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      Thea folded her arms and cocked her hip to the side. “What do you know about the missing scouts?”

      Jozef hesitated. He opened his mouth to say something, but she missed it. A sharp object embedded itself into her neck. She reached up, her fingers brushing soft feathers.

      “You bastard,” she breathed. Her vision blurred. “You…stalled...”

      “Oh…” He pulled something from his shoulder and threw it on the ground by their feet. “I wish this was me.”

      She staggered to the side. Her head swam. One moment, Jozef’s sad gaze had locked on hers and the next she stared at the exposed blue sky above, framed with the vibrant green of the treetops. The air buzzed.

      Dirt crunched near her ear and a man’s large frame blotted out the sun. The breeze played with wisps of long, white hair and sun glinted on the edges of his leather armour. His angular face pinched in as he frowned. His deep rumbling voice was the last thing she heard before darkness consumed her vision. “Tango?”
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        I had no defense for him that night.

        One touch was all he needed

        To make me feel seen, heard and wanted,

        The plan to rule my heart succeeded.

      

        

      
        Now, I long for the familiar touch

        Of a man I shouldn’t crave.

        He walked away leaving memories

        Rippling behind him like a wave.

      

        

      
        ~ J. C. McKenzie
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      FIFTY YEARS AFTER ARKAVIA (AA)

      Dried arbutus leaves crunched under Thea’s feet. She flinched and paused, taking in the sounds of the surrounding forest. A soft wind flowed through the leaves and ocean birds cried out in the distance. She hadn’t wanted to come here.

      To his forest.

      After a number of scouts, emissaries and supply wagons went missing, though, her cousin asked her to investigate. Letting Jolene down wasn’t an option. Tarnishing the house name wasn’t an option. Failure, most certainly, wasn’t an option.

      As the head of the Night House, Jolene could’ve ordered anyone to go, but they both knew Thea was the best choice for getting answers, so Thea volunteered. She had a legacy to live up to, after all, and she was determined to prove herself.

      Leaves rustled and Thea searched the forest floor for the tracks she’d followed.

      Aries, the leader of the House of Chaos, known for ruthlessly defending his territory, had grown more and more reclusive over the years. But this? Snatching scouts and supply wagons? It didn’t fit. But if it was true, Aries’ actions could start a war—a deadly house war after almost fifty years of relative peace. And for what? What possible reason did he have to start a war?

      The last time she’d seen Aries, they’d attended the same event. He’d stood to the side, aloof, handsome in the way statues were captivating. She often saw him at pretentious gatherings where the older crowd tried vainly to cling to customs from a world few had actually lived in. He held himself away from the main conversations, preferring to lurk in the shadows. That last event had been no different. When he’d settled his dark gaze on her for all of two blinks of an eye, time had stood still. And then he’d smirked, and she knew he’d found her lacking.

      He always did.

      But that didn’t stop Thea from watching him that night, or any other night, over the years. From a safe distance, of course.

      No one willingly crossed paths with the House of Chaos—at least no one from the Night House. Aries Senior, the grandfather, despised the Night House for its role in trapping him on Earth. His son, Aaron, had inherited his father’s hate and from all accounts, did his best to pass the bitter animosity to his own son, Aries.

      Their whole family, the entire House of Chaos, was toxic—too caught up in their resentment and rage to truly thrive.

      The only decent member of the family had been Anya. Two years younger than Thea, they often chatted at the awkward social events. At least until recently. No one had seen or heard from Aries’ younger sister for over a year. Maybe the rumours were true, and she’d run away from the stifling strict rules of the house. Aries had a dark reputation, after all.

      The King of Chaos.

      That’s what they called him behind his back. He never disputed the label and later embraced it, even renaming his house to match. With the ability to manipulate streams of magic in the atmosphere and control the movement of objects like her grandfather, few other Tarkas matched his power or skill level. Though his blunt nature, brutal tactics, and ability to crush his enemies never seemed to hinder the flow of business, others saw defiance and anarchy and an unwillingness to play nice with the others in the sandbox. They saw arrogance and disdain. And so did Thea, but she also saw strength and a drive to protect what was his. Aries’ methods were ruthless, and some would call them evil. He showed no mercy, and he didn’t hold trials. Either he cut down his enemies in pre-emptive strikes or he let his second-in-command, the Scourge, do it for him.

      Thea shivered. She might’ve admired his direct manners before, somewhat begrudgingly, but if Aries was killing or capturing scouts, he’d finally gone too far.

      And why? What was his motivation? He’d tolerated scouts in the past. What had changed? What was he hiding?

      She inched forward and crouched near a trail. If only it were night. Under the moonlight, she could access her special shielding skills and slip into the dark. But in broad daylight, even in a forest shrouded with shadows, she stood out like any other scout to those who knew how to look.

      Though narrow, this path wasn’t just used by deer. Shoe tracks lined the dry dirt. Old tracks. It hadn’t rained in over a week, yet these made a deep enough impression to indicate they’d been left in mud.

      And they weren’t Sam’s, the last scout sent this way. As a scout for the Night House, Sam would’ve worn the same leather footwear as Thea. He was also a giant with massive feet, and these were left by someone smaller and lighter.

      A memory rose as she studied the ground. One of Sam’s face as he lay between her legs. She’d broken things off with him a few months ago, but that didn’t mean she didn’t care about the fate of her ex-lover.

      She followed the tracks away from the overgrown road into the woods. The gentle breeze rolling up from the nearby ocean wove through the trees. Pine needles floated down from the high branches to line the path and stick to her hair.

      More leaves rustled and crunched. This time in the salal bushes lining the narrow path.

      Thea stilled and waited. Something else moved through the forest near her.

      What if a spawn lurked nearby?

      Her hand drifted to her cheek to run along the jagged scar on her face. She’d been fifteen when she’d come across a spawn for the first time.

      She swallowed and shook away the fear clinging to her limbs. If spawn were nearby, she’d hear them screeching long before any broken branches.

      But those twisted monsters weren’t the only dangerous things hiding in the forest. It only took one surprise attack from a Tarka to take her out. Tarkas wielded magic and had a wide variety of abilities and affinities. Some could heal, some could charm, some could render an opponent immobile like Aries, and others could rip the flesh from an enemy’s bones. Though Thea was also a Tarka, her magic was mainly defensive and not really a match to someone of Aries’ calibre.

      Luckily, most Tarkas were loyal to their houses, the majority of which were at peace with each other.

      A large doe stepped from the cover and sauntered across the path. The regal animal paused and looked over at Thea, jaw moving as it chewed on vegetation.

      Thea let out a long breath and relaxed. A deer. She’d tensed up and revisited a painful memory for an herbivore.

      The doe jerked her head up and froze, swivelling only her ears in the opposite direction of Thea.

      A warning.

      And the only one Thea would get.

      The doe took off into the forest, crashing through the underbrush. At the same time, Thea jumped to the side as an arrow whizzed by her head. She dove into the bushes and rolled. Branches snapped and scraped along her skin. Her cheek and ear stung.

      With her breath caught in her throat, she kept her body flat to the ground and tried to look around without moving her head.

      Where was the archer?

      She waited, sucking in berry-scented air, panting into the dry soil. Her head pounded. Her heart tried to punch free of her chest. She needed to stay calm, slow her heart rate and not let the adrenaline streaming through her veins fog her thinking.

      The arrow hadn’t come from above, which meant the archer had to be on the ground. That worked in her favour. For them to get a clear shot at her now, past the bushes and tree trunks, they’d have to get closer to the path. The forest was too thick for anything else.

      And if they got close enough, she could eliminate the threat of their arrows and use her swords, the ones strapped to her back.

      She straightened behind a massive fir tree and peered around the rough bark.

      Nothing.

      She needed something. The snap of a branch, the rustle of leaves—any hint of their location. With the lack of recent rain, it was impossible to move in this forest without making some kind of sound.

      A chill ran along her spine. She hadn’t heard the archer before they shot at her. How could that be?

      More chills prickled her skin.

      Either the archer was a Tarka and magically concealed their movement through the dry forest to sneak up on her, or the archer had already been in place. Waiting.

      She’d walked right into a trap.

      But was the trap set for her? That was the burning question.

      Was this what happened to Sam? Had he also unwittingly stepped into a trap?

      Bushes rustled farther away, but that had to be the deer making its escape.

      Maybe the archer missed her rolling around in the salal, but Thea doubted it. They were still out there. Waiting. Again. Did they have a clear shot if she moved from her position? Did they have an arrow notched?

      A large body slammed into her.

      Panic raced through her mind. How had she not sensed him? How had he moved without her hearing? A Tarka?

      They fell to the ground with a heavy thump. Pain shot through her body, and she grunted from the impact.

      Thea used their momentum, shoving her knee in between them to push off the attacker while they rolled. She sprang to her feet and blocked his follow up attack.

      He was strong, quick, and armed with a wicked looking dagger. She didn’t recognize him, though something about his scowl seemed familiar.

      She dodged his knife strike and turned away from his next kick.

      With her swords strapped to her back, she needed time and space to draw them. She unsheathed her dagger, slashing out. The man jumped back in surprise, his dark brows furrowing.

      He would’ve been handsome had he not been intent on killing her.

      They exchanged a number of strikes, dodging, slipping and evading each other’s attacks. She blocked another vicious slash with her vambrace and push-kicked him in the chest. His heel caught on an upturned root, and he stumbled back.

      Thea dropped her dagger and unsheathed her swords. Magic flared to life. Lightning shot down the identical blades from the hilt to the tip. Her body pulsed with power.

      The twin blades of Raiden, the Night House heirlooms passed down to the first child in each generation who could draw them. The magic coursed through her veins, vibrating along her hands to connect with the weapons. Relics from Arkavia were coveted on Earth, but rarely shared or seen. These were Grandma’s swords and Thea had yet to do anything worthy of the honour except exist as the sole descendent able to wield them.

      The old magic sang in her blood.

      Thea was dangerous without a weapon, deadly with a dagger, but with these, with her lightning swords and Tarka magic, she became devastating and nearly unstoppable.

      The man’s eyes widened. Instead of attacking, he dropped his hands to his sides. “You’re from the Night House.”

      She hesitated, fully prepared to cut him down. “So?”

      “I thought you were from Chaos.” He raked his free hand through his messy hair. “I…I’m sorry.”

      She didn’t lower her blades, even after he sheathed his dagger and stepped back.

      “I thought you were one of his,” he said. He’d probably say anything right now faced with her blades.

      “I belong to no one,” she spat. But she wasn’t being completely truthful. If she belonged to someone, or something, it was the Night House. She would do anything for her house.

      He held his hands out. “Why are you in these woods? It’s not safe.”

      She snorted. “I’m aware. I was just shot at, and someone tried to stab me.”

      “I’m sorry about that.” He grimaced. “Only two houses have the tell-tale Arkavian white hair and we’re far way from the Night House’s territory.”

      She took a few steps back and lowered her swords. Arkavian nobility were known for their shocking white hair, a trait few possessed nowadays because only a handful of the nobility had stayed on Earth when the portal between the parallel realms closed.

      “We’ve had a number of people go missing here,” Thea said. “Do you know about that? Did you kill them because you also failed to correctly identify them?”

      “Of course not.” He glanced at the forest. “Aries has grown bold if he’s moving against your house, too.”

      Too? Which house did he come from?

      Thea stored the clue for later and sheathed her swords. “Why are you here?”

      “I have no love for the House of Chaos. Your scouts aren’t the only ones who’ve gone missing, you know. I was looking for signs of what happened to them and a way to cull Aries’ strength.”

      “Waging war on the House of Chaos seems like a futile endeavor.” She narrowed her eyes and studied the man in front of her wearing the leather armour most house warriors favoured these days, including herself. He could’ve fit into any of the houses’ barracks with his strong posture, wide shoulders, and shrewd gaze. He wasn’t just a soldier though. It was in the way he lifted his chin now and how he’d curled his lips back when he fought.

      “How did you sneak up on me? Are you a Tarka or were you already skulking around?” He didn’t have white hair like her, but not all Tarkas had the colouring of Arkavian aristocracy.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Skulk? I don’t skulk.”

      She folded her arms over her chest and waited. He definitely skulked.

      He blew out a long-suffering breath. “A little of both.”

      “Handy skill.”

      He shrugged. “Just about the only skill I have, but it does provide a slight advantage in the wild.”

      “What house are you?” she asked.

      His gaze darkened, his lips pressed into a firm line. “Adrianna.”

      The name knocked the angry wind from her sails. Adrianna was an ally of the Night House, though they rarely interacted nowadays.

      When the new earthen houses formed, only a few took names to show their Arkavian roots. Her grandfather, Thane of House Jericho, wanted nothing to do with the house that caused so much pain, not just to himself, but all of Earth.  Her grandmother, Taya, however, wanted to remember that pain to honour those they’d lost, so they compromised, and the Night House was born, or at least rebranded. 

      Despite Taya and Thane’s pivotal role in creating the current society from the broken remnants of Earth, they didn’t lead their house. Instead, they stepped aside so Taya’s brother, Tommy, could take the role as the head of the Night House. It was Tommy’s daughter, Jolene, who now led the house.

      Taya and Thane went on to have five children—four boys and a girl. Thea was the second daughter of their daughter and had four over-protective uncles on her mom’s side to constantly deal with.

      The House of Adrianna had a different story. Thane’s cousin, Adrianna, had been adopted into the House of Jericho, but actually hailed from the House of Edur, and her husband, Lokni wasn’t an Arkavian lord at all. They founded a new house when they came to Earth. Ever the romantic, Lokni insisted the house be named after his wife. They stayed close friends with Taya and Thane until Adrianna and Lokni passed away, peacefully. Their deaths had happened a few years ago, one after the other, only a few days apart. Their love for one another was legendary.

      Of course, the House of Chaos once had a name from Arkavia as well, but Aries changed that, too, opting for something more angsty. He’d recently lost both his parents to a spawn attack. At the time of the renaming, Thea had commiserated with Aries, empathizing with his tragic past, but now…now Thea wondered if his past had anything to do with the direction he’d turned or whether he was always this way.

      “Direct descendent?” she asked the man.

      He nodded.

      Based on his age being roughly near hers, his grandmother had to be Adrianna, and Adrianna was Grandpa’s first cousin. “We’re related.”

      “Our grandparents were cousins. I think that makes us third cousins or something. It’s hardly a close relation.”

      He’d already figured out who she was. As one of the few in the Night House to sport the Arkavian white hair, other than her grandparents, only she wielded the lightning blades. “Well, you have me at a disadvantage. I don’t know your name, but you’ve clearly figured out mine.”

      “I’m Jozef.”

      “Have we met before?”

      “Doubtful. I’m the youngest of four. I won’t inherit the house and don’t attend those boring events. You’ve probably met a few of my brothers though.”

      That was why he looked familiar.

      A few faces flashed in her mind, a flash of teeth, kind eyes. She’d danced with his siblings. At least two of them. But now was not the time to discuss lineage and connections.

      Thea folded her arms and cocked her hip to the side. “What do you know about the missing scouts?”

      Jozef hesitated. He opened his mouth to say something, but she missed it. A sharp object embedded itself into her neck. She reached up, her fingers brushing soft feathers.

      “You bastard,” she breathed. Her vision blurred. “You…stalled...”

      “Oh…” He pulled something from his shoulder and threw it on the ground by their feet. “I wish this was me.”

      She staggered to the side. Her head swam. One moment, Jozef’s sad gaze had locked on hers and the next she stared at the exposed blue sky above, framed with the vibrant green of the treetops. The air buzzed.

      Dirt crunched near her ear and a man’s large frame blotted out the sun. The breeze played with wisps of long, white hair and sun glinted on the edges of his leather armour. His angular face pinched in as he frowned. His deep rumbling voice was the last thing she heard before darkness consumed her vision. “Tango?”
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      Thea woke up with her cheek smushed against cold stone flooring. With her head at an awkward angle, pain vibrated down her neck. A quiet hum vibrated the air.

      Great. She’d have to deal with a knot in her neck for days.

      If she survived long enough.

      She peeled herself from the floor and slowly rolled onto her hands and knees. The rough floor pressed into her skin. Her body ached, her head pounded. She blinked repeatedly to clear her field of vision. Finally, the distorted images of her surroundings began to crystallize.

      Someone had dumped her in a cellar.

      Unlike the stories about Arkavia, new Earth didn’t have any fancy castles—at least none that existed before the Arkavian portal opened fifty years ago. Most of the pre-Arkavian castles were located in Europe, anyway. Certainly not here. On the west coast of what used to be Canada, castles didn’t exist. Aries had found an impressive estate on the east coast of Vancouver Island to build himself a vicious little army.

      She pushed up into a seated position, her arms screaming in protest.

      Reports hinted the House of Chaos had over one hundred mounted warriors and more on foot. Though not as large as the Night House’s army, Aries’ warriors had made a name for themselves by wiping out spawn threats and small uprisings from disgruntled people who didn’t prescribe to the House system.

      Metal clanked, dragging her attention to the shackle around one of her wrists. She followed the chain to the solid metal loop protruding from the concrete floor. No ripping that out. She might wield lightning swords but superhuman strength was beyond her.

      Her swords.

      They’d be gone now. Taken from her while she lay unconscious on dead leaves. No one else could use them, not unless they shared her bloodline. The moment they drew the swords from the sheaths, the lightning magic would zap them. So although they were unique and irreplaceable, they were also unusable and worthless as weapons for anyone other than her. They’d be thrown in a room somewhere to collect dust and if she survived and escaped, she would have to live with the knowledge she’d lost one of her family’s most cherished heirlooms.

      “I should’ve guessed you’d come around first.” A familiar deep voice froze her.

      Moving only her eyes, she looked up.

      Aries sat on an old wooden chair. Still wearing his leather armour, he slouched, leaning into the creaking backrest with his legs sprawled out in front of him. His sword rested in its sheath on his thigh, and he smelled like leather and a refreshing spring river.

      Though she wasn’t a short woman, he’d tower over her by at least a foot if they stood side by side. His wide shoulders had a habit of cutting out the light and making the rest of the room disappear around him. Sharp cheekbones, too harsh to be pretty, piercing gray eyes that studied her with detachment, and full lush lips easily made Aries a striking man. Devastating. Beautiful in a cold way, in the way an impending storm rolling in over the ocean was both mesmerizing and scary at the same time.

      A memory rose. Her hands sliding up supple leather covering a hard chest. The heady smell of iron and pine cocooning her along with the man’s warmth as he led her across the dance floor. The rough callouses of his hands scraping her palm. A fighter’s hands. A warrior’s grace. And an intense gaze that made her feel like she was the centre of his world. That made her feel like her scar was invisible and he saw her for who she truly was.

      She shook the memory away.

      A small window let in the natural light from outside. The escape route sat up high, like the windows in most basements. She must’ve been out for a while. It looked like midday outside.

      “What were you doing in my forest, Tango?” Aries asked. The light streaming in from the window made his fair skin glow.

      She managed to straighten her spine and force her legs to bend so she sat cross-legged to face her captor. “Tango?”

      “After our first dance together.”

      “I’m pretty sure that was a waltz.”

      His lips twitched. “I distinctly remember holding you close, your leg wrapped over mine and your breath panting in my ear. Sounds like a tango to me.”

      “Is that so?” It was most definitely a tango and it had turned indecent enough that Mom felt it necessary to lecture her about decorum later in the evening. Heat flushed her body from the memory.

      “Yes. It’s a memory I often wish to burn from my mind,” he said.

      Asshole. “Seems rather counterintuitive to nickname me after the dance then—if you’re trying so hard to forget.”

      “Sometimes it’s more important to remember the lesson than alleviate personal discomfort.”

      “And what lesson did you learn that night?”

      “That you’re a dangerous woman.”

      Damn right she was. “Is that why I’m in chains? You’re worried I’m going to merengue you to death?”

      “Something like that.”

      She looked away from his intense gaze.  “I’m surprised you remember who I am at all.”

      He cocked his head and studied her like a cat watched a bird before it pounced. Strands of his long white hair had escaped the leather tie and fell across his face. He pushed it to the side. “It’s hard to forget the granddaughter of Taya and Thane.”

      She’d snort, but her throat screamed. Dry and sore, she needed water. She licked her cracked lips. She wasn’t the only granddaughter of Taya and Thane, and she certainly didn’t hold a position of power within the Night House. In comparison to Aries and the magic he wielded, she was nothing. No one.

      “I have water,” Aries said, nodding at a pitcher near his boot. “Tell me what you were doing in my forest.”

      “What do you think I was doing?” Did he seriously think he could make Night House scouts disappear and they would just sit back and not send someone to investigate?

      He shrugged and studied the wall beside her. “Looked like a lover’s spat.”

      She did snort this time. “Hardly.”

      Someone moaned and Thea whipped her head toward the sound. Her vision wavered and pain shot down her neck.

      A man lay crumpled on the floor a few feet away from her. Though she’d met him only moments before Aries captured them both, she recognized the armour. Jozef.

      “Why’d you abduct us?” she asked. “Not meeting your evil quota for the month? Has summer been slow for you?”

      “Do you really need to ask?”

      She tore her gaze from Jozef’s back to find Aries scowling, anger flashing in his gaze.

      “Yes, I do,” she said. “It must be the same reason our scouts and supply wagons have gone missing, but we hardly know your reasons for that, either. Since you went to all the trouble taking me alive and hauling me to your makeshift dungeon, why don’t you take this opportunity to enlighten me?”

      His mouth clamped shut, his eyes narrowed. A muscle in his jaw bulged as if he clenched his teeth.

      Struck a nerve there.

      Either she was incredibly smart, or that was the stupidest thing to do.

      “Why were you in the forest with him?” He jerked his chin in Jozef’s direction.

      “I wasn’t with him.” She crossed her arms over her chest. The metal chain clanked on the concrete floor.  She didn’t trust her balance to try to stand, but she didn’t need to. She could convey her attitude from the ground. “He attacked first and asked questions second. You guys really should read the memo on how to treat a lady.”

      Something flashed in Aries’ gaze, and he leaned forward, the old wooden chair creaking. “I think extenuating circumstances can be cited when the lady wields the twin blades of Raiden. I can’t speak for Jozef, but I didn’t particularly feel like getting electrocuted.”

      She shrugged, turning away from his intense gaze.

      “Did he hurt you?” Aries asked.

      That got her attention. “What?”

      “It’s a pretty simple question. You said he attacked you. Did he hurt you?”

      “I didn’t give him the chance.”

      “Good.” He stood up, his large frame blocking the light streaming in from the window behind him and casting a long shadow over her. He strapped his sword belt on before bending to pick up the water pitcher. The glass bottom scraped against the floor. He set the pitcher down a few feet in front of her. “Stay hydrated, Lady Thea of the Night House. I’d hate for you to get sick.”

      She scowled at him, but his expression remained indifferent as he turned away from her.

      “Wait,” she called out.

      He stilled near the bottom of rickety old stairs that she hadn’t noticed until now. Too focused on her captor, she hadn’t had a chance to investigate her makeshift jail cell.

      “What?” he asked over his shoulder.

      “What about a restroom? A toilet?”

      “There’s a bucket in the corner. You should be able to reach it.”

      “What the fuck?” She waved her hand at Jozef’s body. The chain attached to the shackle rattled. “I’m not exactly alone here.”

      Without turning around, Aries shrugged and walked up the stairs, each step creaking. “Better go now, then, before he wakes up.”

      Thea bit back her anger. She needed to focus, not waste energy despising Aries. She’d already played at that plenty enough over the years. Time to analyze her surroundings and make a plan. Or plans. If she thought through each possible outcome, she might have a chance of being prepared for what was to come.
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      Thea stretched out her leg. Her wrist screamed as the metal shackles dug in. The chain taut, she reached out as far as possible to prod Jozef with her foot. Misery loved company and it was time for him to wake the fuck up so they could help each other escape.

      The toe of her boot brushed his shoulder.

      He moaned.

      She tried again.

      He groaned louder and flopped on his back. Jesus, how many darts had they stuck him with? Dart guns of pre-Arkavian Earth stopped working along with regular guns, cars, lightbulbs, and other forms of technology, when Arkavians opened a portal between the realms and wiped out most of the human population with a giant blue death wave.

      But, when there’s a will, there’s a way.

      Some houses, including Aries’, had adopted even older ways of using handmade tubes to project darts laced with natural stimulants and toxins. No technology required. Aries had the power to trap them with his magic but opted for the darts instead. Either his powers had a lower limit than expected, or he didn’t want to waste his magic on them.

      Jozef opened his eyes and blinked rapidly while staring at the ceiling. As she waited for him to regain consciousness, she scoped out the basement.

      Not much to see except cobwebs.

      Thea no longer doubted Aries’ involvement with the missing scouts. Part of her hadn’t wanted to believe or accept it. Part of her still clung to the image of a man that she’d glimpsed for only a short amount of time, the man who’d made her feel beautiful and wanted, the man who no longer existed and might not have existed to begin with.

      Actions spoke louder than words, and Aries’ actions screamed at her to run.

      If only she could.

      If Aries held the other scouts captive, he didn’t have them anywhere near here. She’d called out a few times, but only the birds outside answered.

      She prodded Jozef with her toe again.

      “Ah!” He jerked away and swatted at his shoulder.

      “Relax,” she said. “It’s just me.”

      He let out a long breath before slowly turning to her. Her initial observations had been correct. He was an attractive man. Tanned, smooth skin, thick brown hair and long lashes surrounding striking brown eyes, but he appeared more haggard and tension around his mouth made him look hard.

      “Where are we?” he asked.

      “Best guess? Aries’ basement. Or one of them. Our last intel had him in a mansion, but the estate had multiple outbuildings so I’m not sure.” She pulled back to move into a seated position.

      “Has he been here?” Jozef remained on his back and squeezed his eyes shut, undoubtedly dealing with the same nausea and light headedness as she had.

      “Yeah, he graced us with his presence while you were out.” And her blood still boiled from the exchange.

      “And?” He opened his eyes to focus on her. He really did have beautiful eyes.

      “And…” She shrugged.

      “What did he say?” He waved his hand in the air, rattling the chain.

      “Not a whole lot. He seemed more intent on figuring out how we knew each other.” That still bothered her. Why would something like that matter?

      Jozef paused and blinked at her slowly. He rolled to sit up. “Is that so?”

      “I told him we’d just met and that I thought you both sucked for attacking me. My opinion hasn’t changed, by the way.” She couldn’t decide who she despised more. On one hand, Jozef had physically attacked her after trying to shoot her in the head with an arrow. On the other hand, Aries had darted her, abducted her, and gave her a bucket to pee in.

      Maybe she hated them both, equally.

      Jozef frowned, his gaze flicking back and forth while he visibly processed the information. “What’s your history with Aries?”

      Geez. She was two for two today. Aries and Jozef were more intent on learning about her connection with the other man, than learning about her as an individual, or apologizing for her mistreatment. She figured he’d ignore the whole attacking her thing, but it still sent a wave of annoyance down her spine. Another apology would’ve been nice.

      “Well?” he asked, tone sharp.

      “Well, what?”

      “Aren’t you going to answer my question?”

      “I don’t see why I should. You’re both assholes and you seem to have forgotten I don’t owe you a thing.”

      “The information might help us escape.”

      “Fine. I’ve known Aries for pretty much forever. Or at least knew of him. I don’t think anyone outside his trusted circle truly knows Aries. We officially met for the first time at some event a long time ago.” And though that memory was filled with all sorts of feelings, their subsequent encounters had been neutral at best.

      “You must’ve made an impression,” Jozef said.

      She laughed and pulled her legs up so she could hug them. “Doubtful. I’m surprised he knows who I am.”

      His large hands pressed into her lower back, warm through the thin material, and held her close. His gray eyes reflected the candlelight, turning into liquid metallic pools, threatening to drown her.

      “That wasn’t a question.” Jozef tilted his head. “I’m not surprised at all.”

      She let her legs go to trace the deep scar on her face with her finger. Most people only remembered her because of her disfigured face. “What does it matter? It doesn’t change things. We’re still prisoners in his basement.”

      A slow smile spread across Jozef’s face. “I disagree. I think you being here has changed everything.”

      “Why do you sound so sure?”

      Tension returned to his shoulders, and he looked away. “Because we’re not dead.”
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      A man with a scar marring his forehead stepped into the basement. Tall and lean, if his full leather armour didn’t give him away as a warrior, the way he held himself did. Light trickled in from the window and played with the angles of his face and highlighted the smoothness of his dark brown skin. He didn’t carry a sword in a sheath. Instead, he’d strapped a collection of daggers to his body.

      “Hawk,” Jozef spat, clearly identifying the man.

      Thea had a lot of information on the House of Chaos. Her cousin Jolene—well, her first cousin, once removed—strove to keep tabs on allied and potential threats alike. Not many would make the connection between the name Hawk and Aries’ right-hand man, simply known as the Scourge. But Thea did, and instantly every muscle in her body tensed. She’d never laid eyes on him, and the descriptions varied, but the name and his presence here, now, was irrefutable evidence they were one and the same.

      Hawk scowled in Jozef’s direction but kept walking toward her. His focus was unsettling, his eyes so dark they appeared black.

      He stopped just out of reach from Jozef and peered down at her. She hadn’t moved from her seated position. She had nowhere to go and if she stood up, gravity would take hold and she’d have to use that bucket in the corner of the room and upgrade her non-existent relationship with Jozef
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