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  For my family and friends.

Thank you for your unwavering love and support.




And for Lesley and the Bunyips: you created this monster!







Content Warning

This book includes adult themes, violence, strong language and explicit sex scenes. 

Please consider your own psychological safety when reading.







  
    
      “Homo sum, humani nihil a me puto.”

“I am human. I think nothing human is alien to me.”


    

    
      Terence
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  Chapter 1

  
  




There’s a moment of confusion before the chaos begins. 

The holding cell is completely dark. It has no windows, and the emergency lighting hasn’t yet kicked in. The air begins to feel heavy and fumes seep into the room, driving out the clean, petrichor scent of freshly tilled earth.

Whatever blew the power out has caused the air-filtration system to malfunction and the urgent wail of a distant alarm suggests the electricity has failed everywhere in the bunkers, not just in this one room. 

Lucile can hear shouting in the corridor outside, and someone tries to force the door.

She doesn’t have long.

“Jacob?” she calls tentatively into the blackness.

He doesn’t respond.

Lucile takes a deep breath and draws upon her connection to Eamhain’s magic, using it to dissolve her restraints. If the power is out, no one’s monitoring her, so she doesn’t need to hold back anymore. 

Lucile summons an emerald flame to her palm and illuminates the space.

Her heart pounds and her breath catches in her throat at what she sees or, rather, what she doesn’t see…

Jacob is gone.

Not just Jacob, but the chair he was tied to as well.

Lucile looks for Vox and spots the commander lying unconscious against the far wall.

She climbs off the bed and goes to check on him.

There’s a small trickle of blood running down his neck from a nasty gash on the back of his head, so she takes a steadying breath and feels for his pulse, watches his chest carefully to see if he’s still breathing.

When Lucile’s satisfied that he’s alive, she retrieves the thin sheet from the bed and ties it around herself in a kind of makeshift toga.

The people outside are still trying to force the door and it won’t be long before they succeed in breaking through.

Lucile takes a second to weigh her options.

Jacob is gone.

She has an inkling of where and how, but she doesn’t want to consider that possibility too closely just yet.

Regardless, he isn’t here, and she doesn’t think she has the power to go after him, so she does the only thing she thinks reasonable in the circumstances.

Lucile walks over to Vox’s prone form, takes hold of his uninjured hand and focuses.

The light about her intensifies, turning the room bright green, and then she and the commander shift back to Eamhain.

***

The transition feels long and disorientating.

Lucile doesn’t know what the scientists have been doing to her, but it seems to have made her grip on her magic unstable.

She feels giddy and sick when she lands on all fours in the long, damp grass of the meadows and it takes her a couple of seconds to realise she’s been more fortunate than she might’ve been, because it’s dark in Eamhain and she hasn’t shifted herself straight into the middle of a USUK camp.

Lucile lost all sense of time in the bunkers, but here it’s night and the luminescence of the plants and insects is bright enough to cover the light that surrounds her, effectively concealing her position from any unfriendly eyes.

She gets shakily to her feet and takes a deep breath, filling her lungs with clean, fresh air. Then she grins like an idiot as she stares up at the familiar planets and stars.

She’s so happy to be home that she almost doesn’t notice Vox groan and push himself into a sitting position.

Almost, but not quite.

“Be still,” she barks and the fire springs to life in her palm once more. “If you move, I swear I’ll make you sorry.”

“What did you do?” Vox moves his head slowly, painfully, and gingerly touches the cut place on the back of his skull.

“I said ‘be still’.” Lucile takes a step towards him.

In her anger, her grip on her power becomes certain, any residual effects of USUK’s experiments immediately shaken off.

“Oh, come on, sweetheart.” Vox scrubs a hand over his face. “You ain’t gonna do shit.”

“You’re wrong.” Lucile makes a twisting gesture with her right hand, and he cries out, cradling his plaster cast. “Shattered bones are the least I owe you.”

Freed from her imprisonment in the bunkers and the need to restrain herself, Lucile welcomes her fury in. She allows it to flow through her and fill her up completely, as though she were an empty vessel made only to contain her outrage.

She suffered because Vox let her suffer.

Jacob was tortured, because Vox betrayed him.

Lucile understands now the look she’s so often seen in Jacob’s eyes; the one that clearly says he wants to break things.

Right now, she wants to break Commander Frank Vauxhall.

“This is all your fault!” She flicks her wrist again and snaps another part of Vox’s already shattered arm.

He collapses back into the grass and stifles a scream.

“USUK is here, the Holy Mountains destroyed and all of Eamhain endangered, because of you,” Lucile shrieks at him, like a Bean Sídhe, and comes to stand over him.

She kicks him in the ribs with her bare foot and then curses when she stubs her toe.

Vox takes advantage of her proximity to grab her ankle and pull her down into the grass next to him. Then he rolls his considerable body weight on top of her and tries to pin her with his good arm across her chest.

“And what do you think that will achieve?” Lucile uses her power to force him off.

She flips him onto his back beside her, with a blast of pure kinetic energy, and then straddles him.

“You could do whatever you wanted when you had Jacob. When I was being treated like a lab rat,” she snarls. “But here… I ought to kill you for what you’ve done.”

She draws Eamhain’s energy about her like a forcefield, pushing down against Vox to keep him pinned.

Lucile’s never used her power in this way before, but her rage is so absolute that she doesn’t have capacity to think, to second-guess herself or her capabilities. She acts entirely on instinct and the magic responds.

“Then just do it, already.” Vox glares defiance at her. “Come on little witch. You think you’re so tough, get it over with. Do us both a favour and put me out of my fucking misery!”

Lucile gathers herself to strike him.

She’s ready to use him as a target for all her frustration and indignation and humiliation.

She wants to punish him for the many hurts she and Jacob and the Fenodyree have suffered.

She glows like a beacon on top of him, holding her arms up over her head as though she means to crush him into the earth with the sheer force of her emotions alone.

And then she stops.

Lucile lets her arms fall limply to her sides.

Put me out of my fucking misery.

When she releases her magic, she surrounds Vox in a gentle glow of healing. She fixes his bones and his burns and knits the tissue at the back of his head.

Lucile soothes the many other injuries she didn’t realise he was carrying; the bruises hidden beneath his shirt, the shrapnel wounds that pepper his back, the hairline fractures in his shins, the blisters on his feet.

The precise burn marks and surgical cuts on his chest that indicate someone tortured him the same way he did Jacob.

Put me out of my fucking misery.

Lucile hates to see any living being suffer, even a man as wicked as Vox.

Her rage dissipated; she turns the healing intention towards herself.

Lucile focuses inwards and allows Eamhain’s magic to undo whatever unseen hurts USUK’s scientists have inflicted.

Then, struck with sudden inspiration, she searches for the place where the device is implanted in her brain, feeling for it as though searching for a splinter in her thumb.

When she finds it, Lucile concentrates hard and fries the circuitry. She wills it to melt into a useless blob, whilst protecting the delicate tissue surrounding it from harm.

And, for some reason, Lucile sees Irene Nolan’s face.

She feels the hardness of her glacial blue eyes, as though the implant were some kind of tether, a link to the president and her cruelty.

A tingling sensation thrills Lucile’s nerves, and a kind of rushing plugs her ears. Pressure mounts inside her skull, like it did every time the device was activated.

But, when the uncomfortable sensations stop, she knows the implant is ruined. It’s still in her brain, but it’s too badly damaged to be of any further use to anyone who wishes her harm.

A wave of relief washes over Lucile.

She inhales and exhales deeply, allowing herself to relax.

She’s safe at last, after so many long months of pain and despair.

She’s finally home.

Lucile looks down to see Vox staring up at her.

There’s a silver flicker of admiration in his eyes and something else.

Heat.

Lust.

It’s not quite the way Jacob looks at her, but it’s disconcertingly similar.

It’s the same expression she sometimes saw on Vox’s face when he came to visit her in the bunkers, and she doesn’t like it; she much prefers his animosity to his hungry desire.

“Why?” He reaches up and lays his big hands gently on the outside of her thighs.

Lucile wants to say something vicious to him, to wound him with words, but she can’t, because she knows that he’s suffered too.

Put me out of my fucking misery.

Instead, she focuses on the cast on his arm.

Lucile uses her magic to crack the plaster, so it falls away, then she meets his gaze.

“Because I can imagine possibilities other than hate and killing,” she whispers.

For a long, intense, moment neither of them moves and then Vox turns his head away.

“Where’s Jacob?” he asks, sitting up and shifting Lucile down his torso so he can face her directly.

She swings her leg over his and kneels in the grass by his side, whilst he experimentally straightens and flexes the fingers of his previously injured hand.

“Not here,” Lucile evades his question.

“You left him?” Vox grabs her shoulder, instantly finding a reason to be angry with her, to lay hands on her. “Do you have any idea what they’ll do to him?”

“Of course I didn’t leave him.” Lucile smacks his hand away as though he were a bothersome gnat.

“Then where?”

“Not here.” Lucile lifts her shoulders in a little shrug. “He’s not on Earth and he isn’t in Eamhain.”

“Why did you shift him?” Vox looks confused.

“I didn’t,” she replies truthfully, and the blond man’s eyes go wide with something like comprehension.

“That’s not possible.” Vox shakes his head. “He’s no Hob.”

“No, he’s not.” Lucile raises her eyebrows at him.

“Then what — ?” Vox starts to ask another question, instinctively realises Lucile isn’t going to answer him and changes tack, becomes instantly mean again. “We’re in USUK territory, you know. These grasslands are crawling with our people. It’s sheer dumb fucking luck you didn’t shift us straight onto a base.”

“That we can agree on.” Lucile’s tone is flat, her face unimpressed.

She has no reason to fear him now.

Vox can swear and bluster as much as he likes, but there’s nothing he can do to hurt her anymore.

“So, what now? What’s your plan, witch?” He adds the moniker maliciously.

“Well, firstly,” she gets to her feet, “you’re going to start calling me by my actual name or ‘Taylor’ at least.”

She reaches out a hand to help him up, which he bats aside, before standing and towering over her.

He’s just a bit too close, as usual.

He takes the opportunity to invade her personal space and make her feel uncomfortable.

“And then?” Vox demands.

“You’re going to help me find the High Priests, the Fens who lived at the temple before you lot destroyed it.” Lucile works hard to keep her voice level and the emotion out of her face.

“And if I refuse?” Vox’s voice and eyes are hard.

“Then I’ll shift you to Tír Tairngire.” Lucile meets him with a look that tells him she means what she says.

She isn’t afraid of him, not anymore.

At least not in any meaningful way.

She’ll always have some residual instinct of caution where he’s concerned, a level of mistrust, but USUK have already destroyed everything she cares about and Jacob is gone, so Vox can’t use him against her either.

He has nothing left to threaten her with.

“I know what they did to you,” she adds, quietly. “I know they hurt you.”

Vox’s eyes narrow.

She pauses.

“I know what you did back in the cell…” She can’t quite bring herself to describe the way he touched her, because her heart races when she thinks of it. “You did it to avoid hurting me, to avoid having to hurt Jacob further.”

Put me out of my fucking misery.

“You don’t know shit, Taylor.” Vox steps towards her, all coiled muscle and bunched fists.

But Lucile senses he’s filled with humiliation and regret as much as he is with anger; the slight colour in his cheeks and the flare of his nostrils gives him away.

She reaches up and places the flat of her palm against his chest, presses against his heart, as though trying to calm a wild beast.

“They tortured you first, didn’t they?” she continues. “When they wanted you to hurt Jacob, to use him against me, you refused.”

Lucile suddenly feels sorry for him.

Vox doesn’t reply.

He just glowers at her.

“And, when that didn’t work, they threatened to hurt your family.”

Whatever he’s done, whatever terrible things he’s orchestrated in the past, Vox has been used just as abominably as she and Jacob have been.

“They said they’d do all the things they’d done to me to Tom and Mum,” he acknowledges. “It was them or Jacob. I knew Jacob could take it. Better than they could anyway…”

“I’m sorry,” Lucile says and lets her hand fall. “But I’m afraid I’m going to use you too. I have to find the High Priests, and Jacob.”

She bites her bottom lip.

Vox nods, but his eyes remain flinty.

“Roger that, sweetheart.” He holds himself rigid. “So, what, I’m your captive?”

“I’m afraid so.” She smiles just a little and there’s pity in the soft wells of her eyes.

“And what’s to stop me running away or throttling you in your sleep?” He cocks a bushy eyebrow.

Lucile’s already thought of an answer to this.

“You owe him,” she says simply. “USUK don’t know where you are. They don’t even know if you’re still alive. Your family aren’t in any immediate danger, but Jacob is.”

Vox opens his mouth to speak, then closes it again.

“If your friendship with him ever meant anything, you’ll help me find him.”

She studies his face.

He still looks mean as a rattlesnake, but Lucile’s certain now that, for all the mistakes he’s made, Vox really does care about Jacob. He’s just been put in an impossible position by Irene Nolan over and over again.

For the first time since they met, she can concede that Vox isn’t actually a bad person, at least, not entirely. He isn’t good like Jacob, but he’s not completely evil either.

Somewhere inside of Vox there’s a man who could be worthy of redemption.

“Fine,” he says. “I’ll help you. But first you gotta stop glowing. You’re like a bloody flare.”

“That I can manage.” Lucile smiles again and reaches out to give his newly healed forearm a gentle squeeze. “Thank you.”

She lets go of her power and the light about her flickers and fades.

“Whatever, Taylor.” Vox twitches his arm away and stalks past her. “Come on.”

Lucile allows herself to feel relief and gratitude and the cool whisper of the autumn breeze against her skin, while she watches a dark-winged bird circle high above them.

Then she sighs contentedly and follows Commander Vauxhall into the night.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




When Jacob wakes up, it takes him a few minutes to work out where he is.

Everything around him is dark, illuminated only by stars. But even in this low light, the world appears indigo, kind of misty, as though shrouded in a haze of fine rain. He seems to be in the meadows of Eamhain, but, at the same time, not.

Then he realises he’s been to this blue place before and knows he’s in Mag Mell.

“Lucile?”

It takes him a minute more to grasp that he’s still tied to a chair and that he’s alone.

Jacob pulls against the plastic restraints and swears when they refuse to give. He glances down at his wrists and sees that something strange has happened to his hands. They’re glowing slightly, the light coming from intricate purplish designs like the ones Lucile has.

“Well, shit,” he murmurs.

Jacob thinks back to the cell and what happened before he blacked out. He remembers being incredibly angry, which isn’t a new emotion for him, and he also remembers Lucile and…

Vox. 

It hits him so hard he feels the rage and indignation physically, like a blow to his chest.

Vox was going to hurt Lucile and then he was touching her. He was going to…

The burst of energy is so sudden that Jacob is thrown backwards by it. The chair shatters on impact with the ground and he’s left slightly dazed after the back of his head cracks hard against the turf.

The bright side, he realises eventually, is that he’s freed himself.

Jacob sits up and slides the plastic ties off his wrists. He leaves the ones on his ankles, over his boots, and gets unsteadily to his feet.

“So,” he mutters. “What now?”

Jacob scratches at his unruly beard and tries to remind himself of what he knows about the Sídhe. He’s only ever seen one, at the Temple of the Great Serpent.

“Finn,” Jacob says, remembering the pale blue man in shining, silver armour.

Finn had appeared out of nowhere proclaiming doom. He told Lucile that wards had been placed around Mag Mell and that the war his people were fighting wasn’t going well.

The war against the…

Jacob searches for the word, but he can’t remember. He does suddenly remember, however, the huge wolf-like creatures that hunted them when he shifted here with Lucile and Vox.

Fomorians.

That’s what the High Fae are fighting and that’s what the dogs were.

Monsters as big as a Quad and covered in scales and tufts of black fur, with red eyes and teeth as long and sharp as blades. They exuded a rank stench like something dead, left out in the hot sun to go rotten.

Jacob becomes instantly alert.

He remembers all too well that the hounds were impervious to bullets, and his confusion is suddenly replaced by a massive surge of adrenaline. Although Jacob has no idea what’s happened to him, he does know a thing or two about fighting, and staying put, out in the open, is a very bad idea.

He doesn’t know if his transition to Mag Mell made a sound or if the blinding white light that filled Lucile’s cell was also visible here, but he doesn’t want to hang around to find out.

Jacob thinks back to what Lucile told him about the different planes: each exists roughly in the same place as the other, but the dimensions are different.

The last time they were here, they were closer to Eamhain’s Holy Mountains, and Jacob remembers seeing castles there, signs of life, civilisation.

Without knowing how he brought himself across to Mag Mell, he has no way to shift himself back to Eamhain or Earth, so he needs Ferrishyn assistance.

He isn’t sure what kind of welcome he can expect from the High Fae, but they’re really the only option he has.

Jacob pauses to work out roughly where he is.

“East,” he decides.

He was in the bunkers on Earth before the shift, which would put him on the eastern edge of the meadows. A quick glance at the planets and stars suggests that they’re roughly the same constellations he navigates by in Eamhain, so he should be able to use them to work out where the mountains are. There’s an extra light or two here and there, but the Home Star is as bright as ever and easily identifiable by its golden glow.

Jacob begins walking towards it, hoping that he is, in fact, heading west.

He’s probably being calmer about this whole situation than he should be, but overthinking things right now won’t help. Jacob has no idea how he’s suddenly able to use magic, but, somehow, he isn’t shocked by it.

There’s very little about the world that surprises him anymore. Since meeting Lucile Taylor, all things have seemed possible to him.

When he thinks of Lucile, Jacob tries to ignore the stab of fear that threatens to unman him.

Jacob trusts Vox not to continue his sexual assault against her. His former friend may be a lot of things, duplicitous, calculating and capable of extreme violence, but he isn’t cruel for the sake of it, and he certainly isn’t a rapist.

When Vox touched Lucile, he was using the most effective enhanced interrogation technique he could think of.

Away from the confines of the cell and the extremity of the situation, Jacob can see that.

Vox exploited Lucile’s biggest weakness and Jacob’s as well. He pushed them both and was rewarded with a response.

It just wasn’t the response any of them expected.

Jacob doesn’t think Vox will hurt Lucile now he’s out of the picture. But he is afraid he’ll give her back to the scientists and, if he does that, Lucile will have no protection against Nolan.

Without Jacob to use as leverage, the Old Lady will see no other option than to permit USUK’s researchers to use whatever techniques they deem necessary to achieve their ends, and that may well involve damaging Lucile beyond repair.

Jacob knows what happens to Fenodyree prisoners who’ve been taken back to the bunkers for experimentation. The Fens are injected and dissected, tortured and maimed and all in the name of science.

He’s deeply ashamed that he ever played any part in bringing those Ferrishyn captives in.

Jacob’s deeply ashamed now about a lot of things and he hopes that one day, if she really exists, the Great Serpent might be able to forgive him.

“Vult serpentissima,” he whispers, as though it were a prayer, thinking of Lucile as he says the words.

Everything is as the Great Serpent wills it.

That’s what Lucile would say if she were here.

Even if he doesn’t believe in that, Jacob believes in her, and getting back to Lucile is the only thing that matters to him.

Jacob walks through the long grass and stops periodically to listen. The meadows around him seem to be completely empty. Nothing stirs. No insects, no birds and no beasts.

He wonders if Mag Mell has always been this way or if this is a recent development, a sign that things are worse than they were. Jacob remembers seeing birds the last time he was here, but now the grasslands feel dead.

The seasons have marched on since he was first imprisoned on Earth, which could explain it. It’s possible that some of the animals are hibernating or have migrated somewhere warmer.

The night air is chill. It’s getting on into autumn now, heading towards winter, and Jacob wishes he had more than a pair of worn combats and a torn t-shirt to drive out the cold.

“I’ve had worse,” Jacob mutters, the unofficial motto of the Fifth.

The important thing is to keep moving and to keep hydrated. Jacob doesn’t recall there being any source of water out in the vast grasslands of Eamhain and it isn’t yet time for the rains.

In the meadows, the plants are kept green and growing by the damp mist that rolls in after dark and, fortunately, the same is true here in Mag Mell.

Jacob stops to suck moisture off the grass.

He can’t remember the last time he was given something to eat or drink and he realises then just how parched and hungry he really is.

The water on the grass will keep him going for a while, but it’s not ideal. It’s going to take days for him to reach the mountains on foot and he has no food, no shelter and no weapon.

He’s also badly deconditioned from his time in captivity and injured from the many beatings he endured. He’s pretty sure at least a couple of his ribs are broken, his right eye is swollen almost shut and his knees scream in protest from Vox’s handiwork with the metal bar.

“I’ve had worse,” Jacob reminds himself again, refusing to give in to physical weakness.

His years of soldiering have taught him that the mind gives up long before the body does.

The key is to figure out if he can use magic in the same way as Lucile. If he can do that, he might be able to heal himself or, at least, make a fire. Magic will dramatically increase his chances of surviving until he can find help.

He thinks back to the temple, to what the High Priest Debella said about using the energy within and drawing it outwards.

“It’s like when I’m under fire and the whole world seems to slow. I don’t have to think, there’s just this state of flow.” Jacob recalls what he’d told Lucile at the time. “Okay, let’s try this shit.”

He stops walking.

Jacob stands still as a statue in the perfect silence of the night and focuses on his body.

Usually, he spends his days blocking out his physical discomfort, but now he welcomes it in.

The soaked fabric of his trousers clings to his legs and his swollen feet throb within his boots. Hunger gnaws in the pit of his stomach. The cuts on his chest sting and his entire body aches. Every part of him is sore and battered, but the cool night air kisses his skin, soft as a lover, and his heart still beats in a steady rhythm.

Jacob is intimately acquainted with pain.

It doesn’t scare him.

He knows how to use it.

He anchors himself to the sensations and then goes inwards. He reaches for the point of still and calm that he always finds in the heat of battle, in the middle of a firefight, the place where no one can touch him, and everything is clear.

And, when he finds it, he works on pulling it outwards.

Jacob floods his body with the peace that he only knows when he’s in danger. When he’s unsure whether he’ll live or die. When every second is as long as a lifetime and every breath is perfect, because it might be his last.

Stillness.

Clarity.

The calm amidst the chaos.

Then Jacob opens his eyes and looks down at his hands. They’re glowing with a pale silver light, tinged slightly blue where it touches his skin.

But, as soon as he sees what he’s done, he loses his focus, and the light fades and disappears.

“Okay,” Jacob says to himself. “I can find it, just gotta work out how to control it.”

He permits himself a satisfied smile and continues walking.

***

Former Commander Jacob Reid has been marching for some hours when the sun eventually rises.

Although the hills around him are repetitive in their similarity, he’s made progress and covered a fair distance.

The blue mist seems to have lifted with the dawn or, maybe, Jacob’s eyes have just adjusted to it. Either way, he doesn’t feel like he needs to keep blinking to clear his vision anymore.

Life returns to the grasslands with the daylight. Butterflies and insects rise from the ground all around him as the wildflowers unfurl, releasing their captives into the air, along with a powdery scent.

Jacob takes a moment to admire the sight of the meadows waking up. In Eamhain, the insects come to life with the moon, but here in Mag Mell, they wait for the arrival of the sun.

Jacob hears a chorus of birdsong and the deep bellow of something that sounds like a deer. He smiles as the first rays of the sun break the horizon and warm his chilled skin, feeling almost relaxed.

Then a flock of sooty crows passes overhead, a sudden shadow that momentarily blots out the cool light. The birds caw and squawk raucously to one another, shattering the tranquillity.

Jacob watches them with goosepimples rising on his skin, tracking their movements until they disappear into the clouds over the distant mountains. When they’re gone, he’s overcome by a peculiar sense of relief, mixed with unease.

Jacob doesn’t know why, but the black birds feel prescient. Perhaps it’s just the fact that he knows they’re scavengers who haunt the battlefield, but, somehow, he feels like they’re an omen of worse yet to come.

“Superstitious twat,” Jacob tells himself.

He shakes his head and scrubs his hands over his face, slaps his cheeks a couple of times and forces himself to get his head back in the game.

He plans to keep walking until around noon. Then he’ll grab a few hours of shut eye, before moving on again. Jacob knows he’ll sleep only fitfully, ready to move in an instant, just like he always is in hostile territory, but at least his body will have a chance to recover a bit before he begins his next march.

And that’s how Jacob continues.

He walks and rests and drinks water from the vegetation when the evening mist rolls in. He chews on the edible plants he finds — peppermint and meadowsweet and some wild blackberries — and works on getting control of his magic.

Eventually, he’s able to maintain the numinous glow that surrounds him for minutes at a time rather than just a couple of seconds, and, as the sun rises at the end of the third night, Jacob sees the first suggestions of something else cutting about in the grasslands.

He crests a hill and peers down into the bowl below.

The grass is trampled and flattened around the remains of a fire, and it looks as though whoever camped there departed only recently — when he goes down to sift through the embers, the ashes are still warm.

Jacob surveys the area and tries to work out whether this camp was made by High Fae or Fomorians. He finds hoofprints and horse manure, but he doesn’t know enough about the Sídhe folk or their enemies to determine whether these signs were left behind by friend or foe.

Jacob wonders then, just how much Vox knows.

The Old Lady certainly seems to know plenty about the situation in Mag Mell and Vox was always operating on her orders.

Jacob wonders if his former friend would be able to figure out who was responsible for the fire and the tracks, and he wishes Vox had been more open with him.

He wishes Vox had trusted him enough to let him in.

If he’d explained the extent to which Nolan controlled him, Jacob would’ve tried to help. Things might’ve turned out very differently if Vox had just reached out, and Jacob thinks that’s what hurts the most; the man he loves like a brother doesn’t trust him.

As things stand, Jacob can only push on with the information he has and the instincts that’ve kept him alive against the odds for so many years.

He decides he’ll follow the tracks, but cautiously. He’s under the impression that the things the High Fae are fighting are all monstrous creatures, like the hounds, so unlikely to make fires and ride horses. This camp was probably made by Ferrishyn folk, and Jacob wants to catch up with them, if he can.

He follows the trail for the rest of the day.

The tracks head westwards, which makes sense. Lucile gave the impression that most of the fighting was happening in the west and that the appearance of the hounds in the eastern region was an anomaly.

Jacob guesses he’s following a troop of Ferrishyn reporting on any enemy movements here and defending the territory as necessary, whilst their comrades engage in the worst of the fighting elsewhere.

He doesn’t pause to rest when midday comes. Instead, Jacob pushes on after the horses, alternating between a walk and a jog as his energy levels allow.

He doesn’t have time to stop. The animals are moving swiftly, and their trail will be much more difficult to follow at night. He pushes on through the pain in his legs and the hunger and fatigue that threaten to overwhelm him.

For several more hours, Jacob continues up hills and down long, rolling slopes, but he still sees nothing of the riders.

Then, just as the sun begins to dip below the horizon, the trail suddenly disappears. Vegetation that was flattened and earth that was churned becomes waist length grass and wildflowers, as though the horses and their riders simply vanished into thin air.

“Shit.”

Jacob scans around to see if he’s missed something.

But no, the trail is there, very clear behind him…

And then it just stops.

Stumped and a bit deflated, Jacob pauses to think.

He considers what he knows of the High Fae.

He’s only ever actually seen one of them; the others were just disembodied voices, swirling around in the ether. They’d seemed incorporeal, as ephemeral as smoke, which gives Jacob an idea.

“I wonder…” He scratches at the long beard that’s been driving him to distraction for weeks.

Jacob’s tired and hungry and thirsty, but he thinks he still has enough energy left to call on the magic within him.

He uses his exhaustion and discomfort to draw his power to the surface, focusing on his left palm, where he summons a blueish flame. The fire is startlingly bright in the gathering gloom, and he holds it above his head, as though it were a flare.

“I know you’re here,” he calls, suddenly certain he isn’t alone. “And I need your help.”

The disappearing tracks make it seem as though the horses and riders have vanished into thin air, because they have.

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to say to you,” Jacob continues, turning slowly in a circle. “But I’ve met one of your lot before… Finn.”

He wishes he could remember the silvery man’s title.

“He was a knight,” Jacob adds, hoping that might help. “I met him at the Temple of the Great Serpent.”

And those, apparently, are the magic words.

A huge, white horse carrying a Fae rider materialises out of the air in front of him, followed by another and another and another, until Jacob’s encircled by tall Ferrishyn folk.

All of them are wearing lavender-coloured cloaks and shining, silver armour and all of them are armed with broadswords and spears.

The ring of riders surrounds Jacob, weapons bristling and black eyes agate hard. The Sídhe warriors are beautiful in a way no human could even aspire to be, but they also appear quite deadly.

“How came you here?” one of the riders demands.

He has a sharp face, and his tone is equally pointed.

“By accident,” Jacob tells him honestly, earnestly. “I came from Earth.”

The Fae casts a concerned look at his nearest companion, a woman with long, purple hair and pinkish skin.

The rider who’s in charge.

She’s as lovely as the wildflowers around them. Her features are incredibly feminine, delicate and perfect, but her eyes, in stark contrast, are flat, and Jacob’s quite sure he wouldn’t want to find himself at the business end of her blade.

The female warrior nods once in silent command to her subordinate and the tiniest hint of a smile quirks her small, rose-bud lips.

In response, the male rider stabs his long spear into the ground and dismounts in one fluid movement. Then he takes a couple of lightning-quick strides towards Jacob and punches him hard in the jaw, knocking him out cold.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Lucile and Vox walk through the night and rest when dawn breaks.

They take turns keeping watch and avoid speaking to each other as much as possible.

Vox does, however, take off the long-sleeved combat shirt he’s wearing over his t-shirt and covers Lucile with it while she sleeps.

When she wakes up, just as the evening sky is growing dark, she hands it back to him with a small smile that makes him scowl.

“Keep it,” Vox tells her sullenly.

Lucile nods and pulls the shirt on over her sheet-toga, grateful for its warmth. The seasons have turned, and the night air is cool.

“We need to keep heading west.” She pulls her hair out over the collar.

Vox looks her up and down and shakes his head.

“No shit,” he mutters and stalks off into the darkness.

Around midnight, they come across a USUK road, and they’re forced to take cover as a convoy of Quads approaches. 

They lie down flat on their bellies in the long, damp grass and trust the luminescing flora and fauna to cover them as the vehicles’ headlights sweep by.

Four armoured personnel carriers pass and then a fifth.

This one has a trailer on the back, covered by a metal cage, and it’s filled with Fenodyree prisoners; males and females and Fenlings all shackled and hurt and miserable, crammed in tight together. Without adderstone they’re powerless to defend themselves or break free.

Outraged, Lucile draws on Eamhain’s magic.

But, before she can get to her feet, Vox rolls on top of her.

“Don’t be an idiot.” He uses his weight to press her back down into the grass. “You go after them, we’re done.”

He braces himself on his elbows, knots a hand in her hair and wrenches her head back, forcing her to watch the convoy.

Lucile prepares to use her magic to push Vox off, then a sixth, seventh and eighth Quad rumbles past and she realises he’s right.

There are too many troops.

Even if she blinded them all, like she did the ones at the waterfall, and broke the Ferrishyn out, she’d be announcing her position and survival to every USUK team in the area.

Lucile doesn’t have the strength to fight everyone, and Vox certainly isn’t going to help her. Both she and the Fenodyree would end up captive again and Jacob would have no one looking for him. 

Lucile lets go of her intention and the light coalescing about her dims.

“Atta girl,” Vox murmurs, letting go of her hair.

When the last of the ten-vehicle-strong convoy has passed, Lucile gets her arms beneath her and rolls over onto her back to face the commander.

“Get off me.” She shoves at his chest, still outraged by the plight of the captive Fens.

“Why?” He grins, leering at her. “You, me, alone here in the dark, nothing but a soggy sheet and a zipper between us…Let’s finish what we started in that holding cell.”

“You disgust me.” She slaps him smartly across the cheek and he chuckles.

Vox glances quickly at the road to make sure nothing else is coming and then gets to his feet. He reaches down and offers Lucile his hand, but she smacks it away. He laughs again and she stands, glaring at him the whole time.

They cross the road and move on through the rolling hills, long grass swaying slightly in the breeze and the cool mist that rolls in after dark soaking their hair and skin.

Vox glances at Lucile and sees her shivering, huddled in his big shirt. Wordlessly, he drapes an arm over her shoulders and pulls her in against his side.

She resists and Vox stops, giving her a pointed look. “You wanna freeze out here, sweetheart?”

“I’d rather freeze than let you touch me,” she snaps, ducking out from beneath his arm.

Lucile wraps his shirt more tightly about her and continues walking, then she stands on an unseen rock and swears in Ferrishyn.

Lucile limps for a stride or two, but she doesn’t stop.

Vox shakes his head and mutters something uncomplimentary about stubborn Hob witches, before jogging to catch up.

***

The pair continue westwards, deeper into USUK-held territory, but also incrementally closer to the Holy Mountains.

Vox has an unerring sense of direction and pauses only periodically to check the position of the stars.

Twice more they have to hide when they run into convoys on USUK roads. But, eventually, they reach an area that’s unoccupied, and they stop in a wide patch of open grassland far enough away from any bases that no artificial light can be seen.

“Jacob would’ve helped them.” Lucile rounds on Vox, unable to contain the thought any longer. “That’s the difference between you and him. You’re only interested in saving your own skin.”

She knows that what she’s saying isn’t entirely accurate, but she can’t get over the miserable faces of the Fenodyree and the wretched little Fenlings. She’s sure they were taken from the villages in the Holy Mountains, that they’re the ones who couldn’t escape before USUK dropped their bombs, and Lucile feels unspeakably guilty that she allowed that to happen.

Vox is a convenient and well-deserving target for her to unleash her fury against. Being angry at him and the role he played in her failure seems better than being angry at herself.

“Fine.” Vox moves to stand directly in front of her. “I knew we were gonna do this sooner or later, so let’s get it over with. The difference between me and Jacob? I know what I am and I’m okay with it. I’d make the same choices again every time.”

He folds his thick arms across his broad chest.

Lucile wants to slap him again, so she does.

Vox doesn’t flinch, merely raises a brow.

Lucile realises then that this isn’t entirely about the Fenodyree prisoners. She wants revenge for the shame and humiliation, the pain and the fear she was subjected to as a USUK captive. She wants to believe in possibilities other than killing and hate, but she also wants Vox to acknowledge his part in her suffering.

She wants an apology.

She wants to not feel powerless now that she’s free.

Until he makes some attempt at restitution, part of her will remain in captivity and Lucile resents him for that.

She resents the hold Vox has on her.

“You’ve killed people. You stabbed your best friend in the gut.” Lucile raises her arm to slap him again, but he catches hold of her wrist. “You were going to torture me. You were going to…”

She trails off, can’t quite bring herself to finish the sentence.

Vox pulls her towards him.

“And I’d do it all again, because I have people depending on me. People I’d happily kill for and worse. My mum and my brother only have me.” There are mere inches between them, and Lucile cranes her neck to glare up into his face. “I have five hundred men under my direct command and every other soldier in USUK is affected by the actions of the Fifth, but even if it was just Mum and Tom, I’d still feel the same.”

Lucile stares at him, wide-eyed and horrified. “How can two lives be worth the deaths of thousands?”

“You made the same choice, Taylor.” Vox snorts, his fingers tightening, so she can’t twist loose. “Don’t pretend you didn’t.”

“I didn’t —” Lucile shakes her head and looks at the ground. Then she stares up at him again, eyes wide with sudden understanding. “You knew I could heal him. When you stabbed Jacob, you knew that’s what I’d do.”

“I watch, Taylor, and I listen.” Vox smiles in a predatory way. “He was never in any real danger. You healed the cut on your leg and your bullet wound.”

“You sent that man?” Lucile thinks back to the assassin in the infirmary.

“Not guilty. Nolan’s spooks did that. No way I’d put a round in a pretty little thing like you. It’d be a waste.” Vox sighs. “But that’s not the point. Point is, you were always gonna choose Reid.”

Lucile ignores the comment about her looks.

She’s too angry for compliments.

She’s definitely too angry for compliments from Frank Vauxhall.

“You condemned the Fenodyree, maybe even the whole of Eamhain!” She shoves his chest with her free hand, but she might as well be pushing against a brick wall, the effect it has on him.

“No.” Vox is unmoved emotionally as well as physically. “You did that. I just made you choose. Your problem is, you’re like Jacob. You don’t have parents or siblings and neither does he. In the end, you only think of yourselves.”

“That’s not true!” Lucile shoves him again, impotently, and he catches hold of her other wrist. “I wanted to save the Fens. I wanted to close the Shift.”

“But you didn’t.” Vox’s voice is a shrug. “You chose yourself. You chose to spare yourself the pain of watching Jacob die. You could’ve stopped the Old Lady bringing our guys through and smashing the mountains. You could’ve done that, little witch.”

“I…” Lucile looks anywhere except at his face, at the truth in his steely gaze. “I didn’t. I couldn’t… I…”

She trails off lamely, because she knows he’s right.

She is responsible for every Ferrishyn life that’s been lost since USUK completed their invasion.

She could’ve stopped it.

But she didn’t.

“And you did the same thing again tonight,” Vox continues relentlessly, twisting a metaphorical knife this time. “You could’ve taken out that convoy and freed those Hobs. But you knew, if you did, USUK would get you again and Reid would be on his own.”

Vox lets go of her wrists, takes hold of her upper arms and squeezes, rubs his hands up and down as though trying to warm her.

Lucile realises she’s shivering again, although this time she’s not sure it’s from the cold. She feels heartsick and appalled, but also strangely thrilled by Vox’s proximity and the intensity of his speculation.

For some reason, the way he studies her face makes her blush.

“If you’re honest with yourself, really honest, Taylor,” Vox’s voice is honey now, silky smooth, “you’ll admit what I’m saying is true.”

“Screw you,” she whispers, paralysed by his words and the accuracy of them.

“I’d like nothing more.” He doesn’t miss a beat.  Vox smiles and his big hands settle on her shoulders, like the weight of her poor choices. “Even your plan to kill Nolan… That wasn’t really for the greater good. That was just revenge. Nolan’s a scheming bitch, but she sees the bigger picture. The things she’s done have been to protect others, not just herself.”

Lucile tries to back away from him, but he grabs her right wrist again and pulls her in close. She can feel the heat rolling off him, despite the cool night air. Like Jacob, he runs hot. But unlike Jacob, Vox has a snarled-up energy that she finds almost overwhelming; a touch of darkness that both scares and fascinates her.

“You have the same dumb hero thing going on that Jacob does,” Vox says quietly. “It’s very noble. In your case, very sweet, but it don’t win wars. Strategy wins wars. You two came at the Shift and Nolan with some half-baked plan and it blew up in your faces, but it worked out spot on for me.”

He pauses, eyes lingering on her lips.

“You played us,” Lucile hisses, the full extent of his deceit finally apparent to her.

“Yep.” He reaches out and smooths her hair away from her face. “And I’m fucking great at the game.”

“You drove us together.” Lucile’s head is spinning, her brain struggling to keep up. “Me and Jacob. You wanted me to…”

“Love him?” He smiles. “Yeah, I did, and you do. I got exactly what USUK needed.”

Vox knew she’d be so blinded by her feelings that she’d be willing to sacrifice everything to save Jacob.

It’s both unspeakable and unspeakably clever.

Lucile thinks back to all the times Vox visited her in her cell. Sometimes he came to her as an enemy. Sometimes he was almost kind, like a friend. But he was always something unknown. He was always playing a game she didn’t understand the rules to.

He still is.

“You’re despicable.”

“No. I’m a soldier.” Vox tucks her hair behind her ear. “Unlike Reid, I still respect the chain of command. I haven’t forgotten what it means to serve.” 

“You said you were his friend.” Lucile can hardly breathe.

She’s furious with him, but mostly with herself.

Vox manipulated her.

And she condemned Eamhain for one Earthling.

“I am his friend, Taylor,” he purrs.

“It doesn’t feel that way.” Lucile’s heart thumps against her ribcage.

“I’ve kept him alive for years.” Vox sounds almost annoyed now. “He would’ve been dead long ago if it weren’t for me. You and Jacob are both wrapped up in your own sob stories, your little-lost-orphan, woe-is-me, shit. He was suicidal in battle. Did you know that? He did some awesome shit, but it was always at his own personal risk. He loved it, fucking craved it.”

He’s still holding her wrist in his right hand and his grip tightens.

“Let go of me,” Lucile whispers.

He ignores her.

“Such tortured souls, both of you. So romantic.” Vox rubs his thumb over her cheek, and she grabs his hand, drags it away from her face. “All very first love.”

He jerks her wrist suddenly and pulls her in hard against him, so that their torsos meet.

“But it’s time you both grew up,” he snarls.

Lucile slaps him again.

“Okay, enough of that.” He catches her wrist, dragging first one hand, then the other round behind her back and holding them together in one of his.

Lucile fumes silently.

She could obliterate him in an instant, with barely more than a thought, but she feels trapped, as utterly helpless as she was the first time she met him, as restrained as when she was hooked up to USUK’s machines in the bunkers.

After months of torment at the hands of the scientists, Lucile’s mind is fragmented, and Vox’s revelations have splintered her fragile hold on reality even further. She’s angry, but she can’t gather enough of herself right now to do anything with it.

“I am sorry, Taylor, for what it’s worth.” His tone softens. “It was easier when you thought I was just a grunt, huh? Or when you thought I wanted to hurt you?”

She stares at him, and her eyes suddenly fill.

The experiments.

The isolation.

The claustrophobia.

The sounds of Jacob being beaten.

The relentless psychological torment.

Agony.

“You did hurt me,” she whispers, her lower lip trembling.

“I might’ve been rough with you, sweetheart.” Vox smiles gently at her, almost as if he actually cares, and brushes the tears from her cheeks with his free hand. “But you needed to be pushed.”

“They tortured me, Vox.” Her tears continue to fall. “Those experiments… Every single day… It was excruciating.”

“You think I haven’t been through something similar? What do you think they do to special operators before they turn us loose? What do you think they do to highly engineered soldiers like me?” He releases her wrists and frames her face with his big palms. “You’re stronger than you think, little witch.”

She sobs and he draws her in against his chest, one hand on the small of her back, the other nestling in her hair.

Kind.

He has the ability to be kind sometimes.

Almost Ferrishyn.

Lucile buries her head in her hands and sobs, all the pent-up emotions from the past few months finally released, and Vox holds her while her body shakes. He murmurs soft platitudes to her and rests his chin on the top of her head, making her feel almost safe.

Almost.

“And this?” Lucile sniffs into the fabric of his t-shirt. “How do I know this isn’t all just another part of the act?”

She gazes helplessly up at him and the smile he gives her is a little sad.

“You don’t,” he says softly, and she realises then just how perfect his face would be if it weren’t for the broken nose. “That’s the beauty of playing the game well, sweetheart.”

He says the endearment in a low, husky voice that she’s never heard him use before.

For some reason, it sends heat pounding through her thighs.

Unbidden, Lucile thinks of how solid he felt between her legs when she straddled him… how it felt when he pushed her down into the grass as the convoy of Quads passed…

His body was hard and heavy against hers and it feels firm and strong against her now.

Lucile’s heart races and there’s a tingling sensation low down in her groin.

Vox’s hand on her back moves lower and he leans in as though he means to steal a kiss.

And, for a second, she almost lets him.

Then Lucile pushes back and wriggles out of his grasp.

“Stay away from me.” She walks backwards, her eyes locked on his.

“How are you getting to the forest without me?”

Entirely unruffled, Vox cocks an eyebrow, and Lucile stops dead in her tracks.

“How are you gonna rescue Jacob?”

He takes a step towards her, but Lucile remains frozen, almost transfixed.

“What is it that you want, Vox?” she whispers.

The question isn’t a simple one.

They both know that she’s asking more than she seems to be.

“To stay alive,” he replies.

And Lucile thinks that might be the most honest thing he’s ever said, but it’s also not the answer she wanted.

She shakes her head and turns her back on him in exasperation.

Vox walks slowly towards her, as though she’s a flighty horse that he might spook.

“I want to keep the people I care about alive too and, for that to happen…” He stops right behind her and stoops to whisper into her ear. “You need to start making better choices.”

“What do you mean?” Lucile starts as he scoops her hair back over her shoulder.

Is he talking about her and Jacob?

Or does he mean her siding with the Ferrishyn?

Could he mean the choice she’s making regarding him?

“Think about it, Taylor.” He speaks directly into her ear again and his breath is warm against her cheek. “You have power that nobody else does. You understand the Hobs. There’s gonna be peace, eventually. There’s gotta be.”

“I don’t understand.” Lucile glances over her shoulder at him.

Vox’s lips are alarmingly close, and she can’t stop herself from staring.

Lucile doesn’t know why she can’t move away or why she’s feeling like she doesn’t want to.

Nothing makes sense to her right now.

She condemned Eamhain for one Earthling. 

“Let’s talk about it later, huh?” he suggests, nipping at the curve of her neck, one arm sliding slowly about her waist.

“I think we should discuss it now.” She tilts her head away, drags his hand off her.

Vox chuckles.

He’s messing with her, she knows he is.

But still, she doesn’t walk away, doesn’t put more space between them.

“The Hobs aren’t shifting. Seems they can’t,” Vox murmurs close to Lucile’s ear. “We don’t know why, but I bet you do. If I were to lay money on it, I’d say it has something to do with what’s going on in Mag Mell, with the High Fae.” 

“So?” She glances over her shoulder at him again, ignoring those sensuously curved lips and their dangerous proximity.

“It means the Old Lady was absolutely right to do what she did. All of it. Whatever’s going on over there, it’s going badly and it’s probably only a matter of time before it starts going on here too. By taking these meadows, Nolan gave USUK a defensible location. Her plan worked.” He sounds impressed. “We don’t need the rest of Eamhain. We just needed to move our people across and drive the Hobs back, so we could be ready for what comes next.”

Lucile bites her bottom lip.

She’s scared by how uncannily accurate Vox’s predictions are and the cold logic of Nolan’s actions.

“It was never about destroying the Hobs,” he whispers.

The Fenodyree are just collateral damage.

Lucile understands now why Vox never told Jacob any of this.

Jacob wouldn’t have stood for it.

Jacob is a good man, not someone who would knowingly sacrifice innocents, even for a greater good or bigger picture policy.

Jacob would’ve found another way, or, at least, he would’ve tried to find another way.

That’s the difference between the two soldiers.

For Jacob, even one bad kill is one too many, whereas, for Vox, it might not be enough.

Commander Frank Vauxhall is an entirely different kind of beast.

“When the Fomorians come, the Hobs aren’t gonna worry about fighting us. They’ll have to form an alliance and at least now they know how to fight. We have your parents to thank for that.”

Vox nips her neck to emphasise his last point.

Lucile shrinks away from the idea and from him, but she remains rooted to the spot, frozen by her thoughts and fears.

Even though the president said as much herself in the Upper Chamber, Lucile can’t believe Nolan and USUK High Command have been planning this all along.

The lives that’ve been lost, the extent of the president’s machinations…

All so USUK and the Fenodyree wouldn’t be defenceless if the Fomorians invaded.

All to prepare for the next potential war and defend against a new threat.

Lucile can’t imagine what kind of minds think that way.

“Your father was a bloody good soldier, Taylor.” Vox’s mouth is perilously close to the sensitive curve of her neck. “He understood what it was to sacrifice. He knew there was a chance you could be here now, with the abilities you have. He knew how special you could be.”

Vox says the word ‘special’ with an emphasis that stirs an unwelcome urge within Lucile, and she turns her face towards him, almost like she can’t resist.

His lips hover close to hers and his eyes glitter in the starlight, framed by his long, pale lashes.

Lucile tries to remind herself who he is and why she’s so furious with him. She forces herself to remember how he touched her when she was strapped down and vulnerable and how much she didn’t want to be touched.

The only problem is, even though she knows it shouldn’t, somehow that thought now just makes her blood run hotter.

She wonders what Vox’s fingers would’ve done if Jacob hadn’t suddenly disappeared.

You needed to be pushed.

She wonders how far he would’ve gone.

She wonders how far he’ll go now.

“We learned a lot during the Third World War. We learned how to lose. We almost lost everything. We also learned…” He brings his mouth down to cover hers, but he doesn’t kiss her. He just breathes the words between her ready, parted lips. “That pieces had to be surrendered in order to win the game.”

Lucile’s throat closes.

The pressure inside her demands an outlet.

Dissociation or action.

Kill him or kiss him.

She isn’t sure which.

“Do you think, sweetheart,” now he does kiss her, the merest brush of his lips against hers, soft and sweet, “when I knew what had to happen, I didn’t wanna trade places with him?”

“Jacob?” Lucile sinks back against Vox as though all her strength has deserted her, and his arms go about her waist. Her knees are inexplicably weak. “You wanted to trade places with Jacob?”

An outlet.

Kill him.

Kiss him.

Or disappear.

Lucile turns slightly in his grasp and reaches for him with her mouth, but Vox pulls away. He moves playfully out of reach, using his height to make her strain for him, and the smirk on his lips tells her he’s enjoying making her work.

He wants her to want him as much as he apparently wants her.

I’ll find you. 

“Have you never looked in a mirror? Never seen yourself, Taylor?”

He’s toying with her, she can tell.

This is just another way for him to hurt her. Another way for him to use her. He can’t possibly mean the things he’s saying. It’s all manipulation with him. Always has been, always will be.

The man’s a scorpion and he’ll sting her at some point, no matter what he promises.

He can’t not.

It’s in his nature.

“You’re lying,” Lucile hisses, exposing her canines like a Fen.

She’s suddenly angry and the intricate designs on her skin begin to glow in response to the violent surge of emotion.

An outlet.

He deserves her rage.

He deserves pain and fear for the things he’s done, the things he’ll go on to do, if he gets the chance.

Put me out of my fucking misery.

Vox may have suffered, but that doesn’t excuse him inflicting suffering on others.

He’ll make her suffer again too if she lets him, apology or not.

“Am I?” His voice is intimate, barely more than a whisper.

Vox smiles, undeterred by the conflagration building inside Lucile, the fire growing around her. He dips in and kisses her again, nips her bottom lip, her neck.

Heat flares wherever his mouth touches.

“Hob witch?” Lucile can’t keep the indignation out of her voice and the glow of her magic intensifies.

Vox smirks again.

“What was I supposed to call you?” His right hand begins to roam across her stomach. “Darling? Princess?”

Warmth spreads out from where his palm presses into her belly, where he’s found the opening in her makeshift dress. Vox’s fingers slip beneath the sheet and caress
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