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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Images flashed before Cassandra’s eyes. They were the same images that had haunted her for the past millennium: red hair like flames, unnaturally green eyes, death. This time it was different, however. This time, there was more.

      A heartbeat. The rhythmic sound of hope.

      An impatient clearing of the throat broke through the fog that clouded her mind, and the visions blurred, mixing with reality. The leather chair was rough beneath her. The lights in the room, while dim, caused her to wince. Her body felt as if it had been scraped repeatedly with a razor blade, and the light chiffon of her dress grazed against skin which was now oversensitive and painful even to the gentlest touch. Her mind struggled to remember where she was. When she was.

      Five pairs of eyes regarded her warily from across a large oak boardroom table. No, wait … That wasn’t right. There were only four pairs of eyes now. The witch was no longer among them. It was only her essence that Cassandra saw, the memory of her.

      Diana’s death hadn’t been a surprise. She’d foreseen the witch’s fate long before Diana had succumbed to her final breath.

      But Cassandra had borne the vision in silence. Even as the brutality of what she’d seen destroyed a little piece of her own soul, she’d known that it must come to pass. That was her curse: to see and to know.

      Fate was often a cruel thing. Not by design, but out of necessity. One suffered so that others may live, and one lived so that many may suffer. Millions of threads weaving together.

      She’d learned long ago the cost of intervening in even the smallest of those threads. She’d learned to endure the visions in silence until, after more than two thousand years, she hardly knew what was real any longer.

      Yet here she was, sitting in front of the Council once more. Because this was bigger than her, bigger than them all. The very existence of her people was at their mercy, and she could only pray that they’d make the right decisions.

      “What have you seen?” Méabh sat back in her chair, shrewd gaze watching her closely. The cunning that lay behind those green eyes could easily have been overlooked in the shadow of the fae’s sultry pout and luscious curves, but Cassandra saw it. She saw everything.

      “Two hearts beat as one.” The words left her mouth in a whisper, the rhythm of the heartbeat still thrumming through her. “From their love, a new possibility is born.”

      William slammed his palms on the table and stood. “What the hell does that even mean?”

      The werewolf’s Scottish accent was thickened by his frustration, and tension rippled across his shoulders as he turned to pace the length of the boardroom. Cassandra knew that he, out of all the Council members, was the least likely to ever cause her harm, but still she shrank back, eyeing him like one might a wild animal.

      “Cassandra.” Kam’s tone was soothing as he drew her attention to where he sat on the opposite side of the table. “Can you tell us exactly what you saw?”

      She tilted her head and looked at the shifter with the kind eyes. His Asian features had always fascinated her. They brought to mind faraway lands and magical adventures. She never let herself dwell on such thoughts for long, however; they were not her adventures to have. And she never let herself be fooled by his kind eyes.

      When her response wasn’t immediately forthcoming, there was another impatient clearing of the throat from Vlad at the furthest end of the table. The vampire’s face was fixed in a scowl, and though he was the picture of composure, she was almost certain his ridiculously shiny black shoe was tapping the floor impatiently beneath the table.

      Overcome by a sudden urge to stick her tongue out at him, Cassandra bit back the childish giggle that tried to slip past her lips. His scowl deepened.

      “The girl has triggered the prophecy,” she said, after taking a moment to compose herself. “But she also holds the means to stop it.”

      The images played before her eyes once more, and they, not the room she was in, became her reality. “A new life grows from their love. A chance to end the prophecy. The child must live. Or we all will die.”

      The images shattered, and she came back to the present with a gasp.

      Méabh leaned forward, her red-tipped nails clutching the table like claws. “The child? You’re saying the hybrid is pregnant?”

      Cassandra stayed silent. She’d said too much already. Anything she said had the power to influence the future, and the balance was already precarious. She couldn’t risk saying more; not now. So, she fixed her gaze firmly on the frosted glass that covered one entire wall of the room and pinched her lips together.

      William’s pacing ceased abruptly, and he glared at Vlad. “I guess it’s a bloody good thing we didn’t kill her then, isn’t it!”

      “The child is no guarantee. The Seer said it herself.” Vlad waved a hand dismissively. “The hybrid’s death ensures our safety.”

      “We gave our word that we’d allow them time.”

      “We also gave our word to protect our people. Or have you forgotten that?”

      William growled low in his throat and leaned over the table towards Vlad. “Don’t try to pretend it’s ‘our people’ that you’re worried about.”

      Vlad pushed back his chair and stood.

      “Enough,” Kam ordered quietly. Both wolf and vampire paused, but didn’t take their eyes from each other. “This hybrid child, will it prevent the Horsemen from returning to our plane of existence?”

      Cassandra looked at him once more, debating how much she could safely say. “If it survives, they will not be able to return in their true form.”

      “Well then, we need to ensure it does.”

      Kam turned to the figure sitting in the corner behind Cassandra, the one who had been observing their discussion in silence. She’d been aware of the man’s presence but had purposely avoided looking in his direction. Every instinct told her that the man was important, that his presence here would change everything. She hadn’t looked at him yet because there were some things even she didn’t want to see.

      “Vicktor,” Kam addressed the man, “perhaps the Council Liaison Office may be able to act as a contact between the hybrid and the Council? It’s important that we assist her in whatever manner we can, but I fear, given recent events, that she may be less than amenable to dealing with us directly.”

      The conversation faded into the background as Cassandra finally gave in to the compulsion that had been tugging at the deepest part of her mind. Slowly, she turned to look as the man in the neat grey suit stood and nodded.

      An icy chill shot through her as the vision came. Flashes of red. Screams of agony. Fires hotter than the depths of hell. He would bring death to them all.
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      The nausea kicked in at the worst possible moment. Phoenix scrunched her eyes tight and tried to slowly breathe through it. The small ball of light she held in her hands flickered and winked out.

      “Dammit.” She bit back a scream of frustration. It had taken her half an hour to get that far. The makeshift target she’d been aiming for mocked her from where it stood, untouched, fifty feet away.

      Her stomach lurched, and the image of a small boat on roiling seas came to mind. She hunkered down on the ground and let her head hang between her knees. Was this what it felt like to be hungover? Dammit, it would be easier if she just got sick already. But no, her body insisted on torturing her with relentless, unproductive nausea instead.

      All around her, the familiar sounds of fighting continued. The field that the Donegal pack used as their main training ground was huge. Thick, lush forests bordered it on all sides, and rich green grass covered the open space. Groups of werewolves dotted the field around her, some in their wolf shape, some in their human one. Cormac, their Alpha, yelled training drills at them, and they obeyed with lethal grace and efficiency.

      To her left, she could hear Sasha’s hearty laugh as Abi unexpectedly flipped her. While Nate had started Abi’s self-defence training, Ethan’s sister had taken it upon herself to help Phoenix’s very human, very breakable best friend up her game. She was adamant that, given guidance, Abi could be every bit as skilled as the Supes she was surrounded by, and Abi had taken to the training with an enthusiasm that made Phoenix proud.

      On the other side of her, by the forest treeline, Lucas and Shade were deep in discussion. Shade had been spending quite a bit of time with her father’s Sire ever since Lucas had arrived to save them all from almost certain death at the hands of the Council’s assassins. Of course, the Mists didn’t answer to the Council anymore, thanks to her. She wasn’t quite sure who they answered to now. They’d disappeared after striking a tenuous truce with her, but not before making the ominous promise to return when they were needed.

      With the sun high in the midday sky, Lucas and Shade kept close to the shadows provided by the trees. Lucas was old enough to withstand the sun, but Shade was still severely weakened by it. Every few minutes, she would hear a sharp hiss from their direction as Shade stepped into its bright rays and gritted his teeth while Lucas counted, providing intermittent instructions and encouragement as Shade worked to build his resistance.

      It was the sounds of training that she focused on now, the familiar routine that had become her life in the three weeks since the Mist attack. At first it had been strange not having someone try to kill her anymore. The Council had agreed to a stay of execution – temporarily, at least. And Darius, well, he needed her alive in order for his stupid prophecy to be fulfilled. The gold-gilded note he’d sent to her with a single red rose had reminded her as much.

      After the last few months, it all seemed almost anticlimactic, but she took the reprieve while she could because she knew it wouldn’t last.

      A few slow breaths later, and the nausea subsided enough for her to rise to her feet. Ethan’s mother, Fia, had assured her this was normal in the early stages of pregnancy, even more so with the accelerated growth of Supes. If that was the case, Phoenix couldn’t help but wonder why women willingly signed themselves up for it.

      A niggle of guilt immediately followed the thought, and she placed her hand on her still-flat stomach. “Sorry, munchkin, I don’t mean it, really.”

      She sighed and straightened her shoulders, focusing her attention on the wooden target. Small ball of light, pinpoint control, she reminded herself yet again.

      The heat resting in the centre of her chest was strengthened by the sun on her bare arms. It was warm for March, and the cloudless sky was a welcome reprieve from the recent crazy weather that had varied from sudden snowstorms to sun showers in a single day. Given that she was half vampire and the pregnancy had brought with it an inconvenient aversion to blood or any food heavy in iron, the elemental fae half of her genetics was having to do a lot of heavy lifting to make up for the shortfall in sustenance. The sunny day was a much needed chance to replenish her energy.

      Focusing her thoughts, she directed the heat into her arms and down to her open palms, cupped together in front of her. The spark of light was hesitant at first, her power confused by the willing barrier she placed on it. Sure, she could blast the target with a huge ball of light in the blink of an eye, but that would only get her so far. She needed to start learning real control of her fae powers instead of just blowing shit up and blinding everyone around her.

      Gently, Phoenix urged the spark of light to grow, mesmerised by the tiny ball of light that radiated the sun’s heat back up at her. It was getting easier to draw on the power of the sun, the connection as natural to her as breathing once she’d finally embraced it. She smiled. She could do this; she could be a force to be reckoned with, even if she had to stop to retch every once in a while.

      She coaxed the light to grow until it was almost the size of a tennis ball. The heat it emitted was tremendous as she focused her energy into the small mass. She raised her eyes and zeroed in on her target.

      Head? No, that was too adventurous to start with. A larger body part, maybe. The chest? That was doable, wasn’t it? She just … needed … to … concentrate …

      The image of the ball striking the wooden figure dead centre held in her mind, she released the power. An ear-splitting BOOM sounded, and she was flung backwards, landing with a heavy thud on the ground.

      The field around her grew completely silent. Phoenix shook her head in confusion and looked at the target. Only it wasn’t there. In its place was a muddy crater in the ground where the target had once been.
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        * * *

      

      Ethan stepped out of the kitchen just as the front door swung open. Phoenix stomped into the house, her vibrant red hair in disarray, dirt on her clothes, and her shoulders tense. He stopped short at the sight of her.

      “What –”

      She cut off his question with a warning glare and stormed up the stairs without a word, a couple of leaves falling from her top as she went. Ethan looked from the stairs to the front door and back again. What the hell had happened at training?

      He moved to follow her but hesitated with his foot on the first step, remembering the look on her face. She hadn’t seemed injured. Maybe she wanted to be alone?

      Ever since the battle with the Mists, her mood had been unpredictable. The battle had taken a lot out of her, and though she hadn’t said anything, he knew she was worried she’d burned out her fae powers entirely. Training sessions heightened that anxiety as she continued to push herself with … unpredictable results. He had gently pointed out that the pregnancy would be putting significant strain on her body and maybe she’d be better off taking it easy for a while. The response had been a snarl that would rival any wolf in his pack.

      Before he could make a decision on whether or not to check on her, Nate appeared in the hallway, eyes glued to the tablet in his hand. “You got a minute?”

      Ethan gave a final glance at the empty staircase and sighed, then followed Nate into the living room. A low fire simmered in the stone fireplace despite the sun streaming through the large picture windows. It gave the room a cosy feel, and he let the warmth wrap around him as he settled into the oversized sofa and looked out on the rolling hills that made up the pack lands.

      Nate sat down beside him, barely tearing his eyes from the screen to even check if there was a seat for him to land on. Ethan couldn’t help but notice the dark circles under the young shifter’s amber eyes and the unkempt appearance of his clothes. Ever since Lily’s death a few weeks prior, Nate’s usual cheeky sparkle had been missing. It was understandable given Nate’s feelings for Lily, yet Ethan couldn’t help but worry that he wasn’t coping well with the loss.

      “What did you want to talk to me about?”

      Nate flipped the tablet around to give him a clear view of the screen, and Ethan frowned.

      “What the hell is that?” He squinted at what looked like a rough sketch of a vaguely human shape composed almost entirely of writhing insects.

      “Greed. At least the only visual depiction I’ve been able to find of him. Unlikely to be his true form, of course.” Nate flicked to another image that looked disturbingly like a person devouring his own flesh. “My research suggests he’s the lowest ranking of the Horsemen, but still one scary motherfucker. Anyone he touches is consumed by an insatiable hunger that ultimately leads to –” He waved a hand at the screen with a grimace. “Well, you can see for yourself.”

      Ethan shuddered, unable to look away from the images. “What about the other three Horsemen?”

      “All I’ve managed to find on Envy are articles collating the aftermath: an unprecedented increase in child abductions, people murdering their next-door neighbours for their possessions, whole communities wiping each other out to gain access to their resources. It doesn’t make for good bedtime reading. I’m drawing a pretty big blank with Fear and Hatred.”

      Ethan blew out a slow breath and tried to ignore the growing knot of unease twisting around his gut. “Makes sense. It’s been millennia since the Horsemen were free to wreak their destruction here. If the stories are to be believed, survivors were a rarity wherever they went, so there wouldn’t have been anyone to pass on information about them.”

      “The very first Council were charged with banishing them and creating the barrier. Surely they must have more information than this. Can’t your dad contact William? I’ve gotten as much as I can from the online archives, but maybe the Council have physical records or something. At the very least we’re going to need details of the banishment spell.”

      A heavy weight settled in Ethan’s chest at the mention of the Council and his father’s cousin. Not too long ago, he’d have gone straight to William himself without hesitation. But after everything that had happened in recent weeks, maybe Cormac had been right when he said William would put the Council before blood. Could they really take the risk of turning to him for help now?

      “That’ll have to be a last resort. Now that Phoenix has broken their edicts and is pregnant … We can’t take the chance that they’ll come for her, even with the truce.”

      Something darkened in Nate’s amber eyes and he nodded. Once more, Ethan was struck by the strain that was visible on the young shifter’s face. Not too long ago he’d seen a similar strain on Lily’s face as she attempted to bury the grief of her sister’s death. That hadn’t ended well.

      “Nate, do me a favour?” Ethan stood, an inexplicable sense of exhaustion settling over him. “Take a break from this. Clear your head and do something to blow off steam. We have time to figure this out.” At least he hoped they did.
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      The werewolf snarled, white foam dripping from one side of his mouth. He wrenched against the silver bonds that held him in the centre of the sterile white room, muscles cording along his naked body as he did.

      Darius glanced sideways at Sean. The Omega’s face was pinched and beaded with sweat as he watched the suffering of the bound wolf. Sean’s very nature allowed him to calm and ease the pain of other wolves – a discovery that had been invaluable in the early stages of testing – but Darius had no patience for this bleeding-heart reaction.

      “You might want to get a better hold on your wolf, Omega, or this is not going to be pleasant.”

      Sean’s jaw and fists clenched in response to Darius’s order. His body trembled as he fought to calm the shackled werewolf. “He can’t take any more,” he ground out. “You need to stop.”

      As if to prove the point, the other man went rigid. His head flung back, and his spine bowed at such an unnatural angle that Darius expected to hear it snap. To their left, the witch’s low chanting grew faster, more urgent. The air became charged, and the growing power raised the hairs on Darius’s arms.

      “Why would I want to stop? If this transfer fails, you’ll just have to select another wolf until we find a match.” A low whine came from the Omega wolf at his side, and Darius resisted the urge to strike him. It wouldn’t do to break Sean’s concentration while he was assisting with the transfer – albeit under duress.

      It had been unfortunate that the last test had been a failure, but that was the difficulty in trying to find the correct combination of Supe and demon. So far, they’d only successfully managed the transfer with vampire subjects. The barrier between worlds wasn’t yet weak enough for the higher-level demons to come through, even with the magical assistance of the witches. Success balanced on a knife edge of timing, power, and compatibility. It was a frustrating but necessary process.

      Patience, he reminded himself. Soon he would have his army and he’d stand at the side of the Horsemen. Soon he would return the Lore to its true glory.

      Electricity crackled over Darius’s skin as the energy built to bursting point within the square chamber. Sean dropped to his knees with an agonised groan, and an inhuman scream ripped from the wolf he was trying to control.

      Darius could feel the exact point when the fabric tore around them. The power waiting within the void was breathtaking. It was alive and straining to break free from its confines. Not long now.

      There was a hollow POP and the energy disappeared. The barrier knitted back together, and the power became little more than an echoing memory. But it was there, waiting until the moment that the veil came crashing down entirely.

      A clang of chains drew Darius’s attention back to the centre of the room. Low growls rumbled from the bound wolf’s throat, and his fangs elongated to vicious points. The sinewy muscle covering his body tensed as if poised to attack. Wild yellow eyes darted around the room without seeming to focus on anything.

      A minute passed. Then two. There was no noticeable change in the wolf that Darius could see.

      No sooner had he finished his observation than the werewolf started to thrash about. The yellow eyes went wide with fear as the skin on the left side of its body darkened, growing almost black in places. Darius watched with morbid fascination as small patches of skin appeared to rot and decay. Pus oozed from the wounds and a rancid odour filled the room.

      Another failure, he noted with a clinical disappointment, and prepared to turn for the door.

      The wolf’s eyes flashed red. As quickly as it had started, the thrashing stopped. The pattern of decay slowly reversed. When the skin was once again smooth, the wolf grew deathly still. He raised red eyes to meet Darius’s, and a vicious grin split his mouth.
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        * * *

      

      Darius took the secure elevator to the upper level of the Club of Night, musing on the progress of the testing. Another demon-Supe match confirmed. It was a step in the right direction, but it still wasn’t enough.

      He had less than nine months before the prophecy would reach its conclusion. Less than nine months to build an army fit for the right hand of the Horsemen. The fabric was failing too slowly; he needed more power if he was to pull through higher-level demons.

      His head of security awaited him when he entered his office. The stocky vampire stood with his hands clasped behind his back as he stood at the panoramic window observing the heaving dancefloor below in detached assessment.

      “It’s busy tonight,” Erik commented as Darius joined him.

      Darius had known long before setting up this little enterprise that there would be a rabid market for the services he offered. On the face of it, the club was simply an underground hotspot that allowed Supes to blow off some steam without the need to hide; any human within its walls knew well what they were walking into. But the true heart of the club’s thriving balance sheet was funded by the darker services available to select patrons.

      Sordid and depraved individuals, all of them. Of course, the humans were no better. They came here serving themselves up on a silver platter, blinded by some ridiculous fantasy that had been implanted in their head by Hollywood. They made his job far too easy.

      He turned from the viewing window and went to the mahogany bar to pour himself a dram of whiskey. Settling on the plush velvet sofa, he scanned the bank of monitors that covered the opposite wall of the room in satisfaction. Each screen showed one of the private rooms available to the club’s elite members. Barely past midnight and already the rooms were fully occupied.

      The images before him showcased a variety of depravities, ranging from temptingly sensual to unspeakably brutal. All of the participants had entered under their own free will. But not all would leave.

      He took a sip of his drink, relishing the burn as the liquid slid down his throat. “Have you found him yet?”

      “According to our sources at the Council Liaison Office, Vicktor has been away at a private meeting in Brussels. He’s due back this evening. I have men stationed to apprehend him as soon as he returns.”

      So, he’d been with the Council. Darius mused on this, debating just how much risk the weasel posed to him. Yes, it was very possible that Vicktor could have informed the Council about Darius’s plans to nudge the prophecy along, but that would mean admitting to his own culpability, given he’d previously assisted Darius’s endeavours.

      The CLO rep was too much of a coward to take a stand against him. That didn’t change the fact that he’d become a dangerous loose end, however. In the wake of Diana’s untimely demise, the Council would be looking closely at everything that was happening around them. He could no longer rely on Vicktor’s sense of self-preservation to ensure his loyalty.

      “Good. See to it that he’s brought here immediately.” Darius stood and surveyed the horde of writhing bodies below. “I’m going to find someone to eat.”
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      Phoenix eyed the steaks in the middle of the large oak table. Her mouth watered even as her stomach somersaulted, and she wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry.

      The dining room was buzzing with conversation as everyone settled down for dinner. It had been their daily ritual ever since they’d arrived at Ethan’s family home – no matter what else happened during the day, they all made an effort to eat dinner together. Of course, for Phoenix, eating had become a rather loose term of late.

      Ethan pulled out the chair beside her and sat down. “How are you feeling?”

      She eyed the amazing spread of food and gave a martyred sigh. “Like I got the short end of the stick with this pregnancy business.”

      His brown eyes glinted, and he attempted to look suitably apologetic but failed miserably. “It could be worse. You could be the one listening to you complain.”

      She glared at him and raised her fork threateningly, but she couldn’t help the smile that tugged at her lips when he started laughing.

      “Dig in, folks,” Cormac ordered, placing two more steaming dishes in the centre of the already packed table before taking his seat beside Fia.

      Phoenix assessed her options as one might the coloured wires on a live bomb. She couldn’t even bring herself to look at the rare slabs of meat that had once been her preference. The vegetables were all homegrown and provided a rainbow of colours that were full of the nutrients the baby needed, so naturally her body rejected that option with a surge of nausea. Which just left the potatoes.

      She leaned over to reach for the bowl of mashed potatoes only for it to rise into the air and float towards her. Her eyes widened in surprise before she belatedly noticed the pale hand holding it and looked up into Lucas’s grey eyes. She gave him a sheepish grin and accepted the offered bowl.

      Her father’s Sire had been the main reason they’d all survived when the Council had sent their deadliest assassins, the Mists, to kill Phoenix and anyone that helped her. Lucas had sent his vampires back to England once the dust had settled but had decided to stay behind himself in case he could be of further use. She’d had mixed feelings about that at first, given the role he’d played in her parents’ banishment, but in a strange way, it had been nice to have some connection to her family.

      “I have to say, Phoenix, pregnancy suits you.” Lucas relinquished his hold on the bowl with a kind smile.

      Beside him, Shade snorted, not even bothering to look at her. “He’s full of shit. You look like hell. Get some blood into you before you turn any paler.”

      Before she had a chance to retort, a hand snaked around behind Shade and gave him a clatter in the back of the head. “Never tell a pregnant woman she looks like shit,” Fia warned, pointing a finger at him before turning towards Phoenix. “How are you feeling? Have you had any luck keeping blood down?”

      Heat burned Phoenix’s cheeks as all eyes turned to her. Did they really need to be discussing her blood drinking habits over dinner?

      Seated on her left-hand side, Abi glanced at her, clearly realising her discomfort. Her friend plastered a huge smile on her face and interjected. “Oh my god, did I tell you all about the deadly new move Sasha taught me today?”

      The attention shifted to Ethan’s twin sister, Sasha, as she animatedly began describing Abi’s new-found prowess with throwing knives. Grateful, Phoenix reached out to squeeze Abi’s hand under the table and gave her a small smile.

      It still amazed her how well her friend had fit into their insane world. By all accounts, Abi was putting her experience dealing with drunk pub customers to good use. Looking at her now, Phoenix could almost believe that Abi didn’t miss her old pub at all, but that was just wishful thinking and a vain attempt to ease her own guilt over its destruction.

      Phoenix contemplated the remaining mashed potato on her plate as the dishes around her were scraped clean of every last morsel of food. It was only when she noticed the sudden absence of laughter that she looked up and noticed the mood had turned sombre.

      “Did the witches get the ward finished?” Ethan asked his father who had been working with the local witch coven to restore and reinforce security around the pack lands after the Mists had shattered the original wards.

      “They finished the last binding this morning,” Cormac answered, leaning back in his chair and placing his hands on his stomach with a satisfied sigh. “Going forward, only pack members, or people invited by the pack, can cross onto our land.”

      “Let’s hope they did a better job of it this time,” Ethan muttered under his breath.

      Phoenix jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow and frowned. He shrugged, looking suitably chastised. They both knew he didn’t really blame the witches for what had happened; none of them had expected to face opponents as strong as the Mists. The thought sobered her.

      It was possible they hadn’t even faced their strongest opponents yet. If the prophecy was fulfilled …

      A shiver ran through Phoenix and she placed a protective hand on her belly. She couldn’t contemplate that possibility right now.
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        * * *

      

      “Phoenix? I was hoping we might speak.”

      Phoenix looked up in surprise to find Lucas standing in the doorway of the living room. She’d been so mesmerised by the flames blazing in the stone fireplace that she hadn’t realised he was standing there. Would it be rude to say no? She so rarely got a moment alone now that so many of them were staying with Ethan’s parents that she was sorely tempted to make an excuse.

      Instead, she bit back a resigned sigh and gave him what she hoped was a friendly smile as she motioned for him to join her. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      He closed the door behind him and settled down next to her on the sofa. Despite the soft cushions behind him, he managed to remain poised, somehow looking powerfully composed rather than stiff and unapproachable.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked. “While I stand by my earlier assessment that pregnancy suits you, I see you’re still suffering with some rather unpleasant side effects.”

      Phoenix snorted. He was ever so polite, her father’s Sire. “Fia assures me it’s normal and should pass once I’m over the earliest stage of the pregnancy. Whenever that might be.”

      And that was the million-dollar question, wasn’t it? How long exactly would her pregnancy be? And would it be soon enough to save them? Even for pure werewolves, the length of each pregnancy varied. The mix of wolf and human genetics meant full term could be anything from a wolf’s sixty-odd days to a human’s forty weeks. The average often fell somewhere in between the two, which would give her plenty of time to have her bun cooked before the prophecy reached its endpoint at midnight on the thirty-first December.

      But that was the simplified timeline, if they only took into account Ethan’s contribution to the gene pool. Her own contribution was a little more complicated since they hadn’t yet been able to establish the gestation period for fae. And vampires supposedly couldn’t have babies – a fact her own existence quite clearly called into question.

      “That was actually part of what I wanted to speak to you about.”

      “Huh?” She frowned in confusion.

      “It’s true we haven’t known each other for a very long time, and I’ve been hesitant to overstep any boundaries, but I wondered if you’ve considered reaching out to your mother’s family?”

      Phoenix couldn’t help the wall that slammed down at his words. She sat back farther into the cushions, trying hard to keep her expression composed. “And have them report me to the Council for breaching the same edict that my parents were banished for?”

      A shadow darkened Lucas’s grey eyes, but he accepted her words without flinching. “It’s possible that they now regret their decision as I do.”

      “With all due respect, Lucas, you may have turned my father into a vampire, and you may have been friends with him for a very long time, but you weren’t blood. My mother’s parents banished her. They turned their back on their own daughter because of an outdated, prejudiced law that makes absolutely no sense.” Phoenix swallowed, surprised by the sudden burning in her throat as the anger swelled inside of her.

      The vampire looked down at his hands, lines tightening the corners of his eyes. “I could argue that I loved Marcus as if he were my own blood, but that only makes my actions even more unforgivable. I can only say that I tried to do what was best for my clan. Perhaps Aria’s parents also carried the same burden for their people.”

      The phrasing was odd enough that it momentarily distracted her from her anger. “What do you mean ‘their people’?”

      He looked up at her, grey eyes seeming to assess her, but for what she wasn’t sure. “How much did your mother tell you of your fae heritage?”

      Sweet fuck all because it hurt her too much to ever speak of it. Phoenix bit back the retort. “Not much.”

      “Your mother’s family descends from a great lineage. I guess you could say they are considered royalty among the fae.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Royalty?”

      Lucas nodded. “Not exactly in the human sense, but yes, royalty of sorts. They are descended from the Tuatha Dé Danann, the original rulers of the fae. The political structure has changed significantly over the millennia, but your family still hold a great level of power and responsibility over the courts. As such, they would be expected to uphold a certain level of … ideals.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Phoenix wrapped her arms around herself, not quite sure what to make of the information or why it should change how she felt.

      “I guess I’m trying to explain why your mother’s family might now, as people, be regretting the choice they made then as leaders.”

      She bit her lower lip. A detached part of her could understand his reasoning, but the part that had witnessed her parents’ pain at their banishment wasn’t so willing to listen to logic. Whatever regret her mother’s family had was their burden to bear. She wouldn’t risk the safety of her child on the assumption that they’d had a change of heart, not even for more information on fae reproduction.

      “There have to be other ways to get the answers we need.”

      “In truth, information around your pregnancy is only one of the reasons I feel it may be worthwhile reaching out to your family.”

      She raised an eyebrow but stayed quiet.

      “I wasn’t alive when the Horsemen last roamed this plane, but I am old enough to have heard rumours about their banishment. It was said that the magic of the Tuatha Dé Danann was used to forge the fabric that keeps them at bay. Fae magic is unlike the magic of any other species in the Lore. It’s an ancient magic that existed long before much of humanity. Back when demons ruled our world.”

      Back when demons did what now? Phoenix shook her head, trying to clear her reeling thoughts. Even if what he was saying was true and her family had some connection to the magic that bound the Horsemen, why would …

      She froze. Her stomach clenched with something other than her usual pregnancy nausea as the realisation hit her. “You think we’ll need that magic to banish them again.”

      It wasn’t a question, and his suggestion shouldn’t have been a surprise. Lucas was only voicing what they all secretly feared. She grew cold despite the fire that blazed in the hearth.

      “I think we’ll need to be prepared for that possibility. Your baby is a miracle, Phoenix. A beautiful miracle. But it is innocent, and it should be us protecting the baby from the world, not the baby protecting us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Darius stared at the screen in the centre of the bank of monitors. The image showcased an empty square space, containing only a metal table and a lone figure seated before it. Even from the visual on the screen, Darius could detect the man’s pompous air. His posture was rigid despite the chains that held him in place, and his nose was turned up in distaste as he stared directly ahead.

      “Did you have much trouble acquiring him?” Darius asked Erik.

      “No, though he was adamant that we would pay for our insubordination.”

      A sliver of satisfaction ran through Darius. He would show the little weasel what insubordination really looked like. “I’ll be sure to give him my deepest apologies.”

      He stood and removed his suit jacket, rolling up the sleeves of his crisp white shirt. “Cancel my next meeting,” he ordered, before striding from the viewing room.

      The music was a dull thudding bass as he made his way through the darkened hallways that ran along the rear of the club. Blue lights bordered either side of the black carpet, casting an eerie glow as he passed the windowless doors of the private rooms. At the end of the hall, he stopped in front of one such door.

      Vicktor’s glare was the first thing he noticed as he entered the room, and he smiled wide in greeting. “Vicktor. It’s been a while.”

      “What the hell do you think you’re playing at, Darius?” The CLO rep shifted on the metal chair, setting his chains clinking. His eyes darted to the questionable stains on the table and he licked his lips.

      “Playing? Oh, I don’t believe this is a game.”

      “The Council know it was you who killed Diana. They have witnesses who saw you heading to her quarters. If something happens to me, they’ll –”

      “They’ll what? Come avenge your death?” Darius sneered. “Don’t fool yourself. Even if they cared to expend the energy – which I highly doubt – it won’t change the fact you’re dead, will it?”

      Vicktor swallowed and a vein pulsed at his temple.

      “But I don’t want to kill you, Vicktor.” Darius walked a slow circle around the table, coming to a stop behind the chair. He placed his hands on the other man’s shoulders and smiled when Vicktor tensed. “I just want to know what your meeting with the Council was about.”

      “Why should I tell you anything?”

      Darius shrugged and continued his circle until he was once more standing in front of the table. “You shouldn’t. Though I’d hate to have to reconsider my decision to keep you alive.”

      Vicktor licked his lips again. His grey eyes flitted from side to side, searching for an escape that didn’t exist. The restraints in all of the private rooms were of the highest quality and could be easily tailored to suit any species of Supe. The doors were magically reinforced, and a building full of highly trained vampires stood between Vicktor’s chair and freedom. There was no escaping.

      Clearly coming to the same conclusion, Vicktor swallowed audibly. “If I tell you, I want your word that you’ll let me live.”

      Darius brushed the demand off with a wave of his hand. “You have my word.”

      “The Seer has had another vision. It seems there’s a possible solution to the prophecy.”

      Darius became deathly still. The only solution was for the prophecy to be fulfilled. Any other alternative was unacceptable.

      “The hybrid is pregnant,” Vicktor continued. “If she births the child before the prophecy endpoint, the balance will be restored.”

      “What do you mean, she’s pregnant?”

      Vicktor grimaced. “Another abomination to the Lore.”

      Darius paced the small confines of the room as he considered this development. Every day the fabric was growing weaker; he could already see signs of it as they managed to pull stronger demons through with each transfer they conducted. But the Horsemen were a different story; they were more than mere demons. The fabric would need to fail entirely for them to pass over.

      “Did the Seer happen to offer the odds on this outcome?” It wasn’t unusual for a scenario to have many possible paths. Perhaps this was just the Council clinging desperately to the sinking ship.

      “It was unclear. It seems the future balances precariously on a series of key events.”

      “Indeed.”

      “The Council will protect the hybrid now that they know. It doesn’t matter that she’s broken their edict; they’ll do everything in their power to ensure the baby is born.”

      “I fear you overestimate your dear Council. As you so rightly pointed out, one of their own has already met an untimely demise. Without the Mists to do their bidding, they are little more than an inconvenience.” Darius stopped once more in front of the table and leaned forward until his face was mere inches from Vicktor’s. “The prophecy will come to pass. I promise you that much. It’s just a shame you won’t be here to see it.”

      Vicktor jerked back, his pinched features paling. “You gave your word that you wouldn’t kill me.”

      “Oh, I’m not going to kill you. I’m going to do something much worse.” Turning away, Darius pulled his mobile phone from his trouser pocket and pressed the first number on his speed dial. “Erik, I believe we’ve found ourselves our next test subject.”
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        * * *

      

      Darius headed for the stainless-steel lift at the end of the corridor, Vicktor’s protests and fruitless threats still ringing in his ears. He had debated with himself over recent months whether or not to keep the CLO rep alive. Vicktor had long ago outlived his usefulness when it came to getting information about key Council actions, but Darius hadn’t wanted to take the risk in drawing attention to himself too soon, should the weasel have a failsafe in place. Now it seemed patience would bring its own reward.

      In all their tests to date, they hadn’t yet managed to find a suitable demon match for shifters. While not the rarest of the Supe species, myths about their skin being able to transfer the shifting magic to the wearer of same had led to the species being hunted. As a result, they were notoriously private and less inclined than their wolfen counterparts to live in groups. It had meant fewer opportunities to test them than he’d have liked.

      Vicktor would make an ideal candidate. If the transfer was successful, it would move their testing along even further. And if it didn’t? Well then, the weasel would be out of his hair once and for all. And since it would technically be the demon that killed him, Darius would have even kept his word.

      He paused in front of the retina scanner and the lift doors opened with a hiss. There was only one button and it deposited him five floors underground, in the complex that been built below the club.

      Significantly smaller than the space they’d previously used at the Dublin clan’s lair, he’d felt it prudent to move the most vital of their operations after Phoenix and her little band of do-gooders had breached the lair’s security a couple of months previous. The space at the club allowed for a well-equipped laboratory, a testing chamber, and a number of holding cells for the subjects. The remainder of their operations had been moved to the pharmaceutical complex that had been the starting point for the testing, and now also accommodated his ever-growing army of demon-Supe hybrids.

      Stepping from the lift, Darius strode past tables laden with tubes, computers, and strange gadgets that meant little to him. A technician in a white lab coat bustled about, preparing for Vicktor’s transfer, while a witch readied himself for the ritual on the opposite side of the room.

      Darius vaguely recognised the sharp, pale features of the man who stood with his head bowed, chanting in a low voice over a bowl that was coated in a tar-like substance. A streak of white ran through the witch’s mousy brown hair and that, more than any personal knowledge of the man, was what triggered Darius’s memory.

      Though he wasn’t always present for the transfers, it was unusual for Darius to see any of the witches more than once. The spell to weaken the barrier, even temporarily, drained a significant amount of energy and burned many of the weaker witches out entirely. Of course, that was the benefit of having the Dublin coven at his disposal; he always had another witch on hand when needed. The coven’s greed had long ago left them beholden to him, and now that they floundered without a strong leader, it was even easier to bend them to his will.

      Satisfied that all was in hand for the transfer
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