      Amar went into a stall. He peered out, explaining, “The primary-coloured handprints on the wall are the same. Be straight with me, are you going to get trapped in the washroom? We only have fifteen minutes.”

      “I might” she taunted, closing the door. It locked and the hum of the music was gone. She sat on the toilet, and went, then felt for the button on the rim. She pressed it. A plastic wrap like bubble pressed against her bottom. The door slid and stopped close to her knees.

      A deep voice prompted, “Choose your desired temperature by placing your hand on the wall.”

      There were yellow, red, green and blue handprints. Shit. She was drawing a blank. The voice kept repeating the command. Quit pressuring me. Green felt like the safest choice. She winced and placed her hand on green.

      The voice announced, “You cannot choose the option for go until you have chosen your desired temperature.”

      Think Lexy, think. You’ve done this before. It’s just an overcomplicated bidet, green means go. It started coming back to her. She pressed yellow. Nothing happened. Whoops, she had to press, go. Placing her hand on green, there was a spray of warmth followed by a burst of air. Sitting with warm breeze blowing on her hoo ha was relaxing when it wasn’t a surprise.

      “Press stop,” the booth instructed.

      Amar was waiting for her. Laughing, she pressed red.

      The booth spoke in a monotone voice, “Repeat.”

      Lexy hissed, “Shit, no! Don’t repeat! Stop! I want to stop!” She made the same mistake last time.

      The air stopped blowing. A voice spoke, “Do you want to use the voice control option?”

      Oh, good. “Yes,” she declared.

      The voice said, “What is your command?”

      Exhaling, Lexy stated, “Stop!”

      A gust of air sucked the film on her into the toilet and politely said, “Have a productive evening.” The wall moved out.

      Shaking her head at herself, Lexy escaped and closed the door, to avoid being doused with air freshener.

      Leaning against the row of stalls, Amar chuckled, “I knew you’d figure it out.”

      “I was plotting to foil a virgin sacrifice the last time I used these bathrooms,” Lexy disclosed, leaving Triad out of it. Tiberius risked everything to help her save Kayn.

      Entertained by her unfiltered confession, Amar probed, “Why tell me? We barely know each other. What if I use that knowledge to get myself out of trouble?”

      “They can’t do anything to me now,” Lexy replied, smiling as tension flickered in the air.

      Caressing her crimson hair, his amber-flecked brown eyes penetrated hers as he flirtatiously toyed, “Try to get through the night without trying to assassinate The King again.”

      Exhaling as he ran his hand down her arm, Lexy sparred, “No promises.” Amar was tempting. She had to stay on task. Holding her hands under sanitizer, she enquired, “When you press the button on the rim of the toilet, what is that stuff?”

      “Sanitizer with sensation enhancers,” Amar answered as they strolled out together.

      Grinning, Lexy revealed, “You can imagine the comedy that ensued after Grey puked in one of these toilets and pressed that button on the rim, thinking he was flushing it. He nearly suffocated.”

      “I heard about that,” Amar whispered as they passed intricate tapestries and excited Third-Tier.

      Playfully shoving her Ankh cohort, Lexy said, “Don’t you dare say anything to Grey. He’ll be so embarrassed.”

      Taking her arm, Amar whispered, “If you kill The King, you’ll get me in trouble.”

      Chuckling, Lexy suggested, “If I were you, I’d keep him away from me tonight.”

      Grinning, Amar called her bluff, “You won’t really do it.”

      “I’m supposed to make sure he knows I’m at the top of the food chain,” Lexy countered.

      “You’ve tried to kill him twice,” Amar whispered, shaking his head as they manoeuvered the crowd.

      Laughing, Lexy whispered, “If I was trying to kill him, he’d be dead.”

      As the crowd parted and went through separate doors, Amar led her into Ankh’s Crypt, whispering, “We’re going to have so much fun.”

      Coming at Amar as he walked in, Benji accused, “That asshole branded me!”

      “You weren’t making it off this planet alive. Now, you’re under our protection. If you die, we can bring you back,” Amar revealed, climbing into a large stone tomb lined with rose quartz. “Good news. You get to come to the party. Come on, you two. It’s better if we go in the same one.”

      They couldn’t just bring a purple guy back to Earth. She had so many questions.

      Stubbornly, Benji declared, “I’m not getting in there until you tell me what it’s for.”

      Touching his shoulder, Lexy explained, “We travel to the in-between in these.”

      Amar climbed in, prompting, “That brand is a get out of your next demise free card. Get in, kid.”

      The trio laid flat on their backs with Benji in the middle, the tomb closed automatically. A soothing voice instructed, “Place your hand in the symbol above if you agree to a discretionary short term memory wipe.”

      Chuckling, Amar directed, “Trust me. You want it.”

      She did trust him. This temporary connection was impressive. She put her hand in the print.

      Benji questioned, “What are we doing?”

      “I have no idea,” Lexy confessed. Their mauve friend, put his hand in the print like a badass. Benji was going to lose his shit. The tomb began to vibrate. They squeezed their eyes closed as incapacitating light strobed. Lexy shouted, “Don’t puke on me!”

      “What?” Benji hollered back.

      They were abruptly launched upwards with their new friend pitchy shrieking. After dozens of spins, they paused for just long enough to think it was over, then dropped, plummeting in a flat spin like a vomit-inducing carnival ride. Light flashed, and instead of free falling into the in-between, there was a smooth surface beneath their hands as the glare ceased. They opened their eyes.

      As the waves of nausea subsided, Benji gasped, “That was horrible.”

      They were in a large circular room of vastly different doors. Helping him up, Lexy apologized, “Anything involving tombs is a wild ride. I’ve never been here before.” Transparent immortals solidified each time she blinked until there was a crowd. Everyone was wearing Grecian attire. Torchlight flickered as Lexy took in the intricately engraved colourful doors encircling her. Third-Tier began entering rooms, releasing a burst of music or chatter that silenced each time a door closed. She turned to Amar. He was right beside her a second ago.

      Glued to her side, Benji whispered, “Why does it feel like I could get lost in here?”

      Self-preservation. Taking his hand, Lexy whispered, “Do you see Amar?”

      Pointing at a crowd gathered by a teal door, Benji whispered, “He’s over there, chatting with that ass who tricked me into fighting a monster for supplies.”

      Everyone vanished until the hall was nearly empty as they wandered over to the royalty. A scarlet-hued door was opened and closed, silencing hedonistic pleasure.

      Greeting her with a wide smile, Amar teased, “Welcome to the Third-Tier playground.”

      Glancing her way, The King sparred, “It’s the safest way to entertain heathens.” Noticing her purple companion, he toyed, “Adopting an alien?”

      Sensing the smart assed response on the tip of Benji’s tongue, Lexy squeezed his hand, bantering, “If that’s what it takes to protect him.”

      Entertained by the crimson-haired immortal’s lack of respect for authority, The King decreed, “We can discuss payment for his safety in the red room.”

      “I wouldn’t hold my breath,” Lexy taunted, scowling.

      Interrupting glare fest, The King’s sister placed her hand on her brother’s shoulder, saying, “If you require a visit to the red room, we’ll entertain Earth’s delegates until you return.”

      Irritated, The King accused, “So you can swoop in and steal her away?”

      Wow. He was impressively delusional.

      The Princess reprimanded, “Shut up, Ricard. Nobody wants your throne.” The elegant royal with a feisty side greeted her, “We haven’t been formerly introduced. I’m Sophia.”

      Shut up, Ricard. She was awesome.

      As Lexy shook the princess’ slender manicured hand, Sophia replied, “It’s a pleasure. My brother speaks highly of you.”

      Grinning, Amadeus set the scene with a sweep of his hand, “This door leads to treasured memories. We won’t know whose until we enter.” He held open the door.

      Walking into a pub, Lexy saw the shadow of a pinup girl on a mirrored wall and instantly knew where they were. She’d been to many Karaoke bars in her time with Ankh, but this place was a favourite. With burgundy pleather booths and chairs at tables around the area where patrons came to sing beloved off-key tunes. She recognised musical laughter. Her eyes were drawn to a table of partying Ankh. It was like watching a rerun of a movie as Grey was called up to sing. He walked past. She had to go home. She needed to make things right with him. He’d be crazy worried by now.

      Still beside her, Amadeus explained, “They can’t see you. It’s just ambiance. Come sit. We have a booth.”

      Entranced by Greydon Riley as he got on his knees to serenade a girl, she watched his hologram shaking her head.

      Nudging her, Amadeus ribbed, “Watch your slutty Handler seduce locals from our table with a drink.”

      Grinning, Lexy followed him to where the others were seated. Drinking while watching the love of her afterlife flirting rarely went well.

      Entertained by Grey’s musical seduction as he kissed a girl’s hand and moved on, Amar chuckled, “I love that guy.”

      She did too. More than ration permitted. She’d never left him like this before. Sitting across the table from Amar, Lexy picked up a pinup girl coaster. Everything was as she remembered it. She grabbed a pencil contemplating putting a song in. Lily of Ankh strutted by with silky black hair and a come hither everything. Everyone’s gaze followed her.

      King Ricard commented, “She’s fun.”

      Wanting to stab the dickish leader, Lexy squeezed the pencil. Someone kicked her under the table. Amar shook his head. Party pooper. Her babysitter slid his fishbowl of long island iced tea over to her. She purposely drank all of it.

      Stealing her pencil, Amar toyed, “You’re a brat.” He snapped it like he was making a power move.

      “You’re in way over your head,” Lexy sparred, crossing her legs.

      Leaning in, Amar whispered, “Behave.”

      Watching the exchange, Sophia slid her another pencil. Lexy replied, “Thanks, sweetie.”

      Her temporary Handler chuckled, “I’ll spank you.”

      “For holding a pencil?” Lexy provoked. She tried to signal a server.

      “They can’t see you. In-between rules. Just think of what you want,” Sophia explained with her gaze following their Siren like a firefly in the dark.

      Staring at Lexy, The King flirted, “You are a magical creature.”

      Why was it speaking to her? She didn’t like it.

      Smiling, King Ricard disclosed, “Tiberius teaching you about healing pleasure with his blade while you were locked up during halftime at the colosseum was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Her pulse raced as the titillating encounter entered her mind. She shut it down. Oh, the irony. She had feelings for her enemy. She’d blown a job. She was a bloody Dragon.

      “I watch it on repeat for personal reasons,” The King revealed.

      Knowing they watched Tri-Clan through Oracles like a soap opera, didn’t make it less creepy. Lexy tossed a pencil at Amar.

      “On Earth it’s frowned upon to admit you’ve been stalking,” Amar pointed out, placing her pencil on the table.

      “It’s not stalking if you know you’re being
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