
  
    [image: Rules of Mercy]
  


  
    
      Rules of Mercy

      Mercy Temple Chronicles

    

    
      
        Ciara Graves

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Rules of Mercy
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      Mages. Sirens. Demons. Dragons. Gryphons. A Federal Paranormal Unit. Attackers of magic. The Mercy Temple Chronicles will hook you!

      

      Mercy Temple lives in a world where paranormals are a thing. Humans know of their existence, but the two species don’t interact. Or so it is thought. She’s a bounty hunter. She’s good at what she does.

      

      There’s been a killing in Sector 18. Not just any old sector.  The werewolf sector. Not just any old killing. An alpha.

      

      And as for the timing? A few short days before the full moon, when all the werewolves will be shifting and wreaking havoc.

      

      So what’s Mercy got to do with this? She’s been hired to find the killer.

      

      What about our favorite Fed? Demon Rafael? He’s been assigned to bring the killer in. And to find the mysterious bounty hunter.

      

      Then why does he find himself allied with Bowen and Damian suddenly?

      

      Warning: Unputdownable action-packed fantasy, with mages, sirens, demons, dragons, gryphons and a Federal Paranormal Unit

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Rafael

        

      

    

    
      Files were scattered all around my living room, each one having only one thing in common.

      No, not one thing.

      One person.

      Mercy.

      Nearly every morning I awoke regretting I let her walk away so easily. I’d stopped using words and resorted mostly to grunts and growls at the office. All because I hadn’t seen her in two weeks. The sound was almost constant when I was alone in my apartment. Sitting on the couch she’d slept on.

      Walking past the place where I almost kissed her as much as nearly killed her.

      I chucked another file onto the table, but all it did was scatter the rest of them across the floor, and then I was staring at the picture of Mercy again. Those cold eyes glared at me accusingly.

      “I know where you live. Remember that,” I muttered to her picture.

      Every day, Nor asked about the case, and if I was any closer to finding her.

      And every damned day, I got better and better at lying to him. A man who trusted me with his life. And I was lying to him all for the sake of some cursed half-mage bounty hunter who had made the Feds’ lives very difficult these last couple of years. By taking out targets before we had a chance to question them. By killing others we were supposed to protect. I should be pissed at her. Should want to bring her in, but she was out there still doing whatever it was she did when she wasn’t working with me.

      I picked up my cell, nearly calling her, but what the hell was I going to say? If she wanted to talk to me, she would’ve called.

      I snarled in annoyance at how much I wanted to hear her voice.

      What had she done to me? It was worse than those men I’d seen fall under a siren’s call.

      Every night, I dreamt I saw her being attacked by goblins or Liam. And when I’d awaken, half of me hoped I’d walk out of my bedroom to find her crashing on my couch.

      Too bad that was never going to happen again. I had to get out of this apartment before it drove me crazy.

      As I gathered my wallet to leave, my cell went off, and I answered without looking, willing it to be Mercy, finally breaking down and calling me.

      “You got plans tonight?” Iris asked—not Mercy—and I nearly hung up on her. “Rafael?”

      “So what if I do?” I tugged on my boots then slipped on my shoulder holster. “I told you, we’re not socializing. You might be my partner, but that’s it.”

      “And I’m asking as your partner,” she replied hotly. “I have the same files on her that you do. Remember?”

      How could I not? Nor had given us each a copy of every known associate or past target of Mercy’s and Iris had been going over them more thoroughly than I had, trying to figure out where to find Mercy.

      Granted, Mercy’s license showed up in the database, but the day her file landed on my desk, I’d gone in and changed some details without anyone knowing. As of this moment, there was no known address for Mercy. I erased any hint of her license so only her bounty hunter permit, and sector pass appeared. Eventually, someone would realize it had been deleted. Eventually being the keyword. I promised her I would keep her anonymous from the Feds while we’d been working at finding Liam. And here I was, putting my job on the line, long after the fact. I shouldn’t have cared so much about protecting her, but until I knew exactly who she was, where she came from, and if she was really a threat or not, I’d prevent Iris or Nor from bringing her in.

      “What’s your point?” I finally asked, near my front door. After grabbing my keys, I opened it to find Iris standing on the other side, grinning. “Seriously?”

      Of course, she would be here.

      “I think we need to go the Underground.” She hung up her cell.

      “Really. And what gave you that bright idea,” I grunted sarcastically, pushing her aside so I could step out and lock up my place.

      “That’s where you’re headed now, isn’t it?”

      “So what if it is? Maybe I like going to the Underground.”

      “That’s bull. And we both know it.”

      Glancing upwards, I prayed for patience.

      Over the last two weeks, I lost my temper more times than I could count but managed to keep my rants private. The last thing I needed was Iris witnessing one and reporting straight back to Nor that I was losing my shit.

      “You hate going to the Underground, and you hate the demons down there even more,” she went on as if I needed reminding of why I loathed going to that stinking vampire-and-goblin-infested place. “You’re going because all of this bounty hunter’s contacts are down there.”

      “What do you want? A medal?”

      “When did you turn into a bastard, huh?”

      “I’ve always been one. You just didn’t want to see it.” I bared my fangs as we reached the main floor and walked out into the chilly night air.

      November was nearing its halfway point and brought much colder temperatures with it.

      Cold specks hit my hands, and I lifted them briefly to witness snowflakes melting into my warm, demon skin.

      Iris mumbled something about hating winter, and I grinned, completely fine with her being uncomfortable.

      The further we walked, the closer she tried to get to me. Each time, I put more distance between us. I had on my heavy leather coat with wool lining the inside. That, plus my natural body warmth, kept me nice and toasty.

      Iris’s teeth were chattering before we were even halfway to the Underground, but if she wanted my coat, she was going to be disappointed. If it had been Mercy walking beside me—well, that’d be another story.

      Once we were finally in the tunnel and out of the cold wind and snowfall, Iris shook out her arms and hair, glowering at me the whole time.

      “What?”

      “You could’ve been a gentleman.”

      “Why would I do that? You said it yourself. And I’ve said it. How many times do we have to go over it? Do you have short-term memory loss or something?”

      “Not even close, but there’s something different about you. Ever since that damned woman came into your life you’ve been weird,” she accused. “The mystery woman who helped us not catch Liam. Who is she, huh? I know you know.”

      “All I have is a first name, and I doubt it’s her real one,” I replied, giving her the same line I fed to Nor after the incident with Liam. He asked a few different times, too. Obviously, I wasn’t as good as I thought I was at hiding the truth. Between the two of them, I was going to find myself in deep shit if they kept pestering me. One of these times I’d slip up. “Let’s go. I don’t want to be down here all night.”

      “Is she worth it?”

      “Worth what?” I asked, confused, leading our way toward the Wailing Siren.

      Each step brought me closer to possibly seeing Mercy, and I picked up the pace even more.

      “Worth whatever trouble you’re going to get yourself into over her.”

      I stopped so fast, Iris went on for a couple of feet then realized I wasn’t beside her. “What’s that supposed to mean? What are you up to?”

      She shrugged but wouldn’t meet my gaze. “Just my job.”

      “Are you investigating her? She was a cooperating witness, which means she’s protected from us. Leave her be.”

      “Or what? You going to stop me?”

      “It’s not me you have to worry about,” I growled, and her snarky look disappeared. “She’s dangerous, and I’m only going to tell you one more time. Stay away from her. We have a new case to work. Remember?” Not that it was any different, but she didn’t need to know that.

      When we reached the Wailing Siren, the bouncer vampire wasn’t standing outside. A shifter was. He barely nodded at us as we entered the bar. It was barely seven o’clock and wasn’t terribly busy for a Wednesday night.

      Several werewolves took up the rear corner table to the right. Vampires played darts along the back wall. Witches and warlocks cackled about something or another near the front doors. I growled under my breath as we passed them and chose a table, so our backs could be to the wall and eyes to the door.

      “Who are we looking for you think?” Iris asked me quietly.

      “Wasn’t it partly your idea to come here? Who did you want to talk to?”

      She tapped her nails loudly on the table, glowering at me. “The werewolves. There’s mention of her talking to them a few times.”

      “Then have at it. You’ll have better luck than me, seeing as you’re a siren and all.”

      Honestly, I probably would’ve been better off going and speaking to them. Werewolves and demons did not get along on any level, and most of them were superstitious of my kind. They steered clear of us. Several were already looking at me over their shoulders.

      “Fine. You could at least get us some beers.” Iris got back up, then sauntered toward the werewolves, flipping her air and putting on the charm heavily. The magic in the air increased as soon as she started talking and my hands curled into fists. The scars along my shoulders and back came to life, attempting to drag me back to another place. Another time.

      I dug my nails deep into my palms and kept myself firmly planted in the present.

      Every nerve screamed at me to get the hell out of here, but I was going to stay for a few hours at least, in hopes Mercy herself would appear. If she did, I’d have to find a way to stop Iris from seeing her.

      A sultry laugh echoed toward me, and I scoffed at the idiot werewolves falling for the siren and her tricks.

      “Typical dogs,” I muttered to myself then went to the bar to grab beers.

      Shep was there again, eyeing me closely as he wiped down two bottles. “What you doing here?”

      “Getting a drink with a friend,” I said, not smiling.

      His brow arched, and his lip twitched, baring teeth, but he didn’t shift or yell at me to get out. “You best watch yourself down here, demon.”

      “I haven’t done anything to worry anyone.”

      “No?” He leaned in closer, sniffing. “I know a Fed when I see one,” he whispered. “Knew it the last time you showed your face here. You and your partner, what do you want, huh, except to stir up more trouble than you already have. Wesley’s disappearance goes back to you. Don’t think I’ve forgotten you were one of the last to see him.”

      “I tried to save him,” I argued. “Ask Mercy.”

      “Yeah, as if I would believe that. What do you want?”

      Iris was busy with the werewolves, so I leaned over the counter. “Mercy. You seen her?”

      “Why would I tell you?” Shep snarled.

      The bar quieted down around us.

      Shep nodded to someone behind me, and the volume returned to normal.

      I sensed a presence behind me.

      “Get him out of here. Quietly. And do not let him back in. Understand? I won’t have it.” His glowing yellow eyes glared at me, the threat clear in their depths. “You leave that girl alone. You hear? Or you’ll be dealing with me.”

      His comment threw me off.

      The last time I’d been here, Shep had not seemed to like Mercy at all.

      My scars prickled again, but this time it was instinct telling me this whole situation was off. “Why are you protecting her?”

      Shep slapped a towel over his shoulder, crossing his arms, so his muscles bulged. “We protect our own around here.”

      That had me frowning. “She’s a bounty hunter. She hunts supes down here.”

      “You know nothing about the Underground.” He bit off the words, as though he’d much rather be chomping down on my neck. “All yours, Bowen.”

      “With pleasure.”

      A cold grip closed around my upper arm, and I was turned around forcefully, and found myself face-to-face with the vampire Mercy had seemed so close to.

      Bowen’s red eyes glowered as he hissed, dragging me away from the bar. “Move, demon.”

      “Get your hand off me.” I tore my arm free, or thought I had.

      His hand clamped down again, then he blurred.

      I found myself outside the bar, stomach reeling and head dizzy from his damned vampiric speed.

      “Shep said out. So you’re out,” Bowen said from behind me.

      I half-turned to face him, still ready to lose the contents of my stomach.

      He was sporting a smug smile, back at his post by the front door. “I suggest you do as Shep says and stay away.”

      Making sure I wasn’t going to heave first, I straightened and asked quietly, “How is she doing?”

      His whole body tensed and the red in his eyes intensified. “If you cared you would call her instead of showing up here snooping around like the Fed you are.”

      “The partner, Bowen!” Shep yelled from inside.

      “Duty calls,” the vampire said.

      Before he could speed away, I snatched his arm, planting my feet. He might be faster than me, but he certainly wasn’t as strong.

      His body jerked harshly, but he went nowhere. “Remove your hand. Now.”

      “Or what? If I wanted to, I could arrest you.”

      “Don’t waste your breath. Whatever you brought me in for would never stick.” His hand pried mine off, and he shook his head. “Leave Mercy alone. Hasn’t she suffered enough without having you causing more of a disturbance in her life?”

      “Liam’s gone. She should be celebrating.”

      “You really don’t know anything,” Bowen muttered, almost sounding like he pitied me.

      Then he was gone.

      Five seconds later, he returned with Iris in tow.

      He released her, and she stumbled into me. I took hold of her long enough to steady her then put distance between us.

      “Have a nice evening.” Bowen’s smile was tight.

      Definitely not what I’d call friendly.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Iris snapped.

      Her power rose, and I cringed, moving away from her.

      Oh, she was livid. “You can’t just drag me out of there! I’m a paying customer!”

      “Right. Seducing six werewolves does not make you a paying customer,” Bowen said, looking bored. He rolled his eyes and sighed. “And stop with the mind tricks, siren. They don’t work on me, haven’t for a very long time.”

      If Iris wasn’t here, I’d demand he tell me why he seemed worried about Mercy. Had she not recovered yet from the power she used? Cursed or not, she should have. It’d been two weeks.

      Bowen’s eyes watched me back away, as if he read my mind and was silently warning me to stay away from her.

      That was not going to happen.

      Mercy and I might’ve only shared a couple of close moments together, but they were enough to stay with me. She was stuck inside my head, and until I talked to her again, she wasn’t going to leave any time soon.

      “Now what?” Iris asked, catching up to me as I stalked away. “What happened, anyway?”

      “They caught onto your flirting,” I lied. “We’ll have to try another angle.”

      “Hmm, right. Well, I’m in the mood for dinner. Care to join me?”

      “No,” I snapped and left it at that.

      Iris remained behind, probably thinking she’d have better luck without me.

      I should’ve stayed with her, or at least told her not to be an idiot and question anyone alone, but she’d told me plenty of times lately how she could take care of herself. She was jealous of the mystery woman, of Mercy, but if she wanted to try and prove to me she was a badass, that was on her.

      I didn’t have to stick around to watch her get her ass handed to her if she started a fight.

      Just inside the entrance to the Underground, I leaned on the wall, out of the way, and drew out my phone.

      I scrolled to Mercy’s number, under the letter M and nothing else to give her away.

      My thumb tapped it and then it was ringing.

      When it reached the third one, the sound cut off and there was a fumbling.

      I caught her taking a breath to answer and panic set in, so I hung up.

      “Idiot,” I snapped at myself, marching out of the Underground. “Damned idiot.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Rafael

        

      

    

    
      The office was a mess Thursday morning by the time I got in.

      Iris was already there at her desk, so at least she survived the night in the Underground.

      From the pissed off glare she gave me when I got to my desk, she hadn’t gotten anywhere with whoever she spoke to about Mercy.

      “Have a rough night?” I asked casually.

      “None of them would talk about either woman.”

      I slammed my desk drawer shut with a growl. Yelling at her sounded like a great way to start the morning.

      Until Nor shouted my name across the floor, cutting me off. “My office, now,” he ordered and then disappeared back into his office.

      “What do you think he wants?” Iris asked. “Something to do with why everyone’s running around all crazy today?”

      “No idea.”

      The office was bustling more than usual, but I hadn’t heard anything on the news this morning before I left my apartment. There’d been no public announcements either or news updates on my cell. If it was this bad, the public would’ve been alerted.

      No. Who I was I kidding.

      They’d want to keep everyone calm depending on what occurred. Supes were no different from humans in the way that they panicked and overreacted to almost every negative event that occurred.

      “Sir?” I asked once in Nor’s office.

      “Have a seat.”

      Nor was on edge and hadn’t looked at me yet. Instead, he focused on papers on his desk, shuffling them around and muttering under his breath about escalation.

      “Sir? Did something happen last night?”

      “You could say that. Hold on, Rafael.” He picked up the phone and dialed. “I want that entire sector closed off. Understand?” he said a couple seconds later, a rumble in his words. “I don’t give a damn what they say. They do not have overall jurisdiction just because it’s their territory. We are the ones doing the investigating. And for the love of god, do not let them start killing each other. I’ll send more men.” He grunted in reply to something the other person must’ve said, then slammed the phone down nearly breaking the receiver. “This month is just getting better every damned day.”

      “Sir?” I asked hesitantly this time.

      I hadn’t seen Nor this riled up in years, not since we were tracking down a particularly vicious banshee who’d been killing off men like they were gnats.

      “Where are you and Iris at on finding the bounty hunter?” he asked, voice strained as he glared at me.

      “It’s been hard to get information on her, sir,” I replied. “We haven’t managed to get anything.”

      “That much is damned clear.” He slapped a file down at the edge of his desk, pointing at it. “Take a look.”

      I scooted to the edge of my seat, so I could take the file. “Shit.”

      “Shit doesn’t begin to cover it. Do you have any idea what’s about to happen and it’s all because of her. This is what failure looks like right now, and I am not happy. Not happy at all.”

      The picture before me was of a murdered werewolf, but he wasn’t just any wolf. He was the damned head of one of the three families who divided Sector 18 into their territory. It existed outside the main hub of the city with access to woods and open fields for their packs to run during the time of the full moon when they had no choice, but to shift and their animal natures took over. Most, once they reached a certain age, could shift on command, but the full moon always changed them. Made them more irrational. Violent. It was one of the reasons they were placed so far away from the major populace.

      But this wolf wouldn’t be running under a full moon any time soon. Not without a head.

      The first photograph was of the werewolf’s body in gory detail, his head lying a few feet away. He’d been killed while shifting from human to wolf form, face frozen in a snarl. The next picture was of his body. Blood covered his chest, and there was a clear stab wound through it, right where his heart was. He’d been beheaded and stabbed through the heart. A broken bracelet lay beside him, along with torn shreds of clothing. No claw marks, no bite marks on his body. No, this wasn’t done by another were. A blade was the only weapon that could’ve made that clean of a slice at the neck. A blade like the one Mercy carried. But many bounty hunters carried swords if they were smart. Guns weren’t always reliable.

      I glanced up from the photos at Nor’s reddening face and what he believed to be the truth slapped me in the face.

      “You think she did this? The bounty hunter?” I asked Nor. “The one we’re after?”

      “What else am I to think? She uses a blade, does she not? And there is no other bounty hunter on our radar that could take down the alpha were of a pack.”

      I was already shaking my head, skimming over the rest of the pictures of the crime scene. “This was at his home. Where were his guards? His family?”

      “He was conveniently home alone and the guards, well, they said they heard nothing.”

      “Magic then?”

      “It would appear so.”

      “We don’t know what the bounty hunter is,” I reminded Nor, knowing Mercy technically could have committed this attack with the help of her witch friend, Gigi. From what Bowen told me, she was nowhere near strong enough yet to take on a were of this size. “Sir, it’s my opinion she is not responsible for this attack.”

      “And what makes you say that? Something you know that I don’t?” He leaned over the desk with a snarl as he uttered, “Speak up, or was my confidence in you misplaced?”

      “No, sir,” I answered quickly. “Not at all.”

      “Then what makes you think she would not attack this target?”

      “Is there any proof someone put out a bounty on him? One of the other packs? Did he commit a crime of some kind? She’s not a hit man.”

      “No reported bounty we could find.” The calculating look he gave me had my gut twisting in knots, but I remained perfectly still on my chair. “You seem very adamant at keeping us away from the bounty hunter.”

      “No, sir. We’re still going to find her, but I won’t drag her in for a crime she didn’t commit.”

      “And you know for a fact she’s not a hitman on the side?”

      Did I? In truth, I knew very little about Mercy, but she told me herself she only went after the bad guys. Just like I did. The ones who hurt innocents. This werewolf, Jaxton Sawyer, was the alpha of the Silver Howlers Pack, had been for nearly thirty years. As far as I knew, he had no run-ins with the law. A few members of his pack got into some trouble years back before I became a Fed, but they’d been arrested, and that was the end of it.

      “The two other packs,” I asked Nor, “are they taking responsibility for the attack?”

      “No, but the Silver Howlers are blaming them for it and are screaming for blood. They believe the two other packs are responsible, wanting to weaken them so they can take over.”

      “But why take out the leader this way? Usually, there’s a challenge.”

      “That would be the question of the hour,” Nor agreed, his anger lessening, slightly. “So why kill the pack leader in such a brutal way?”

      I’d only ever been in Sector 18 twice, and it was mostly to get an idea of what the territory looked like. The werewolves didn’t mind outsiders there unless it was the time of the full moon. They were always extremely territorial with other packs, but last I heard they were getting along. The Silver Howlers were the largest of the three packs. Still, this murder made no sense.

      “Am I going to Sector 18, sir?” I closed the file and stood, still holding it.

      “In a few days, yes. The men there now are getting the area secured and trying to stop a turf war from breaking out into the streets.” Nor sighed, sinking into his chair. Today, he looked every bit his age, his eyes watching me wearily. “This bounty hunter could be the key to stopping the war. And to figuring out what Liam had been involved with. We need her.”

      “I’ve been looking, sir,” I insisted, but his brow went up to his hairline.

      “It’s not that I don’t trust you, but you’re hiding something from me. I smell it every time you walk into this building. If she’s involved in this murder, I expect you to bring her in.”

      “I will.”

      “You certain of that?” he challenged. “I don’t know exactly what’s going on inside your head, but you’re protecting this bounty hunter. Am I wrong to assume she and this mystery woman are one in the same?”

      Not trusting myself to speak, I said nothing.

      “She helped us with Liam, but in the end, the man we needed ended up dead.”

      “Not by her doing,” I said quietly.

      “And you know that for certain?” he asked. “She is by all rights a criminal. While catching bounties, she’s obstructed justice—I can’t even count how many times—and done who knows what else. She is not one of us. Not even close.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      “Do you?” His eyes shifted to a look of sympathy then grew hard the longer he stared at me. “After what’s occurred in Sector 18, if you find any evidence she is involved, you will bring her in to be questioned and punished for her crimes. And if you don’t, if I learn this murder was committed by her, and you let her walk, it’ll be your job on the line. Do I make myself clear?”

      I squared my shoulders and looked him dead in the eye. “Yes, sir. If she’s behind this, I’ll bring her in.”

      “See that you do. You will leave for Sector 18 as soon as I get word it won’t turn into a bloodbath. Be ready to go. You and Iris. I expect you to brief her on the matter. And remember, you don’t have much time to find this killer. The full moon is in two weeks. I can’t have my people there when it rises. So tick tock.” Then he picked up his phone, dismissing me.

      I left his office, dropped the file on my desk in passing and hurried to the stairwell, needing a moment alone.

      Hands gripping the railing, I looked into the shadows below me, taking in deep breaths as the dangers of what I was doing slammed into me.

      If Mercy was behind this werewolf murder, I would have no choice, but to bring her in for it.

      There was no bounty on him which meant this was a flat-out murder.

      I’d given her leeway in tracking down Liam, mostly because we’d been attacked by goblins possessed by an unknown supe.

      But this… this was different.

      If she used her magic on me, the chances of my bringing her in were slim.

      But if I let her go without a fight, I’d be out of a job and probably arrested myself.

      Life just got a hell of a lot more complicated and it all came back to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Mercy

        

      

    

    
      “Get away from her! Get away!”

      Dad. That was him yelling. I rushed out of my room where they told me to hide if men ever came to the house. But the shouting and Mom’s screaming scared me. What was happening? I had to see. I ran out of my room to the end of the hall to find men in robes tearing Mom away from Dad. They were taking her somewhere. I screamed and ran at them, charging into their bodies.

      “No! Don’t touch my daughter,” Mom shrieked as an arm closed around my middle and hoisted me off my feet easily. “Let her go!”

      “You should have known this was coming,” one of the robed figures said. “You should’ve known. Burn them all.”

      “No,” Dad bellowed, straining to get to Mom.

      then chaos erupted as his magic exploded outward in a burst of bright white light, blinding us all…

      “Mercy? Open up, or I’m going to think you’re dead.”

      I jerked upward off the couch, holding my throbbing head and wincing as every bone in my body ached like I’d been sprinting nonstop in my sleep.

      “Alright,” I muttered to Damian, who was currently pounding his fist on my door.

      Getting up was not an easy process. After two weeks, I assumed I’d be back to normal, but whatever I’d done that night to save us from the goblins took way more of out me than I first suspected.

      Cringing with every step, I eventually made it to my front door and unlocked it, so Damian could enter. “What?”

      His brow furrowed with worry as he walked in, carrying a takeout bag. “You look worse.”

      “Not. I promise.” I sniffed at the air and sighed. “Italian? Good. I’m in a pasta mood.”

      He reached out and felt my forehead almost like a parent would, then leaned down so he could check my eyes. “I don’t like this. We need to take you to see someone.”

      “No,” I snapped.

      He crossed his arms.

      “What? I’ll be fine.”

      “Two weeks, Mercy. It’s been two weeks. You’re not sleeping. You’re not fully healed. And you haven’t stepped foot outside since then, either.”

      He had a point. I probably would’ve starved by now. Between him and Gigi, they kept my kitchen stocked with takeout, so I had something to eat when I was actually hungry. Some days, eating was a challenge. Not that it made me sick. I just wasn’t hungry. Today I was. So I emptied out the bag he brought, found a fork, and started eating the alfredo right out of the container. I was halfway through it before I realized Damian was watching me.

      “Sorry. Did you want some?”

      “No. All yours,” he replied. “Mercy, please, as your friend, let me take you to a doctor.”

      “No doctor can make me better. You and I both know that, so stop it. And this whole acting like you really care thing is starting to piss me off, so stop that too.”

      I reached around him toward the fridge, but he blocked my way.

      “Move.”

      “Make me.”

      If he wanted to play it that way, then fine.

      I lifted my hand to deck him but gasped at the sudden pain that flared up in my shoulder. I staggered backward into the counter, but Damian caught me at the last second, stopping me from falling over. Growling the whole way, he guided me back to the couch then brought me my food and a bottle of water.

      “You are not fine,” he repeated.

      “It’s just the curse,” I said with a shrug. Even that hurt. “Can’t do anything about it. Remember?”

      As I ate, he paced around my small apartment, not saying a word.

      This side of Damian was completely new to me, and it threw me off. I waited every day for him to go back to being a complete asshole, but instead, his worry for me seemed to grow.

      He said nothing about the Gathered. He said nothing about bounties. There were no demands for me to get off my ass and get back to work. He came by every day to ensure I was breathing and had a pulse. That’s what he told me one day when I finally yelled at him for bothering me all the time. There’d been a flicker of something in his eyes. Regret
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