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CHAPTER ONE


I had to let the Beast feed tonight. I didn’t want to, but if I didn’t, what came next would be a lot worse.

I hurried along the rain-slicked Baltimore streets. The Inner Harbor area was still packed with people even though it was midnight. I wasn’t here for one of its many bars or late-night eateries, though. It just happened to be between my apartment and the hospital where I worked.

I kept walking. It only took a few blocks past the Inner Harbor’s more touristy area for the neighborhood to noticeably change. Abandoned buildings and iron-gated windows now dotted the rows of townhouses and mostly closed businesses. Foot traffic was also down unless you passed a bar. I was passing one now, and two twenty-something guys spilled out of it. With a sloppy smile, the brunet staggered after me.

“Hey, hot stuff, come here,” he slurred.

“No thanks,” I said firmly, and tucked some of my long, too-curly brown hair back into its ponytail.

“Come on!” he tried again.

Did he really think catcalling would work, especially on someone wearing medical scrubs? He was lucky I didn’t take him up on his offer. Even now, my vision changed, showing red swirls haloing the catcaller’s gloomy gray aura.

I tried to sidestep him, but he reached out and yanked me against him.

“Not so fast!” His hands ran down my sides, and—

Darkness stabbed out from my fingernails, turning them into sharp claws. I sank them into the catcaller. The Beast inside me clamped onto that supernatural tether, burning through the violence in the man’s psyche.

He screamed, and the red flares in his aura dimmed.

I snatched my hand away, shoving him and that inner Beast back. Otherwise, the Beast would consume the catcaller’s life force once it was done feasting on his violence.

The catcaller nearly fell. His friend caught him before he hit the pavement. My claws vanished with the same speed as the burn marks in my would-be groper’s skin.

“What the hell, Jackson?” his friend hissed, pulling the catcaller away. “Sorry, he’s drunk,” he said to me.

Jackson sagged in his friend’s grip. He was barely conscious from the Beast devouring his violent energy. The red flares were now gone from Jackson’s aura, too, leaving him haloed by what looked like an ashen cloak.

“What happened?” Jackson managed to mumble.

You became a snack, I thought grimly, increasing my pace as I walked away. But unfortunately, I still need a meal.

I never intended to be a nurse by day and a violence-eating vigilante by night, but here I was, twenty-six and doing both. Okay, a little more than both. I’d also given secret, supernatural assistance to a patient during my nursing shift tonight, even though doing so had consequences.

Desperate animals will gnaw off their own paw if left long enough in a trap. Well, I was the Beast’s trap, and using its power to heal made it desperate enough to gnaw through me unless I fed it what it craved most—violence.

I reached the next intersection, looking ahead to see if the Walk or Stop light was on. A bright light suddenly seared my vision. For a second, I thought it might be a passing car’s headlights, and then I realized it belonged to a person.

That person moved out from behind a cluster of people waiting for the light to change. I expected to see a small, wide-eyed face. Auras that radiant usually came from children. Instead, I saw the wrinkled visage of an elderly man. He had pale skin, gray hair, and he was dressed like he’d been cosplaying as a nineteenth-century librarian.

Two men suddenly ran up behind the elderly man. Their auras were bloodred and unusually tall, looming and swaying over them. One pressed his hand against the man’s mouth and dragged him off in the opposite direction.

The light changed. People crossed the street, oblivious to what had happened behind them. It was so fast, I would have missed it, too, if I hadn’t been staring right at the elderly man.

I went after them. I normally didn’t take on two guys at once, but the old guy was in trouble. That made these kidnappers my next meal. When the Beast was done with them, they’d be alive, but like the catcaller, they’d be a lot less dangerous.

His kidnappers moved unusually fast. I ran, but I still couldn’t keep up. Thankfully, the man’s aura left a trail of light that I followed. It led into an alley behind a pawnshop.

I normally avoided this part of town, but I kept going. The Beast’s hunger grew with every step. It wanted to kill them. I wouldn’t let it. I couldn’t rid myself of the Beast, but I could damn sure keep it on a diet.

I caught up with the two captors in time to see them haul the man over a fence. Now they were in the back of a scrap metal depository. Moments later, I heard a cry: “Stop! That hurts!”

The Beast surged, sensing the violence. I didn’t free it—I never willingly did—but I didn’t force it all the way back.

The Beast’s power scalded me. My skin felt too tight and my pulse raced. I took my coat off, threw it over the fence, and cleared the six-foot height in one leap.

The kidnappers spun around. The hoods of their sweatshirts were now down, revealing that one was blond and the other had brown hair. The old man was on the ground, blood streaming down his forehead. The brown-haired kidnapper gripped a metal pipe, its edge dripping with crimson.

“Drop it,” I said.

They laughed.

I didn’t blame them. I was only five-four, with an average build, and I had no weapons. Well, none that they could see.

The Beast let out a growl through my throat that caused the two men to pale. Yeah, no normal person could make that sound.

“The hell?” the blond one whispered.

I sprang toward the pipe-wielding guy. My front kick smashed into his chest. He went down, the pipe clattering from his hand. Not laughing now, was he? With my mixed martial arts training plus the Beast’s added power, I’d kicked him harder than someone five times my size.

The blond guy lunged at me.

The Beast’s claws shot out. I was about to drive them into him when something knocked me over from behind. My forehead slammed onto the concrete. Pain filled me, my vision swam, and I tasted blood.

What the hell?

The dark-haired guy was still on the ground, and the blond was right in front of me. Who had hit me from behind?

I scrambled to my feet and whirled around.

Nothing. Whoever it was must’ve backed into the yard where the night’s shadows thickened to a dark gloom. The stench of cayenne and ozone washed over me, so thick I almost gagged.

I whirled back. The blond was still there, but the other kidnapper was gone. A huge snake now rose up to stare at me. Holy shit, that thing was bigger than a telephone pole!

“Whatever you are, you’re dead,” it hissed at me.

It could talk?

My shock was costly. The snake’s strike slammed into me like a giant hammer. I fell back. Coils wrapped around me. I tried to fight it off, but it squeezed me like a massive fist.

Air burst out of my lungs. I tried to suck more in and couldn’t. Panic strafed me. I’d known there had to be other supernatural creatures aside from the one inside me. Now I’d finally found one, and it was trying to kill me.

The stench of agave drowned me as those coils squeezed harder. My bones groaned. Pain slashed through me. I tried to scream, but nothing came out. I was being crushed to death.

My skin burned and a vicious inner slash felt like acid. I knew that pain. The Beast was here.

Everything went black, and—

—I spat out a mouth full of ashes. The wind tried to blow more back in. I clamped my lips shut.

I was in the middle of the metal yard, naked and bloody. Nothing was left of the huge snake or the other kidnappers except piles of cold ashes swirling in the night breeze.

Dammit, I hadn’t wanted to kill them. The thing inside me was a murderer, but I wasn’t. Not by choice. Now I’d killed again, and it had been someone with a supernatural secret like me. All the answers I could’ve finally gotten, gone. The frustration cut like a knife.

At least I kept them from murdering that poor man. Unless the Beast had killed him, too? I couldn’t see his bright aura anymore. The Beast was full and satiated, and it had sunk too deep within me.

“Sir?” I called out.

No answer.

My heart lurched. The Beast normally only ate the violent, making their red auras an Open for Dinner sign to my supernatural stowaway. Don’t ask me why it preferred them. No one gave me a Beast’s Guide to Binge Eating when I became infected with the thing eleven years ago. At first, I thought I might be a werewolf, but sadly not. If werewolves were real, those lucky fuckers only had to deal with their inner monsters one weekend a month. I had to deal with mine every single day.

But if the Beast was hungry enough, it would eat anyone, violent or no.

“Where are you, sir?” I called out again, snatching my coat off the fence where I’d left it.

“Here,” a pained voice groaned.

I put my coat on and ran toward his voice.

I found the man slumped by a large heap of scrap metal piled up for sorting. Blood streamed from his head, and clear liquid that might have been spinal fluid leaked from his nose. If I didn’t do something, he’d die.

I put my hands on his head while pulling on the Beast’s power. Three minutes later, I was bent over, vomiting from channeling too much magic, too fast.

Gentle hands smoothed back my hair. “There now, lass,” the man said in a lilting Irish accent. “You’re all right.”

My gag turned into a choked laugh. I sat back, wiping at my mouth. “More importantly, how are you?”

He gave me the sweetest smile. “Alive, thanks t’you. Thought you meant to kill me when you turned into a beithíoch.”

Did he just call me a “behemoth”? Eh, that was a kind descriptor compared to whatever the Beast was. More importantly, I’d healed him, but now I had to leave town. Again. At best, whichever police officer took the man’s report would think that he was overwrought from the attempted kidnapping, but I couldn’t take that risk. Not after nearly getting arrested in Georgia last year.

I bit back my disappointment. I was just starting to get comfortable here. I had a decent job, a place to live where the neighbors didn’t question my late-night comings and goings, and even a pet now. Still, safety beat out comfort.

“Do you have someone to call to pick you up?” I asked him.

He gave me a look of such heartbreaking confusion, I patted his arm. As a nurse, I’d seen that look on countless dementia patients before. He didn’t remember who to call.

“Do you know your name?” I asked in a softer voice.

His whole body trembled as he said, “No.”

“It’s fine,” I said, patting him again. “I can still help you. Do you mind if I look in your pockets?”

He didn’t mind, but to my dismay, he lacked a phone, wallet, or any identification. He only had a single, laminated business card with FRONTVIEW REPUBLIC printed on the front and a handwritten phone number on the back.

My brows went up. Frontview Republic was one of the largest commercial real estate and investment corporations in the Northeast. Their name had been splashed across headlines recently due to a big project in Maryland and Pennsylvania.

“Stay here,” I said, and searched for the rest of my stuff.

I found my clothes and purse near the bloodstains and ash piles. The huge snake and the other kidnappers must have put up a hell of a fight. The Beast normally killed too quickly to draw anyone’s blood.

I couldn’t believe I’d finally come across another supernatural creature, only to still end up knowing nothing.

Rain started pouring in sheets. I used the deluge to wash the blood off my face and hands. Then I shoved the remains of my ripped-up medical scrubs into my coat’s deep pockets. The rain should wash away all the kidnappers’ blood as well as their ashes, leaving no trace of their deaths behind.

I returned to the man and led him to an awning that blocked most of the rain. Thankfully, my burner phone was working, which meant the Beast had been free at least ten minutes. Nothing electronic worked around the Beast when it first took over. I dialed the number on the business card and put it on speaker while I checked the man for more injuries.

“Who is this?” a smooth baritone voice answered.

“Is this Frontview Republic?” I asked.

“Who is this?” the voice repeated with such command that I almost said “Raine Stone” before I caught myself.

The man’s condition was tragic, but it had also saved me. He could tell everyone that he’d seen a woman transform into a huge creature that had killed two men plus a huge snake, and no one would believe him. Maybe I didn’t have to move again after all.

“Do you know a sixty-something man with an Irish accent who dresses like he raided a Sherlock Holmes movie set?” I asked.

“Yes.” His tone changed to palpable menace. “Where is he?”

“Safe,” I replied shortly. “But he very nearly wasn’t. Some men kidnapped him and almost killed him tonight.”

“Oh?” The man’s tone now became so velvety, I swore I almost felt it brush over me. “If you assisted in his rescue, then you will be well rewarded. Once again, where is he?”

“You must be rich,” I said with all the annoyance I wasn’t allowed to articulate when I was at work. “Only the wealthy think people help others for a reward instead of the simple reason that someone needed help.”

Anger replaced that luxurious tenor. “If you don’t tell me where Brendan is right now—”

“Brendan!” A delighted expression lit the man’s face. “My name is Brendan! And that’s Remy. He takes care of me. Don’t worry, Remy. The beithíoch is helping me.”

Okay, that word wasn’t “behemoth.” It had too many vowels, but new words were the least of my concerns. Headlights shone along the road that ran between the recycling plant and the train tracks; a reminder that someone could stumble upon us.

“He’ll be at the Helping Hands Shelter in twenty minutes,” I said, and hung up. Then I smiled and held out my hand. “Brendan? Would you escort me down the street? It’s not safe for a lady to walk alone.”

His smile deepened his wrinkles. He’d seen the Beast inside me, so he knew I didn’t need “escorting.” Still, he held out his arm while his periwinkle-blue eyes brightened.

“I’d be delighted.”






CHAPTER TWO


I watched from across the street as Brendan walked the final block to the shelter alone. I’d been right to be cautious. Before Brendan reached the front door, a black Mercedes sped down the street and screeched to a stop beside him.

“Remy!” I heard Brendan say before a tall figure leapt out. I caught a glimpse of black hair, broad shoulders, and a shadowed jaw before the man hustled Brendan into the back seat.

The car sped away at once.

Remy had gotten here fast. I doubted he lived nearby. He was obviously rich, and the rich didn’t live anywhere near the part of the city that had shelters for unhoused people.

I remained in the shadows for another few minutes, making sure Remy didn’t come back. Then I started walking, soaked but grateful for the rain. It kept the streets empty. The drunk guy wasn’t the first person to grab first and ask permission never, and the Beast had eaten more than enough tonight.

When I got to a more commercial intersection, I called an Uber. Ten minutes later, I was dropped off in front of a tall, mud-colored building with several rickety fire escapes clinging to it. The main entrance still had an old-fashioned keylock, and the elevator creaked its way up to the sixth floor.

Once inside my apartment, I shrugged out of my coat and grabbed hand towels from the kitchen countertop to mop up the water pooling at my feet. Everything was within easy reach; I’d give that to tiny studio apartment living.

I wanted to fall onto the bed that was the focal point of the main room, but first I had to shower and brush my teeth. When I came out of the bathroom, a fluffy calico cat now lounged in my bed, eyeing me with her usual mixture of affection and disdain.

“Hey, Belle.”

Most animals hated me because of the Beast. Not Belle. She’d been a stray that snuck in one night after I left the window open. I’d kept it open after that so Belle could escape if the Beast ever took me over, but she hadn’t. Not even after an intruder had crawled up the fire escape and squeezed in through that open window. I’d woken up with a hand over my mouth while a masked guy said, “Don’t scream, or you’ll be sorry.”

He’d been the sorry one. Survival instinct always released the Beast. When I was myself again, the intruder was nothing more than cold ashes on my covers. Belle was still there, yawning from her window perch as if to say, You go from sweet to murderous in an instant? Big deal, cats can do that, too.

That’s why I named her after the heroine from Beauty and the Beast, who was also able to love a fearsome monster.

Belle stretched, tilting her head so I could scratch under her chin. I did, and was rewarded with a rumbling purr.

I don’t remember falling asleep. The next thing I knew, my alarm was blaring, and sun streamed through the windows. It didn’t feel like I’d slept ten hours, but I had. Transforming into the Beast took a lot out of me. Now I had less than an hour before I had to clock in for my shift.

I quickly got ready. I didn’t have time to take the bus, and my car was still in the shop, so I called an Uber. Traffic was heavy for a Saturday, but I still managed to get there a few minutes early, earning me a grateful look from Sue, the charge nurse.

“I know you worked overtime yesterday, Raine. Thanks for not being late today.”

“No problem,” I said.

Sue smiled. “A few of us are going out for drinks after work. Why don’t you join us?”

“Sorry,” I said with a fake smile. “I’ll be too wiped out.”

She wagged her finger at me. “One day, you’ll say yes!”

“One day,” I agreed, but I wouldn’t. Friends were for normal people, not for someone who had to run around most nights finding violent auras to snack on so the thing inside me didn’t break out and kill more innocent people.

At 11 PM, my shift was finally over. I left through the staff exit at the back of the emergency room. Once outside, I scanned the pick-up/drop-off lane. My Uber should be here soon. If I hurried, I could make it to the convenience store to get more cat food before it closed.

I was so focused on that, I ignored the black Mercedes parked along the curb until it pulled toward me. That wasn’t my Uber. It wasn’t anyone’s Uber. It was an S-class Benz, and it looked like the car that had picked up Brendan last night.

The driver jumped out and opened the back door. I glimpsed a muscular man wearing a dark suit inside.

“Mr. Byrne would like a word with you,” the driver said.

This was bad. Remington “Remy” Byrne was the CEO of Frontview Republic, as I found out when I googled the company during my dinner break. Now he was here? Why?

“I don’t know a Mr. Byrne, so I’ll pass,” I said as I started backing up toward the employee entrance.

“We met over the phone last night,” that deep voice replied from inside the car. “And I’m low on patience, so get in.”

The command in his silky baritone actually had me taking a step toward the Benz before I came to my senses. Nothing good would come of me meeting the caretaker of an eyewitness to my inner monstrosity. How had he found me?

I backed up. The employee door was only a few feet away.

“I don’t think so.”

A heavy hand landed on my shoulder.

My whole body suddenly lost its strength. I would have fallen if that unknown person hadn’t picked me up.

“Here, let me help you,” I heard before my eyes fluttered closed, the lids too heavy for me to keep open.

The last thing I felt was the cool embrace of soft leather as I was dropped into the Mercedes’s back seat.



I didn’t open my eyes when I regained consciousness. I tested my wrists and feet. No restraints. No gag, either, and I was lying on something that felt bigger than the back seat. I didn’t sense any motion, so we must be out of the car. I also didn’t have any head pain, so I’d either been drugged or Tasered … and that was twice that someone had snuck up on me.

Damn, I normally had better reflexes.

“I know you’re awake.”

I tensed. And I knew that smooth baritone voice.

I opened my eyes and sat up. I was on a couch in a large room with soft gold lighting, brown leather furniture, bronze drapes over windows twice my height, and strange boxed walls.

Not boxed, I corrected as my eyes adjusted to the low light. Bookshelves. I’d been kidnapped and brought to a library?

A man sat in the corner of the room, the sides of his chair rising around him like a throne. He was in his early thirties, and his black suit was the same color as his raven hair. His golden-bronze skin was a perfect backdrop for thick black brows, a straight nose, high cheekbones, and a hint of darkness that shadowed his clean-shaven jaw.

He didn’t make a threatening move, but suddenly, the Beast’s gaze overtook mine. Light exploded around the man, haloing his vermilion aura. The deep red shade should have devoured that light, but it continued to burst within his aura like a lightning storm against a setting sun. I’d never seen such duality before. Usually the red overcame the light, or at least washed it out into ashy maroon, yet his aura was scarlet, fathomless … and impossibly bright and beautiful.

“Stunning,” I breathed out.

“Flattery is wasted on me, Miss Stone.”

“I didn’t mean your looks.” Sure, those were remarkable, too, but I could barely see his now with his aura still flashing like diamonds against a sea of crimson.

I caught a glimpse of white teeth amidst that brilliance. “Insults won’t help you, either.”

The Beast twisted inside me, hungry for the violence in the man. I forced it back. I didn’t need it to survive … yet. After several moments, Remy’s incredible aura faded. Instead, I just saw him, and I raked him with my most authoritative gaze.

“I want to leave now, Remy.”

“Remington,” he responded instantly. “‘Remy’ is for family or friends who are like family. You’re neither.”

And he was dead if I let the Beast out. “I’ll care about your name preference when I’m not being held against my will, Remy. I’d think the CEO of a Fortune 500 company would have better things to do than kidnap a nurse, but I suppose everyone gets bored sometimes.”

His head cocked. “You’ve been taken to an unfamiliar place by a stranger, but you’re not afraid. Why?”

“I’m only afraid of one thing, pal, and it isn’t you.”

“That’s a mistake.”

Something in his stare made gooseflesh race over me. The Beast wasn’t the only one reacting as though Remy was unusually dangerous. My human senses warned me of that, too.

Then again, the thing inside me was the most dangerous of us all. “So was kidnapping me. I’d rethink that if I were you.”

His brow arched. “My door’s not locked. You are free to go … right after you tell me what the hell you did to Brendan.”

I was off the couch before that part made me pause. “Do? I helped him get away from the guys who tried to kill him—”

“Not that.” His voice was so sharp my skin actually tingled. “He called you a beithíoch—”

A vicious inner slash almost made me scream. Oh God, the Beast was trying to get out.

“—and he shouldn’t know that word,” Remy continued. “Beithíoch isn’t in your everyday vocabulary—”

“Stop!” I clutched my torso, trying to force the Beast back. Somehow, Remy saying “beithíoch” activated the Beast like the threat of imminent death. My skin burned as if about to burst apart and my breath came in painful pants.

Remy’s gaze tracked every movement. “What’s wrong?”

Sweat trickled down my face while my heart hammered with fierce inner blows. “Don’t say the B-word again.”

It was taking everything I had to fight the Beast, though I didn’t understand why. Brendan had called me a beithíoch and I’d been fine. But if Remy said that word again, he was dead.

“Miss Stone.” Remy’s voice now washed over me like a refreshing stream. My scalding skin suddenly cooled. “You don’t have to worry. I won’t say that word again. Now, sit back down.”

I was back on the couch before I realized it. More startling, the Beast was now curling back into whatever corner it retreated to when it wasn’t trying to eat someone. Remy wasn’t talking anymore, but somehow, I could still feel the vibrations from his voice like hands massaging my tension away.

That wasn’t possible. Neither was the Beast suddenly chilling as if it had smoked a supernatural bong.

“What are you?” I whispered.

His smile made me sure I was right to say “what” and not “who.” No normal person could make a simple facial change look so threatening and yet so … sensual.

“You first.”

At the words, another wave of that strange languidness rolled over me, threatening to pull me under.

“Whatever you’re doing, stop it!” I managed to snap.

He did, so abruptly I shivered with a sort of instant withdrawal. Damn, that was good stuff, whatever it was.

Remy leaned forward, his aquamarine gaze now piercing. “Stop pretending you don’t know what I am. You’re on my lands, but you entered without my permission.”

He was speaking English, but I still had no idea what he was talking about. “Why would I need your permission?”

“You’re not human,” he replied in a silky tone. “At least now I know who’s been trespassing on my territory. I knew someone supernatural had to be. There was a sudden drop in violent crimes in a specific section of the city over the past year. The criminals didn’t die, get arrested, or disappear, either. They just had an inexplicable change of behavior.”

My heart skipped a beat. You’re not human. After eleven years, someone had finally realized that. Furthermore, Remy didn’t look the slightest bit surprised by it. That made no sense, unless I wasn’t the only one with supernatural secrets.

“So?” I said, deciding to brazen it out.

His smile was exactly like his aura, dazzling and deadly all at once. “‘So’? That’s the entirety of your defense?”

Was I on trial? “I don’t know what rules you think I broke, but I’d let it go if I were you. Bad things happen to people who attack me, as Brendan’s dead kidnappers can prove.”

“Are you threatening me?” An amused sort of menace radiated from him.

“The opposite,” I said with all seriousness. “I’m trying to keep you alive.”

His laughter soaked into me with subtle vibrations that felt like claws caressing my skin. Worse, I liked the sensation.

“Stop that,” I gritted out.

“My mistake,” he said with another chuckle that thankfully didn’t feel tangible this time. “You caught me off guard, which is rare for a Warden.”

“A Warden?” I said in a careful tone. “Is that what you think I am?”

The air filled with tension so palpable, it was like lightning were about to strike. “No, Miss Stone. I am a Warden, but as I said, call me Remington.”






CHAPTER THREE


I now knew how Alice must have felt when she found herself talking to a rabbit who was late for a very important date in Wonderland. Remy had said “Warden” like I should know what that meant. I didn’t, but I was going to find out.

“So, what’s your secret ability, Warden?” Aside from that sexy, drug-like voice …

His gaze narrowed. “You honestly don’t know, do you?”

Never bluff when it’s obvious that you don’t have the cards. My gambler father hadn’t been good for much, but he’d taught me that. “No.”

A pause. Then, “A Warden is similar to a sorcerer, except much more powerful.”

He’d just admitted that he wasn’t human. Wow. After years of looking, I’d found two such beings in two days.

“I can also manipulate emotions through sound and vibration,” Remy went on. “Or use those as weapons.”

The first part I believed. Movies used sound and music to manipulate emotion, too. His voice had sure done a number on the Beast moments ago. But the second part?

“Prove it.” Why trust when I could see instead?

Remy nodded at a large object on the ornately carved table in front of me. “See that sculpture?”

Of course I did. Under different circumstances, I would have been fascinated by it. It showed a magical-looking city where three tall, pointy towers loomed over other buildings. Water wound through the city in mini rivers that snaked up and around those buildings. The water flowed in reverse as well as down, depending on whether it was going in or out of the city. The sculpture must have its own hidden pump system to defy gravity like that.

“Sure. Looks expensive.” Like everything else in this room.

“Back away from it, Miss Stone.”

I got off the couch and stood several feet away.

Something came out of Remy’s throat. Calling it a word was like calling Niagara’s waterfall a drizzle. I caught a heady whiff of spices and chocolate.

The sculpture exploded.

But the pieces didn’t fall. They shattered, then hung in the air in an impossible freeze-frame. For a second, I could see how each tiny fragment glittered. Even the droplets from those mini rivers split apart like rain in frozen animation.

Then everything fell, and the pieces turned into a powdery substance that the water quickly saturated.

The Beast did something I’d never felt it do—it flinched.

I stared at Remy before looking at the wet goo that used to be a fantasy-themed cityscape. I’d gotten my proof, all right. His voice had obliterated that sculpture. I sat back down before Remy noticed that my knees were now trembling.

“What does a Warden do?” I asked in a fake-casual tone.

“We negotiate and enforce truces between the other races, as well as oversee the territories entrusted to them.”

Other races. So there were multiple types of inhuman creatures in the world. I knew I couldn’t be the only one.

“Why are you telling me this?” I asked with sudden suspicion. “Isn’t this stuff supposed to be a secret?”

He shrugged. “All the non-humans on my lands know it.”

I didn’t, despite spending countless hours researching cryptids and other mythical beings while trying and failing to find anything I could about the Beast. I had to keep Remy talking. He was a gold mine of information.

“Why would other species need a negotiator?”

“Impartiality is impossible for races with thousands of years of spilled blood between them. That’s why an outside mediator was needed, and only humans were neutral, but they were too weak. So, the races took a human and imbued him with pieces from all their magic, creating a non-human with immunity to their abilities as well as distinct powers of his own.”

It didn’t sound believable, but I had a Beast inside me. Who was I to say that this was impossible? “And that’s you?”

“No, that was thousands of years ago. There have been many Wardens since. There are also areas without Wardens or treaties. In them, it’s survival of the fittest. That’s why many choose to live on a Warden’s lands, where treaties give them protection.”

With that, Remy rose.

I thought he’d looked imposing before. That was nothing compared to now. Remy was over six feet tall, well-muscled, and he moved with the grace of a stalking tiger. His presence filled the room until everything seemed to shrink in comparison.

“Now, tell me what you are, Miss Stone.”

His voice was smooth, yet the “or else” part was clear. I didn’t like that, but this guy dealt with supernatural creatures as his day job. I could finally learn more about the Beast.

Still, I had conditions. “First, I want your word that whatever ‘trespassing’ crime I’ve committed won’t be punished.”

“You’re demanding terms?”

His magic pressed on my senses, warning me the way sparks from a downed power line warned people that getting too close meant death.

“You’re a big-time CEO and a Warden.” My voice was steady, but I found myself sitting very still. Now I knew why some animals froze when a predator put them in their sights. “Come on, Mr. Fortune 500. Negotiate with me.”

That smile. Danger had never looked so decadent.

“Very well. Unless you’re lying about not knowing the rules, you have my word that your trespassing is forgiven.”

“And any other crimes I might have unknowingly committed,” I added.

“Except premeditated murder.” Remy’s stare dared me to argue. “I can forgive ignorance of my laws and self-defense, but if you deliberately killed any of my people, you will pay.”

I sagged with relief. I’d never killed anyone. Only the thing inside me had, and none of those deaths had been planned.

“Agreed.”

“Then tell me what you are, Lorraine Stone.”

“Raine,” I corrected him. “No one calls me Lorraine anymore.” Everyone who used to had been murdered. I took a deep breath. “I actually don’t know what I am. I know what I was, and that was a normal girl until I was fifteen and something … infected me. I call it the Beast.”

“How did this Beast ‘infect’ you?”

Ice stabbed me. Sound wasn’t the only thing that could destroy in an instant. So could memories.

“I don’t know. It didn’t transfer into me because it bit me; I know that.”

That was one of my few clear memories of that doomed camping trip. I don’t remember much of what happened afterward. Like how I wandered around the smoldering woods for over a week before I was found, or how I survived at all. Fugue state, the doctors called it. A miracle, others said.

Yeah, a miracle. If you liked your miracles covered in blood, soot, and carrying a supernatural parasite.

“It was several feet away from me when it died, so it couldn’t have bitten me,” I went on. Still, somehow the Beast had gone from the other person it had inhabited into me.

Remy cocked his head. “What did this Beast look like?”

My eyes briefly snapped shut, a subconscious reaction to the memory. “Big, dark, lots of teeth, razor-sharp claws … and it had a taste for people.”

“People?” Something sparked in Remy’s gaze.

I nodded as if I wasn’t baring the worst part of my life to a stranger. “I didn’t know it back then, but I found out later that the Beast doesn’t eat people the normal way. It burns through the violence in their auras first, and moves on to their life force if it’s not stopped.”

“How did you survive your encounter with it, then?”

Another awful memory burst forth. Blood bubbling past Gran’s lips as she sighted down the barrel of her rifle.

“Fuck you,” she whispered to the Beast, and fired.…

I forced the memory back. “My grandmother shot it.”

A brow rose. “And that was sufficient?”

“No, but her Ruger with Magnum slugs shredded the Beast’s guts and made it drop to the ground,” I said briskly. “Then I grabbed the rifle and kept shooting until I ran out of ammo.”

And Gran had had a lot of ammo. She said she wasn’t camping in bear country unprepared. Little did Gran know that the real danger was a cute teen boy who said he’d gotten separated from his hiking group. I’d flirted with him while Mom made him a hamburger and Gran watched him with suspicion born of her three tours in the military. That’s why she’d already been close to her rifle when the killing started.…

Remy opened his mouth. Whatever he’d been about to say was stopped by the door banging open.

Brendan burst into the room. “Lass!”

Remy put himself between me and Brendan faster than I could blink. Two other men rushed into the room, giving Remy apologetic looks as they flanked Brendan and tugged on his arms.

“Come on, Brendan, you’re not supposed to be in here—”

“And yet he is.” Remy’s voice reverberated like rolling thunder. “That’s twice he’s slipped away on your watch.”

Brendan pulled against the gentle grips restraining him. “Don’t fuss, boys. I heard my friend, and I wanted to see her.”

“She’s your friend?” Remy looked more shocked by that than he had when I said I housed a violence-consuming monster.

Another beaming smile. “Of course.”

“He remembers her.” The shorter guard with highlights in his brown hair looked between Brendan and me in disbelief.

Brendan’s brows drew together, and pained confusion flashed across his features. “I-I shouldn’t?”

“Stop!” I couldn’t stand this any longer. “You don’t restrain a dementia patient unless they’re a danger to themselves or others. He’s not, so let him go.”

Remy turned. “Sit.”

The single word somehow knocked me back onto the couch.

Anger sparked as I got back up. “I am not a dog, so don’t you dare use your voice to make me sit again.”

“By your own admittance, you’re dangerous,” Remy countered.

Brendan gave me another confused look, followed by a far more tremulous smile. “But you’re my friend. Aren’t you?”

I should say no. Maybe if I did, Brendan would leave. But the vulnerable, almost childlike look in his eyes stopped me. I couldn’t crush that look any more than I could kick a puppy.

“Yes, I’m your friend, Brendan.”

Brendan’s smile was as bright as the flashes in Remy’s aura that, thankfully, I couldn’t see at the moment.

“I’m not dangerous now,” I told Remy. “If that changes, I’ll tell you. Besides, he’s too kind for the Beast to eat unless it was starving, and after last night, it’s full.”

Remy’s jaw tightened. It increased the chiseled hollows beneath his high cheekbones, and his blue eyes could have been made from diamonds from how hard they were.

“You might believe that, but if what’s inside you disagrees, I’ll kill you.”

I almost smiled. If Remy could actually do that, I’d be so relieved! I’d tried everything, and none of it had worked.

“Travis, Sam, wait outside,” Remy said, turning that jeweled gaze onto them. “Spend the time thinking about how you won’t let Brendan slip away from you a third time.”

“Yes, Warden,” they murmured, and left.

Brendan sat next to me, his hand brushing my cheek. “All that blood hid it before, but with your amber hair, porcelain skin, and green eyes, you’re a regular beauty!”

Aww. Brendan was such a sweetie.

Remy’s features hardened. “What did you do to him?”

I’d told him everything else. Why not this? “The kidnappers fractured his cranium. He was dying, so I channeled the Beast’s power and healed him.”

Shock pierced Remy’s dangerous demeanor. Just as quickly, his control was back. “You can channel its power?”

I grimaced. “Yes, but that makes the Beast ravenous, and when it’s ravenous, it breaks out if I don’t give it lots of violence to eat. That’s why I went after Brendan’s kidnappers.”

Ice was warmer than Remy’s gaze. “You deliberately feed random people to this Beast?”

“Yes, but not how you think. As I said, the Beast loves to feed on violence, but it’ll settle for pain and death. That’s why I became an ER nurse. Emergency rooms are full of those, so most of the time, I can keep the Beast fed residually just from my work environment.”

Remy’s gaze turned knowing. “You haven’t decreased the violence in your area by feeding it only from your work environment.”

My jaw clenched. “Fine. If a patient is dying, and I can sneak them enough power to stabilize them without getting caught … I sometimes do that, too.”

Remy’s snort said he knew how much heavy lifting the word “sometimes” was doing.

“When I channel the Beast’s power, I have to feed it violence from people’s auras afterward,” I finished. “But I always stop it before it consumes their life forces. It only broke free because Brendan’s kidnappers almost killed me. And once the Beast breaks out, I can’t stop it. I don’t even know what it does.”

Hence the delicate balance I had to walk. Those with violent auras were, by nature, dangerous. That’s why I’d taken numerous martial arts courses. Most of the time, I could defend myself so the Beast didn’t feel threatened enough to break free. That allowed me to feed it from violent peoples’ auras without anyone getting truly hurt.

Most of the time.

As if he sensed my struggle, Brendan patted my hand. “Don’t fret about those Basilisks. They were cruel, not good ones—”

“Basilisks?” Remy interrupted. “You know what that means?”

Brendan smiled. “Of course. Basilisks are snake people.”

So that was what the huge snake thing was called.

Remy’s features became glass-like. He rose, holding out his hand to Brendan. “I need to speak to Raine in private. She’s probably hungry, though. Would you see if the kitchen has any of those cheese sandwiches you like?”

Brendan accepted Remy’s hand with a bright smile. “Oh, yes, I love those. You’ll love them, too,” he told me as he hurried to leave the room. “I’ll bring some back with me.”

I saw the guards flanking the door when Brendan opened it. Remy flashed them a look, and they nodded before they left. Sandwiches or no, Brendan wouldn’t be back anytime soon.

“Tell me exactly where this attack occurred,” Remy said.

I did, adding, “You won’t find anything, though. The rain washed the ashes and blood away. And what’s the issue with Brendan remembering stuff? Dementia patients often remember random words or events from their past.”

“Brendan doesn’t have dementia.” Shadows skimmed over Remy’s expression. “He used to be a Records Keeper for two different Wardens. His knowledge of lost and forbidden spells was legendary. Decades ago, enemies intent on learning those spells captured him. Rather than let that knowledge fall into their hands, Brendan gave himself the magical version of a lobotomy. He hasn’t remembered anything of significance since, including that I’m his only grandson.”

That was so tragic, I didn’t begin to unpack it. I just nodded. “And now Brendan remembers me.”

“As well as the meaning of words he’s long forgotten, plus he can suddenly identify races like the Basilisk on sight.”

Remy’s calm voice didn’t fool me. The eye of a hurricane was also tranquil right before the storm blew you away.

I didn’t edge back even though I wanted to. “You think I somehow healed part of his mind when I healed his head?”

“You’re all that’s changed between then and now.”

If so, I had no idea how I’d done it. I’d only meant to heal Brendan’s physical injuries. I had no idea the Beast’s power could go deeper.

Remy came closer, his easy grace a lie because he was faster than I could imagine. He could also attack me with sound, and those were only the abilities he’d shown me. What else could Remy do that I didn’t know about?

A lot, he’d implied, and he ruled over a bunch of inhuman races. Maybe he’d come across the Beast before. Maybe he even knew a way to get rid of it. Was this the chance I’d been searching for? Recklessness born of long-denied hope had me speaking before I thought it through.

“What if we negotiate another deal?”

His brows went up. “What kind of deal?”

I reined in my runaway tongue. If I wasn’t careful, Remy would know how desperate I was, and I didn’t trust him. But, oh, I had to ask. I’d never had an opportunity like this before.

“I’ll try healing your grandfather’s mind all the way.”

Remy’s jaw tightened so much I was surprised I didn’t hear cartilage crack.

“No guarantees,” I stressed. “But I healed some of his mind without even trying to the night before last. It stands to reason that I could heal more of it if I do try.”

“And what would you want in return?”

His words coincided with the air instantly feeling thicker. Was that from his power? Or was it from my own excitement as more wisps of long-extinguished hope rose?

“I want you to use your Warden abilities to extricate me from my … my stowaway without it entering anyone else.”

I didn’t want to be free from the Beast just to have it ruin someone else’s life, and I’d tried everything I could think of to rid myself of it. Why not try a Warden?

Remy said nothing. The tension thickened.

For a second, the Beast peeked out of my gaze, and I saw Remy’s aura again. Vermilion auras shouldn’t have such bright, almost electrifying flashes inside them, but his did. When his aura vanished, all I saw was Remy. His beauty was no less fierce than his impossible aura, and worse, the single word he spoke made me ache with more of that long-forgotten hope.

“Agreed.”






CHAPTER FOUR


I didn’t know what I expected next, but it wasn’t Remy waving at the door. “Go home, Miss Stone. Tell no one about our meeting, and especially don’t mention my non-human status.”

As if I needed that warning. “I won’t. When are we going to try this? I’ll need several safeguards in place first—”

“I’ll handle it,” Remy said with the arrogance of someone used to making all the decisions.

“How, when you don’t even know what I need?” I pressed him.

Remy only waved in a tall, striking man with warm sepia skin and silver threading through his black hair. He also wore a suit and a chauffeur’s cap, which explained what Remy said next.

“Take Miss Stone home.”

The guy actually gave Remy a little bow. “Yes, Warden.”

Remy turned to me, raking me with a long, unreadable look. “Goodbye, Miss Stone. I’ll see you soon.”

The chauffeur held open the door for me, so I left.

I was surprised that that library-like room opened into a long hotel hallway with an elevator at the end of it. Unlike the one in my building, this elevator was state-of-the-art, with a security keypad and a cushioned bench to sit on.

My escort selected “L” and we zoomed downward. When the doors opened, they revealed a hotel lobby with an elegant bar and parlor. Muted sunlight streamed in from tinted windows, surprising me. I’d been kidnapped right after my shift ended at eleven last night. Now it looked like it was late morning or early afternoon.

“This way,” my escort said, and led me through the hotel’s main doors. The Mercedes was already parked in front.

Once we were outside, I recognized the hotel. It was a luxurious riverfront: one with a distinctive profile, with the tallest parts at the very front and back, and a long, flatter section in between. I’d seen it during the few times I drove through the Fells Point area of Baltimore. Did Remy live here? That library certainly hadn’t been standard hotel issue.

At least I was saving a few bucks, being driven home instead of having to order another Uber. Speaking of going home …

I pressed a button, and the privacy glass separating the driver’s section and the back seat rolled down.

“I need to stop at a convenience store,” I said.

The driver looked at me like I’d just told him to careen off a cliff. “I was only told to bring you home, ma’am.”

Ma’am? He looked in his mid-forties, and I was only twenty-six.

“There’s one near my apartment building.”

“I wasn’t given permission to deviate” was his reply.

I hid my annoyance behind a smile. “I get that you’re just doing your job, and I don’t want to get you in trouble. What if you call Remy and ask? He shouldn’t mind, and if he does, remind him that if he hadn’t kidnapped me last night, I wouldn’t need your help getting more cat food now.”

The driver slid the privacy glass back up. I didn’t hear a thing, but I assumed he was calling Remy. A minute later, the glass barrier came back down.

“Where to?” the driver asked. Guess Remy had said yes.

I gave him directions to the store. Good thing Remy had left my purse in the Benz, or I would have needed to borrow a credit card, too.

As promised, the store was close to my apartment building. The driver waited in front as I ran in and got the cat food. Then he darted in front of me to open my door to the back.

“Thanks,” I said. “What’s your name, by the way?”

“Mandal,” he replied, getting back in the driver’s seat.

Sounded like a last name. Was that how drivers normally referred to themselves? Or, like Remy, was he trying for emotional distance by not having me call him by his first name?

Whatever. “I’m Raine. Nice to meet you, Mandal.”

He nodded. “Pleased to meet you, too, ma’am.”

He was killing me with the “ma’am” stuff.

“Do you chauffeur around former kidnapping victims often?” I teased as we drove away.

He braked a little too hard. Maybe that was a yes?

“No, ma’am,” he finally said. “And I’m sorry about Siphoning you last night.”

I stiffened. “What did you do to me?”

His gaze met mine in the rearview mirror before he looked back at the road. “I drained all your energy with my touch.”

A dozen questions made me sputter before I said, “Explain.”

Mandal glanced at me again. “I’m a Siphon. When I came up behind you and touched your shoulder, I drained your energy until you were unconscious.”

That sounded like the Beast’s power, except with energy instead of violence or life force. I’d certainly dropped like a stone after I felt a hand on me last night. “But you touched my arm helping me into the car before, and nothing happened.”

He shrugged. “I wasn’t using my power on you then.”

“So, Siphons are like energy vampires?”

Mandal frowned. “Vampires don’t exist.”

I snorted. “Beasts, Siphons, snake people, sorcerers, and Wardens do, but nature draws the line at vampires?”

A small smile touched Mandal’s lips. “Apparently.”

“What other species are there?”

Mandal didn’t answer. He pulled up to my building and got out to open my door before I could finish tugging on the handle.

“Enjoy the rest of your day, ma’am.”

I doubted I would. I still had too many unanswered questions. At least now I knew more than I had during the last decade-plus of internet searches.

Remy had superhuman powers. He also claimed to rule other supernaturals. Mandal seemed proof of that. He could drain people’s energy with a single touch, and Mandal treated Remy with deference. Maybe Remy really did know a way to get rid of the Beast without it jumping into someone else.

Hell, maybe I’d even survive it, too.

The thought was so incredible, I could barely process it. I’d offered my deal out of desperation, but could I really be free from the Beast without it hurting anyone else? Could Remy be the solution I’d given up on finding?

It was harder to believe than Wardens, Siphons, Beasts, and snake people, but oh, it felt so good to have hope again. Even if Remy couldn’t deliver, I now knew it was possible, so I’d revel in it. It sure beat all the despair I’d felt for the past eleven years.



I didn’t hear from Remy that night. Or the next, or the next. I didn’t call or text him, either, even though I still had his number from Brendan’s business card. If Remy was ghosting me, it must mean he couldn’t hold up his part of our deal. I’d been wrong to get my hopes up, but at least I’d learned more about other supernaturals. That was something, wasn’t it?

Remy wasn’t the only one avoiding me. My mechanic hadn’t responded to any of my texts or calls this past week. I’d had enough of adding an hour to my commute each way to catch the bus, or draining my paychecks on Uber.

I called the main number for Big Ed’s Body Shop and pretended to be a new customer interested in a quote. That got Ed on the line for once. He’d been “unavailable” every other time I’d said who I really was.

“Hi, Ed,” I said. “It’s Raine Stone, and I need my car.”

“Rainey Day,” Ed said, using the annoying nickname he’d given me. “I was gonna call you. We found a new issue, but another four hundred bucks, and your baby’ll be good as new.”

My teeth clenched. “You said that about the last two issues. I’ve already paid you triple what you first quoted me.”

Ed grunted. “Not my fault that your car’s old. I’m givin’ you the ‘sexy client’ discount, too. An alternator’s normally five hundred bucks, but I’ll let you have it for four.”

I’d seen Ed through the Beast’s eyes once. The deep gray hues in his aura didn’t come from a lifetime of honest quotes.

“I’m not paying for anything else, so give me my car back as-is. I’ll get the repairs done somewhere else.”

Ed laughed. “We already ordered the alternator, so you can pay half for nothing, or pay four hundred for it to get fixed.”

My temper snapped. “I never agreed to that!”

Another laugh. “Ordering all the necessary parts is in the fine print of the contract you signed when you first came in.”

I hadn’t read the fine print. I’d been rushed because I was late for work that day. “I’m taking that contract to a lawyer.”

“Go ahead. It’ll cost you triple what this repair would just to have a lawyer read it.”

He wasn’t wrong, and fuck him anyway. “I’d rather overpay a lawyer than give you another dime,” I snapped, and hung up.

I was still steaming when my phone rang ten minutes later, showing an unfamiliar number. I answered only because I thought it might be Ed, hopefully coming to his senses.

“Hello?”

“Miss Stone.”

Not Ed. I’d know Remy’s velvety voice anywhere.

“Remy, er, Remington,” I amended. As promised, now that I wasn’t kidnapped by him, I’d honor his preference. “What’s up?”

“My driver will pick you up at six tonight.”

No “are you free?” or “is this a good time?” Just a command to be there.

I was tired of being pushed around by people who thought they could get away with it, but I wanted the Beast out of me without it hurting anyone else. If Remy could make that happen, I’d put up with all the arrogance he could dish out.

“Six it is, then.”






CHAPTER FIVE


Mandal was the driver again, and he took me to the same hotel. This time, he pressed “G” for the garage while entering some numbers into the elevator’s keypad. We descended, passing the garage level with a mechanical ding that counted off three more floors below what the hotel had showed to be the lowest floor.

I glanced at Mandal. “How many secret levels does this place have?”

His expression was bland. “I wouldn’t know, ma’am.”

He probably would, but he wasn’t telling. Still, I’d said I’d needed precautions before pulling on the Beast’s power. Being several floors below the general public was a good start.

Six beeps below the garage level, the elevator doors opened. It looked like we’d arrived at the foundations of the hotel. The air smelled old and musty, and a thick layer of dust carpeted the concrete floor between the steel pillars. If there was anything more down here, I couldn’t see it. There was no light aside from the glow that came from the elevator, and that only extended out a dozen feet.

Mandal stepped out of the elevator. “This way.”

I stayed put. “Not until you tell me where we’re going.”

“With me,” a familiar voice said.

Remy appeared in the glow of the elevator’s lights. He was wearing a black button-down shirt and black pants, a good pick considering the dust looked several inches high in places.

“You should’ve told me to wear boots,” I said.

The faintest smile curled Remy’s mouth. “My apologies.”

That was the nicest thing he’d said to me. It was so nice that it made me suspicious. “This might be a great place to dump a body, but remember that the Beast breaks out whenever my life is threatened. So, if your plan is just to put a bullet in my head, it won’t work. Believe me, I’ve tried.”

I’d also tried drowning, overdosing, jumping off a bridge, and even leaping in front of a train. The Beast always took over at the last second, saving itself by saving me. I’ll say one thing for the Beast—it had excellent survival skills.

Remy’s mouth quirked. “I haven’t been digging your grave, excellent body dump site or no. But there is a secure room where we won’t be disturbed, so your passenger can’t get out even if it does make an appearance.”

“Like you’d do your own digging,” I muttered, but I’d come here for a reason, so I stepped off the elevator.

Remy’s laugh brushed across my skin in a tangible stroke. I might have blamed the sensation on the acoustics of this large, empty space, but no. It was Remy and his baffling power to make sound either a weapon or a caress, depending on his mood.

“Probably not.” Remy pressed a button on a small device in his hand.

Muted light turned on in a room I hadn’t been able to see before. It was about thirty feet beyond the nearest large, thick metal column. Remy started toward it.

I did, too. As soon as I passed the metal column, a paralyzing sensation shot from my feet to my chest.

Overhead lights turned on, their brightness competing with my new vision that showed starbursts against the scarlet in Remy’s aura. Those lights also showed that this room wasn’t the hotel’s foundations, as I’d originally thought. No, it was a huge metal-and-magic trap.

The Beast turned my voice into an enraged howl. “Whatareyoudoing?”

“Seeing what sort of creature is infesting you.” Gone was that hint of humor in Remy’s voice. Each word was now so hard it felt like invisible nails pressing against me. “I’m not letting you go until I know exactly what I’m dealing with.”

I tried to shove the Beast down. It tore at me so fiercely I started bleeding from its inner slashes. Pain scalded me, and my blouse turned red.

Remy’s brows went up as he saw the blood. “Interesting.”

“That’ll be … your last word … if you don’t run,” I ground out.

A new scent competed with the harsh tang from my own blood. Something darkly spiced and rich. It came from Remy, I realized, but another inner tear made me forget it. I couldn’t hold the Beast back any longer. It was coming, and no cage could contain it. I’d tried that before, too.

“Run!” I said again, my vision blackening—

The next thing I knew, light exploded back into my eyes. I felt dizzying relief to be back in control, and sick fear over what I might have done. Habit had me spitting out the foul taste in my mouth, but instead of ashes from the burnt-up remains of someone’s body, it was … dust. And it hit Remy right in the face.

He was that close to me, and he looked very different from the last time I’d seen him. His face was darkened from the grime I’d just spat at him, and he was covered in blood.

“Raine,” he rasped. “You’re back.”

He staggered down to one knee with the words. I was appalled at the multitudes of deep lacerations on his back.

“Mandal!” I shouted. Remy needed stitches and a blood transfusion, stat.

No response. Hopefully that wasn’t ominous. Maybe Mandal had run away when the Beast got out.

I ripped off the ragged remains of Remy’s pants in order to stem the worst of his bleeding. I had no clothes on to help with that. As usual, the Beast had torn mine off when it came out.

“I told you to run,” I muttered as I worked.

“Stop,” Remy murmured, batting at my hands. “I’ll be … fine.”

“No you won’t,” I snapped with uncharacteristic honesty. At once, I modulated my tone to my soothing nurse’s voice and backtracked. “Not until we get you out of here. You need stitches and a blood transfusion, so try to stand. We’re going to walk to the elevator and get you some help—”

“No.” Now his hand caught mine with surprising strength. “We’re locked in … magically.”

I bit back a curse. If that was true, Remy was doomed unless I used the same creature who’d mangled him to heal him. He’d lost too much blood to survive otherwise.

I concentrated on pulling power from the Beast without freeing it again. If I screwed this up, Remy was dead, but he was also dead if I did nothing.

Remy’s hand tightened on my arm as he realized what I was doing. “Don’t.”

The power in the word froze me. I stared into Remy’s bloodshot eyes, feeling as if their intensity burned me.

“I have to,” I said as calmly as I could.

Incredibly, he smiled. “You don’t. I’ll be … fine.”

Blood loss could cause delusion, and he had to be delusional to think he’d survive this without me healing him.

“Yes, you will be after if I do this—”

“No.”

Damn him for putting even more magical whammy into the word! Now all of my limbs felt heavy, as if they didn’t want to move even though my mind screamed that I had to act.

“Remy—”

“Remington,” he interrupted, that faint smile widening. “Only friends … call me Remy, and friends don’t … maul friends.”

Fool! I almost screamed, but didn’t because I didn’t want that to be the last thing he ever heard. Maybe I could pull from the Beast’s power when Remy passed out, which would be soon, and … why was Remy’s skin suddenly moving?

“Holy shit,” I whispered, seeing those deep lacerations close in on themselves until they sealed shut. His bleeding stopped, his face lost its grayness, and his eyes were no longer glassy and bloodshot. Shocked, I ran my hands over his newly unblemished skin. I’d only seen this sort of incredible healing when I used the Beast’s power on someone.

“How?” I asked with disbelief.

Remy waved a bloody hand. “My powers are impressive.”

His arrogance had certainly returned. His voice sounded back to normal, and when his gaze raked over me, I was suddenly very aware that I was naked and he mostly was, too.

“Want to really impress me?” I muttered while snatching my hands away from him. “Make my mechanic stop ripping me off.”

“Done,” he said, rising.

I glanced away, which was ridiculous since I’d seen countless naked men in my line of work. But none of their bodies had such a mouthwatering display of muscled flesh, chiseled abs, and a treasure trail of dark hair that led to his …

I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’d love my clothes back, if you saw where they went.”

Remy strode away. “Think they’re over there.”

I waited, occupying myself by gauging whether the Beast was still a threat. It felt well below the surface at the moment, almost to the point of being undetectable. That shocked me. It hadn’t felt like this since it ate those three attackers.

I stiffened. “Did I kill someone down here?” Was that why the Beast was satiated, and Mandal was nowhere in sight?

“No.”

I almost sagged with relief, but suspicion kept me tense. “I’ve never regained control without the Beast killing at least one person after it broke free.”

Something soft landed near me. My clothes. Or what was left of them.

I kept my back to Remy as I tied my torn blouse around my chest. The best I could manage was a makeshift bikini top.

“I could tell you how it didn’t kill anyone,” Remy said from behind me. “Or, I could show you.”

I stopped trying to shimmy into my ripped jeans. “How?”

“This area is rigged with cameras.”

“Won’t matter,” I said with a harsh laugh. “I don’t know how, but the Beast glitches every nearby electronic device when it breaks out. Even cell phones briefly stop working.”

That’s why the Beast wasn’t right up there with Bigfoot when it came to well-known mythological creatures.

“Normal electronics would glitch,” Remy agreed, sounding like he was right behind me now. “Mine won’t.”

I finally turned around. From Remy’s expression, he had total confidence in his statement. That also explained the pitying sort of challenge I saw in his icy blue eyes.

Do you dare to see what you become? his gaze asked.

He thought I couldn’t bear to see myself as a monster, but being a monster was old news to me. No, I paused because I hadn’t seen the Beast in its true form since my mother and grandmother’s deaths. Could I handle the PTSD that might bring? And did I want to risk remembering the other things my mind still hid from me?

I stood, wrapping my torn jeans around my hips as if they were a makeshift skirt.

“I told you before—I’m only scared of one thing. This isn’t it, either, so show me the video.”






CHAPTER SIX


Remy said something in front of the elevator that made the air become heavy and cold. It was hard to take in the breaths I could now see with each plumed exhale. Then that icy tension shattered, and the doors opened.

Mandal rushed out and hugged Remy. “You’re alive!” He noticed me over Remy’s shoulder. “Why did you let it out?”

It?

I was about to comment on that when Remy’s laugh scraped me like thorns dragging down my arms. “I didn’t. She broke free of the trap on her own.”

Mandal’s gaze widened. “Impossible.”

Remy laughed again. This time, it was nothing more than a darkly pleasant sound instead of something I could feel.

“Earlier, I would have agreed with you. Now I know better. Give Raine your jacket, please.”

Mandal shrugged out of his jacket. I gladly put it on. Now I was covered from my shoulders to my upper thighs.

“Thanks,” I said, both to Mandal and to Remy. If Mandal wore underwear, Remy should ask to borrow Mandal’s pants next. Not that Remy seemed to care that he was only clad in bloodstains and a few scraps of fabric hanging from his belt.

Then again, with his body, Remy could wear this same ripped, bloody look for Halloween, and people would just think he was going as “sexy barbarian.”

I glanced up to see Remy’s faint smile.

Ugh, caught staring at him again! Hey, it wasn’t my fault. Aside from his looks, I was probably distracting myself from the fact that soon I’d be staring at the monster that had haunted my nightmares. Any therapist would agree that searching for something else to focus on was normal deflection behavior.

“Is it safe to take it with us?” Mandal asked, low.

“Again with the ‘it’ stuff?” I muttered.

“Yes, she’s safe,” Remy replied.

I held up three fingers in the “Scout’s honor” signal. “If I feel the slightest bit Beasty, I’ll let you know.”

Mandal still didn’t look convinced, but he punched in some codes on the keypad, and the elevator was soon zooming up.

It opened on the same floor I remembered seeing when I was coming out of Remy’s library a few days ago. This time, we were on the other side of that long hallway. Thankfully, it was empty.

We passed several doors before Remy stopped in front of a wide, iron-framed one. He placed his hand over the old-fashioned door knockers and whispered something. I heard a series of clicks and caught a whiff of that unique scent again. It wasn’t Remy’s cologne, but it definitely came from him. I inhaled deeper. Like liquefied darkness mixed with spices and chocolate.

Wait, I’d caught a whiff of this right before the Beast came out, too. Did Remy’s magic actually have its own scent?

The double doors clicked open.

“Was that magic? Or do you have a palm-scan plus auditory-based security system?” I asked while trying to figure this out.

“Both,” Remy said with a note of amusement.

“Letting it in here is a mistake,” Mandal hissed.

“Enough with the ‘it’ shit!” I snapped.

Remy gave Mandal a hard look. “Stop calling her that, and you’ll understand why I’m doing this shortly.”

I was glad for the backup, but the rest sounded ominous.

“Is this another trap?” I asked with sudden suspicion. “Wait, is this room rigged with a spell that’ll activate as soon as I cross the threshold?”

Remy let out a sound that might have been a sigh. “No. After today, I realize no magic can trap what’s inside you.”

If I thought Mandal looked shocked before, now he looked like he was about to faint. “But the prophecy!”

“Was misunderstood,” Remy said in a flintlike tone. “Now, before you question my judgment further, come.”

I didn’t like how any of this sounded, especially the word “prophecy.” No one ever said that before something good was about to happen. Still, doing nothing wasn’t an option.

“Let’s get this over with,” I said.

“Yes,” Remy said, holding open one of the doors. “Let’s.”

The sight that greeted me made me think someone had slipped me a hallucinogen. It wasn’t possible that the “room” suddenly stretched until it was wider than the entire hotel. It also contained a sprawling garden split by a stone path illuminated by what looked like flame-lit sky lanterns.

“Give it a moment.” The amusement was back in Remy’s tone. “It can be quite jarring seeing this for the first time.”

I kept staring. “Is this real? Or more Warden stuff?”

“Both,” he said again. “It’s real, but the distortion of space and physics required to have a long bridge within a small space is indeed ‘Warden stuff.’”

Later tonight, I’d break my brain wondering how any of this was possible. Right now, I had a video to watch.

“Okay, lead on.”

Remy took my arm. We walked down that stony path as if we were strolling through any other garden. The air was thick and sweet, and a faint mist coated the incredible floral blooms. Sky lanterns also floated around us before disappearing into a ceiling that was so dark I couldn’t tell where it ended.

Then the stone path ended at an entryway to … something. I couldn’t see what. All I saw were white marble walls, about five feet high, with two large stone gargoyles flanking a single opening between them. Dark gloom hovered over everything else, reaching up to a fathomless night sky.

I grabbed Remy when those gargoyles suddenly leapt down and blocked our path. “Oh shit!”

Remy said an unfamiliar word. The gargoyles jumped back up with surprising grace, resuming their stances on the walls.

“Don’t mind them,” Remy said in an infuriatingly light tone. “They only attack intruders.”

I forced my fingers to uncurl from Remy’s arm. He might be blasé about seeing stone figures come to life, but this was a first for me. Oddly, the Beast wasn’t taking the gargoyles as a threat, although it had stirred when they first moved.

I glanced at Mandal. He gave me more wary looks than the hulking stone creatures looming over the entryway. Obviously, he wasn’t concerned by them, either.

With a confidence I didn’t feel, I followed Remy through the opening. As soon as I did, the gloom vanished, revealing a rooftop seating area with white couches, white chairs, and iron-and-glass tables. Three crushed-glass fire pits provided welcome warmth in the chillier temperature, not to mention a soft golden glow.

I went to one of the marble walls and tried to look over its side, but I couldn’t see past that impenetrable gloom. Still, it felt like we were high up, so I didn’t lean over it.

“Where are we?”

Remy gave me an unfathomable look. “Technically, we’re only a couple hundred yards from the hotel we just left.”

So. We were still in Fells Point, but this hotel had to be mystically hidden. I might not visit this area often, but I knew no hotels in it had sky bridges attaching one to another.

“Have a seat,” Remy said, gesturing to one of the couches.

I did.

Mandal remained standing. Remy sat on the other side of my couch and took a remote off the table. He pressed it, and the marble panels on the wall parted, revealing a large TV.

Remy pressed another button and the screen lit up. The empty dirt-and-steel room appeared on the screen. From the bloodstains on the ground and familiar steel columns, this must be a live feed from the area beneath the hotel.

Remy began to rewind. The images ran together, too fast for me to decipher. I glanced around the roof. The gargoyles remained where they were, looking deceptively harmless.

Magic. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to it.

Then again, I could get on board with a magical minibar suddenly appearing. I could murder a drink right now.

Remy finally stopped rewinding. On screen, I saw Mandal and me in the elevator. I tensed as I watched Earlier Me smooth my hands down my jeans before giving Remy an arch look.

“Like you’d do your own digging.”

“Probably not,” Remy replied on the screen.

My pulse sped up and my palms felt sweaty. Any second, I’d see the Beast bursting out of me. I thought I was ready for that, but maybe not. The last time I’d seen the Beast …

 … blood bubbled past Gran’s lips as she sighted down her rifle at the thing advancing toward me. “Fuck you,” she gasped, pulling the trigger.…

“Whatareyoudoing?” Earlier Me screamed from the TV.

I barely heard Remy’s reply, or my warning for him to run. I was too focused on the rents appearing on my skin as the Beast began to claw its way out. I had a moment to see the anguished look on my face before darkness obliterated it.

One second. That’s all it took for me to disappear in a burst of ripped clothing. Then there was only the Beast.






CHAPTER SEVEN


Every psychiatrist I’d been forced to see as a teenager told me my memories were wrong. It was only my mind creating a monster because my family’s loss was so great, I couldn’t accept that it had been caused by something as ordinary as a wildfire.

I’d known better, but somewhere along the lines I must have allowed myself to believe them. Sure, the Beast was real, but it couldn’t have been that big. Its black fur couldn’t ripple around its body like liquid tar. Its claws couldn’t be that long, and its teeth couldn’t be sharp, shining triangles that more resembled shark’s teeth than a land animal’s.

Yeah, the doctors had been wrong. So wrong.

The Beast’s eyes were so black they blended into its tar-like fur until they moved, showing the whites as the Beast surveyed its surroundings. For an instant, the Beast looked at the camera. When those malevolent orbs seemed to stare right at me, my breath seized as if I were suffocating.

“Raine.”

Remy’s deep voice yanked me back to the present. For a moment, I’d been trapped in the same horror I’d felt when I first saw the Beast at fifteen. It took a few seconds to realize he’d paused the video, probably because I was gripping the iron armrest so hard that blood seeped from my hand.

“We can stop,” Remy went on. Each word sent soothing waves through me, as if his voice were acoustic Valium.

“I’m fine,” I gritted out.

Mostly true. I was only hurting my hand a little. Not having a full-blown panic attack.

“Turn it back on,” I said in a stronger tone.

Mandal muttered something that was probably a disagreement, but after another long look at me, Remy did.

On screen, the Beast towered over Remy. I stifled a shudder. God, my teenage memories were right. It did look like a cross between a bear and the alien from the movie Venom.

Remy backed away from the huge bipedal creature.

Mandal drew a sword from his coat and shouted “Gods, it is a beithíoch!”

“Leave,” Remy ordered, avoiding a swipe from the Beast that would have cleaved him in two. “And do not draw its blood!”

Why not? I wondered, but I’d save my questions for the end.

With a muttered curse, Mandal retreated.

The Beast chased Mandal. Remy darted behind it, kicking the Beast right in the ass. It swung around, enraged. Another swipe of those claws missed Remy again, making me gasp.

“You’re lightning fast!”

Remy shrugged, while on screen, Mandal gave Remy an anguished look as he ran into the elevator and closed the doors.

Screen Remy said something in an unfamiliar language. The area within the square perimeter of the steel pillars glowed with strange symbols that vanished in the next instant.

Remy slowed down his bursts of incredible speed.

The Beast’s next swipe grazed Remy’s arm. Four parallel lines bled, but Remy darted away as if unfazed.

“How did it not consume your violence from that?” I breathed out, forgetting my promise not to talk until the end.

“Not enough contact,” Remy replied. “It needs a sustained tether in order to consume violence or life force.”

On screen, Remy looked oddly pleased as his blood flowed from the slash marks. I didn’t understand until more strange symbols glowed to life as soon as those red drops hit the floor.

“Finished,” Screen Remy said with a savage smile.

The Beast swiped at Remy again—and roared in rage when it was flung back into the square perimeter between those steel columns. It looked like an invisible hand had just swatted the Beast! I never knew anything was powerful enough to stop the Beast at all, let alone knock it on its ass.

The Beast got up, throwing itself at the invisible barrier again. Its magic knocked the Beast down so hard that the Beast shook its head, dazed.

How’s that feel? I wanted to scream, but I didn’t. This was great, but it wouldn’t last. My sitting here was proof of that.

On screen, Remy gave the Beast a triumphant look. “You’re trapped, beithíoch.”

The Beast let out a roar that made me flinch. I’d heard that same enraged sound when Gran shot it. Even with its grisly wound, the Beast had torn into Gran. It was so occupied with slaughtering her, it didn’t notice me sneaking up behind it and grabbing her rifle.…

“Fuck you,” I whispered at the screen.

Gran’s last words. If I had the chance, they’d be my last words to the Beast, too.

On screen, the Beast stopped lunging at the trap’s walls. Now it moved with slow deliberation, reaching out one clawed hand toward the invisible barrier. When it touched it, the Beast was knocked backward again, but not as far.

Screen Remy arched a brow, looking unconcerned.

The Beast did it again, this time planting its massive legs before touching the barrier. The magic rocked it back, but it didn’t knock the Beast over.

Screen Remy frowned.

Yeah, I bet that wasn’t supposed to happen.

The Beast braced itself more firmly before touching the barrier again. It shuddered from the contact, but after several minutes of shaking as if being continuously electrocuted, the Beast took a step forward.

Screen Remy started chanting in a foreign language. The symbols around the trap appeared again, glowing brighter with every word.

The Beast dropped to its knees, but its hand was still planted on the trap’s invisible barrier. Then it pushed its entire body against the trap.

Lights exploded like sparklers. Screen Remy stretched his hands toward the cage as his lips moved faster.

Whatever he said muted the sparklers for an instant. The Beast bared its teeth, dropped its head like a lineman, and pushed against the barrier for all it was worth.

The sparklers turned into fireworks that briefly blinded the cameras. Moments later, the footage resumed, showing the Beast past the steel pillar that marked the edge of the trap.

“Fuck,” Screen Remy said.

That’s all he got out before the Beast charged him.

For the first several minutes, Remy outran the Beast. The Beast grew so frustrated that it leveled three of the four steel columns on the perimeter of its trap. Then the Beast moved toward the elevator.

Remy did something completely batshit. He ran to the Beast.

“What are you doing?” I gasped.

“Keeping it from getting out,” Remy said coolly. “The elevator shaft would be an easy climb to the hotel and its guests above.”

Screen Remy continued his charge. The Beast’s jaws snapped at Remy’s head—

That deadly bite never landed. Remy shoved his head beneath the Beast’s chin, wedging the Beast’s jaws closed with his skull. In another blur, Remy had the Beast’s arms spread in T formation, keeping those deadly claws away from him.

The Beast howled and tried to flatten Remy. Incredibly, Remy held it upright. Then he forced the Beast back a step.

“How are you doing this?” I burst out.

I caught a glimpse of Remy’s faint smile out of the corner of my eye. “I told you my powers were impressive.”

They weren’t impressive. They were beyond belief.

My admiration turned to winces. The Beast couldn’t bend its arms, but it could bend its wrists. The tips of those knifelike claws tore into Remy’s back. As quickly as those lacerations appeared, they vanished.

“You’re healing so fast,” I said with more shock. “Why did it take you so long to heal after?”

Remy grunted. “I was exhausted by then.”

The Beast kept trying to shred Remy’s back. Somehow, Remy kept it from digging its claws in deep enough to form a tether. But those shallow swipes were horrific. Still, Remy kept pushing the Beast away from the elevator. Keeping it from getting out.

If he wasn’t so arrogant, I’d call him a goddamn hero.

Remy began to fast-forward.

“Wait!” I said.

He arched a brow. “There’s another hour of just this.”

He had to be joking. Had to be … but the accelerated footage showed that he wasn’t. “If you’re that strong, why didn’t you knock the Beast out? Or use your voice to poof the Beast into dust like you did with that fancy sculpture?”

“I couldn’t.”

Remy turned to face me. His eyes seemed more startlingly blue, and the blood and dirt shadowing his face shouldn’t have made him more gorgeous, yet it did. His cheekbones were even more defined with the darker contrast, and his full lips remained sensual even when his mouth tightened.

But Remy’s next words demolished me.

“It’s how you were infected, Raine. When its current host becomes injured beyond repair, the last person to draw the Beast’s blood becomes its new host.”






CHAPTER EIGHT


“No.”

The single word was useless. Didn’t stop me from saying it, though.

Remy’s gaze never wavered. “You were right, you weren’t bitten. You didn’t even need to be near the Beast to be infected. You were the last person to draw its blood, so it would have found you no matter how far away you were.”

“Why? Is it some sort of demon?”

“No,” Remy said, surprising me. “It’s more like an animal.”

“Animals don’t possess people,” I countered.

Remy stared at me with those jewellike eyes. “Before there was anything else, there was darkness, but not all of the darkness was empty. Primal magic existed within it. Ancient warriors accessed some of that magic with forbidden rituals in order to take on characteristics of fierce animals during battle. Some of those warriors became addicted to the power, and appealed to the darkness to make it permanent. Most of the time their appeals went unanswered, but every so often, the darkness said yes.”

Ice raced up my spine. That’s what was inside me? Something made from darkness that predated time itself?

“The creatures formed from that magic were so powerful, they continued on in new hosts even after their original hosts died,” Remy confirmed, and stopped fast-forwarding.

On screen, the Beast was now forcing Remy toward the elevator. Remy’s head was down, but I thought I saw his lips moving. The symbols glowed to life only to fizzle out like dying flares.

The Beast let out a victory roar. Remy stumbled, his arms dropping slightly.

The Beast tore into Remy’s back until my fist covered my mouth in horror. Remy dropped to his knees, freeing the Beast’s head. I stifled my scream as its huge mouth opened—and bit down on only dirt. Somehow, Remy had managed to scramble away. The Beast was almost on him, though—

Remy muttered something I didn’t hear.

The Beast stood completely still.

“What did you do?” I asked breathlessly. “Hit it with another spell?”

“Of sorts.” The timbre of Remy’s voice made me look at him even though I’d been riveted by the screen. “I said your name.”

I had to try twice before I could speak. “What?”

“Your name,” Remy repeated, a hard little smile playing on his lips. “I didn’t believe Brendan when he said the thing inside you was … the word he used. I can’t say it because Beasts are summoned when a Warden calls them by their true name. What’s inside you is very rare, Raine, and nearly unstoppable. All my spells had failed, as had my strength, so calling to you was my last resort.”

“But I don’t control the Beast,” I sputtered out.

Remy’s stare stuck to me like dry ice on skin. “Watch.”

I looked back at the screen. Sound broke the sudden silence as Remy turned the volume up.

“Raine,” Screen Remy said through ragged breaths. “Raine…”

Gooseflesh rippled over me and I suddenly needed to be next to Remy. It was all I could do to keep myself on this side of the couch.

“Turn it down,” I gritted out. The power in his voice was affecting me even through the video.

He did, but that didn’t stop the gut punch I felt when, on screen, my face briefly replaced the Beast’s hideous visage. Then the Beast’s liquid-like fur swallowed it back up.

The Beast charged Remy. This time, Remy didn’t outrun it. The Beast’s claws stabbed deep into Remy’s shoulders. Remy’s whole body shuddered.

“Raine,” I barely heard Remy say. “Raine. Come back to me!”

The Beast deflated with the suddenness of a popped balloon. Suddenly, I was there, covered only in the blood that had covered the Beast. I spat out the dirt the Beast had gotten a mouthful of when it had tried to eat Remy—

—and I was now watching this in Remy’s arms, feeling his heat roll over me like a welcome burn while his hard body cradled mine and his thigh pressed against my—

I yanked away with enough force to make me fall off the couch. On screen, a bloody Remy dropped to one knee with a relieved sigh.

“Raine, you’re back.”

“Turn it off,” I ordered.

“Apologies,” Remy said, although something glinted in his eyes that said he wasn’t entirely sincere.

I got back on my side of the couch. I didn’t want to be that close so soon after leaping on him, but sitting farther away would look childish. Besides, I hadn’t jumped on him of my own free will. I’d been under the influence, so to speak.

“Yeah, well … same.”

Mandal was either oblivious to the new awkwardness, or he didn’t care. He kept looking between the paused TV and me.

“Remy’s power couldn’t contain the beithíoch, but you did.”

I shrugged. I still didn’t know how. Maybe the magic in Remy’s voice had managed to pull me back. Maybe I was getting better at stopping the Beast myself. Either way …

“I can’t kill the Beast, and I can’t always stop it from getting out, so all I can do is stuff it back into its cage.”

“You are the cage,” Mandal whispered, staring at me as if he’d never seen me before.

A weird way to put it, but whatever. “I try.”

“You don’t try.” Remy’s voice was all business now. “You succeed, and so well that I never found you despite hunting down many other deadly creatures for over a century.”

“You’re barely thirty,” I said with a snort. “You haven’t been alive long enough to hunt anything for that long. I looked you up after I met Brendan, remember?”

Remy’s eyes were aquamarine ice. “No record you found would show my true age. I’m two hundred and forty-three.”

I laughed. It died off as Remy kept staring at me.

Mandal wasn’t laughing, either. He just looked at Remy and shrugged as if to say, Looks good for an old guy, doesn’t he?

“Eleven years ago, your mother and grandmother reportedly perished in a wildfire.” Remy’s voice was almost caressing. “That wildfire is why the Beast, as you call it, escaped my notice. I’d been tracking it, but I was looking for strange disappearances or reported animal attacks to find its new host. Not deaths attributed to one of the many wildfires that year.”

A harsh laugh escaped me. “I told the police it wasn’t the fire that killed them. They thought I was hysterical.”

He nodded. “Or simply traumatized. That’s why they didn’t put it in their reports, and your family’s bodies were never found so there was no evidence to back up your claims.”

No, there wasn’t. With more than a thousand acres of the Appalachian Trail destroyed from that fire, recovering a couple hikers’ bodies wasn’t high on anyone’s list, especially since I hadn’t remembered exactly where they’d been killed.

“The ‘animal attacks’ I’d been following stopped that year,” Remy went on. “I thought the Beast left the country, so I quit hunting it. But you were here the entire time, miraculously keeping it from further carnage.”

“Hardly.” Guilt cut like a knife. “It ate fourteen people if you count the guys who tried to kill Brendan and me the other night.”

Remy gave me a knowing look. “That’s why you’re broke. You drained the inheritance your mother left you and donated the money to GoFundMe sites benefitting the families of the Beast’s victims.”

Yes and no. My father had gambled away most of my inheritance. I’d only given away the small amount I had left.

“It was the least I could do” was all I said.

Remy rose.

I glanced away. He really needed to put on a pair of pants.

“Some Wardens have the gift of prophecy,” Remy said. “My grandmother did. With her dying breath, she said, ‘You will keep the cage that traps the Beast.’ Of course, she called it another word, but again, I can’t say that because you’ve seen what happens when a Warden calls the Beast by its true name. So, I poured the best of my magic into building its cage. It took decades, and I tested it on many other creatures. None of them came close to escaping even when trapped in it for years, yet tonight, the Beast demolished it within minutes.”

I grimaced. “I’d say I was sorry, but we both know I had nothing to do with that.”

A humorless smile twisted Remy’s mouth. “That’s correct, and while my trap failed, you didn’t. I called your name, and you stopped it from killing me. Moreover, you’ve kept it from murdering scores of people, as it normally would have during a decade. You, Raine, are its true cage.”

Mandal had also said I was “the cage,” as if that had significance. Now I realized it did, and shot to my feet.

“Tell me you don’t intend to keep me just because your grandmother mumbled about cages and beasts before she died?”

Remy’s expression confirmed it all.

“People say all sorts of nonsensical things when they’re dying,” I snapped. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

“It does this time,” Remy said in a flintlike tone.

I huffed. “Believe what you want. I’m not being kept, so I’m leaving, and don’t you dare try to stop me.”

Remy swept out an arm. “I won’t, but before you go, tell me, what are you afraid of?”

I paused. “What?”

“You heard me.” Remy’s words hit me like a slap, and not from his power this time. “You said you were afraid of only one thing, and you’ve proved that it isn’t me. So, what is it?”

Damn the way he stared at me. Like he already knew the answer, and he was just rubbing it in my face.

“I don’t have to tell you anything,” I said with less force than I intended.

His smile made me want to punch a dent into his gorgeous face. Gotcha, it said, and the bastard might be right.

But not tonight. Remy might have guessed my secret fear, but I wasn’t going to admit it. I was going back home and draining every bottle of liquor my apartment had.

I spun on my heel and walked toward the open space in the roof’s walls. I thought I saw the stone gargoyles’ eyes shift toward me, but they didn’t move. With one word from Remy, they could stop me, though, and what could I or the Beast do? Stone couldn’t be drained or killed.

Remy said nothing. I passed between the hulking gargoyles without incident. As soon as I was on the other side of the gateway, dark gloom concealed the entire roof again. I only saw the stone path beneath me, the gargoyles behind me, and the spectacular garden in front of me.

I wasn’t able to see Remy, but I swore I heard his mocking laugh. That’s why I ran all the way back to the other hotel.






CHAPTER NINE


“Raine!”

I looked up from the computer screen where I’d been inputting my most recent patient’s information.

Cora, one of the ER’s nicest nurses, grinned at me as she approached. “You’ve got a patient asking for you.”

I stiffened. As demanded, Remy hadn’t contacted me over the past four days. Had he decided to show up in person now?

“Tall, dark, and handsome?” I asked warily.

Cora snorted. “Short, hairy, and smelly. Probably fractured his arm, too, but he refuses to get X-rays until he sees you.”

I relaxed. I’d probably just treated him before. Some patients felt more comfortable seeing a familiar face. We didn’t have any Level 1 emergencies now, so I could take the time.

“What bed number?”

“Seven,” Cora said.

I finished my inputting and went to ER bed 7, pulling back the privacy sheet. Then my professional smile froze.

“Ed?”

My mechanic sprang up from the hospital bed, wincing as the movement shifted his awkwardly bent arm.

“Raine, you gotta help me!”

I stifled my sigh. I helped everyone here, including assholes. “I will, but you need to let Radiology get an X-ray—”

“Not that,” he said, shoving an envelope at me. “You need to help me with him.”

I peeked into the envelope. It was stuffed with hundred-dollar bills. What?

“Here’s your money back.” Ed shoved the envelope at me again. “And Frank’s bringing your car right now. It’s fixed good as new, so we’re square now, right? You’ll tell him not to come back?”

“Tell who?” I asked, but I had a pretty good idea.

Want to really impress me? Make my mechanic stop ripping me off.

Done.

Now here Ed was, with my cash in hand and my car on the way. Guess Remy didn’t know a joke when he heard one.

“You know who.” Ed shuddered. “I can’t ever see the things he showed me again. I broke my arm running from them, and I think … I might have shit myself, too.”

From the smell, he had. What the hell had Remy shown him?

“He won’t bother you again,” I said firmly.

“Promise?” Ed’s voice quavered while tears rolled down his cheeks. Yesterday I’d have said nothing could make me feel sorry for Ed. Now I did.

“Promise,” I said, giving Ed my most reassuring smile. “Now, let’s get Radiology in here so we can get your arm fixed.”

Hours later, Ed was released with a cast and instructions to follow up with his primary doctor. Frank picked him up, and he handed me my car keys without looking me in the eye.

I took them, and finished my shift with growing ire. Yes, I’d wanted my car fixed, and no, I hadn’t enjoyed being ripped off, but I hadn’t wanted Ed terrorized! If Remy thought this was going to win points with me, he was wrong.

Frank had parked my car near the front of the ER. I got in the aging blue Honda, noting that the floors had been vacuumed and the interior had been wiped down. Then the scent of artificial pine hit me, and my stomach roiled.

Pine reminded me of that camping trip and my family’s slaughter. I tried to force those memories away as I rolled down all my windows. Still, that smell lingered the entire way home.

My mood was truly foul when I reached my floor and saw Remy outside my apartment door. His thick black hair was brushed back, showing all of his stunning face, and the crisp lines in his steel-colored pants and his spotless white shirt made me feel like my medical scrubs had morphed into trash bags.

I shoved that feeling back. I’d been helping people all night while Remy had been busy scaring the hell out of them.

“If you’re expecting a thank-you, forget it” were my first words. “I never asked you to scare Ed literally shitless, let alone make him break his arm while running away from whatever freaky stuff you showed him.”

Remy shrugged, the simple gesture elegant. “I merely showed him the darker parts of his own mind. It’s not my fault that he fills it with such disturbing content.”

“People shouldn’t get what they deserve just because they deserve it,” I shot back.

His brows rose. “That statement makes little sense.”

I grunted. “You want what you deserve? I know I don’t.”

A measured look made me suddenly feel naked. Wow, now I wished I felt like I was covered with trash bags.

“You’re shockingly sweet,” he finally said.

Had he met me? “I’m the opposite of sweet, and you’re blocking my door.”

Remy moved aside.

I pretended I wasn’t hyperaware of him as I opened my door, but I felt every move he made as he leaned against my doorframe. He was close enough that his cologne teased my senses with faint hints of cognac and sugarcane, chasing away that hated pine scent.

I went inside and left the door open behind me. Yes, I should slam it in Remy’s face, but he’d probably just do something magical to get inside anyway. The sooner I heard him out and rejected whatever he offered, the sooner he’d leave.

Then I’d slam the door in his face.

Remy’s gaze took in my studio apartment. The tiny kitchen was clean, but I hadn’t made the bed, and my clothes spilled out of the top of my laundry hamper. I’d have to spend hours at the laundromat to get them all clean. Since I’d been working the past few days, I hadn’t had time.

“Home sweet home,” I said with false brightness.

My cat came in from the bathroom. Belle gave me a heavy-lidded look that widened when she saw Remy. The only other person Belle had seen in my apartment was the burglar who the Beast had devoured into ashes. No wonder Belle hissed at Remy and fluffed out her fur in warning.

Remy made a low, rumbling sound.

At once, Belle’s hair smoothed out and her hissing stopped. She then ran past me to twine around Remy’s legs, purring.

I gave Remy a jaded look. “That’s cheating.”

He grinned while he bent to pet Belle. “Nonsense. Wardens and cats have had a long, amicable history. Cats are drawn to magic, and Wardens have an abundance of it.”

Clearly. Belle was already letting Remy scratch behind her ears. I’d had to feed her Fancy Feast for two weeks straight before she let me do that.

Remy gave Belle a final scratch and straightened. “I have a proposition for you.”

Of course he did. He hadn’t come here just to make friends with my cat. “Does it end with me being ‘kept’?”

“Yes,” he said bluntly.

Points to him for being honest, at least. “Then forget it.”

Remy rested his hand on the countertop. Belle immediately leapt up there and rubbed her head on it. Faithless feline.

“My definition of that word is far different than yours,” Remy said, giving Belle another stroke. “I wouldn’t put restrictions on your activities, and your living accommodations would be considerably upgraded.”

I stiffened. “This place might look like a dump to you, but it’s my dump, and I like it because—”

“The Beast hates it,” Remy finished, shocking me.

How could he know that?

Remy gave me a charming smile. “The Beast prefers the woods, mountains, or other open spaces. You rarely ever find it in cities. If you do, it’s never in small, confined units stacked on top of each other like this apartment building.”

Yes, the Beast hated it here. I felt that the moment I walked into this building. It’s why I stayed. Call me petty.

“Still,” I managed to get out. “Pets are kept. Not people, and certainly not me, so the answer’s no.”

Remy’s smile never slipped. “I know a thousand different ways to force you to say yes, but I won’t use any of them. You’ve earned the right to choose this for yourself.”

His arrogance was astounding. “Is one of your powers shrinking heads? Because yours is so ego-inflated, it’s taking up most of this room. You think I should be grateful that you’re letting me make up my mind about my own life?”

Another elegant shrug. “I’m a Warden. We enforce truces between races so powerful they’ve repeatedly soaked this world with blood. The ancient Battle of Kadesh wasn’t really between the Hittites and the Egyptians; it was the Basilisks versus the Nemtytes, and the first Warden stopped it.”

“Nemtytes?” I said.

“You’ve seen them on Egyptian hieroglyphs. They have the head of a falcon on the body of a person.”

Those things were real?

“Other races have also used the supernatural version of chemical warfare on humans. The Black Plague wasn’t caused by bacteria; it was magic. Once again, a Warden ended it. That’s why, as Warden, I normally don’t ask at all before doing what’s necessary to ensure peace on my lands, let alone ask nicely.”

“Guess you do think I should thank you,” I muttered. “Well, Warden, that’s a fascinating history lesson, but my answer’s still no.”

His stare became that laser one that made me want to take a step backward. “Oh, but you will accept my offer.”

My chin jutted out. “Will I?”

Remy came nearer. “Yes, because of your only true fear.”

It might have been his acoustic power that sent chills down my spine. It might have been me sensing that he’d already guessed what that was. Either way, tension coated the room, as inescapable as humidity during a Deep South summer.

“You think you know what it is?”

“Yes.” The single word thrummed through me. “That first night, you told me you wanted to be free from the Beast only if I could prevent it from entering into anyone else. That’s what you fear—losing control long enough for the Beast to jump into another host. If it does, you know the Beast will wreck that person’s life as thoroughly as it’s wrecked yours.”

I drew in a breath that shuddered.

I hated the Beast, sure. It had slaughtered my mother and grandmother, turned me into a murderer at fifteen, kept me from having any real friendships, let alone any real relationships, and killed my dreams. And this was the best I could hope for. Worst-case scenario, I’d get imprisoned for one of the Beast’s many murders. Or get turned into a vivisected guinea pig if the wrong higher-ups in the government found out what I was.

Yeah, I wanted to be free from this thing. I wanted it more than anything. But if my freedom meant that someone else had to live this way … then I couldn’t do it. I wouldn’t wish this hell on my worst enemy. So, I kept the Beast fed enough to stay inside me, no matter that doing so meant that I remained monstrous, too.

But, oh, some days I thought about what might have been, if we’d never gone on that camping trip. Would I have achieved my teen dream of becoming a rock ’n’ roll violinist? Would I have fallen in love? Gotten married? Would I have been … happy?

Remy said nothing as a treacherous tear slipped down my cheek. He only caught it and brought it to his lips.

I should’ve been upset by the gesture. I wasn’t. He’d been bare and bloody in front of me after what the Beast had done to him. Now I was bare and bloody, too, except my bleeding was emotional and my nakedness was my deepest fear on display. His tasting my tear was just one more intimacy between us.

“You’re right,” I whispered. “But you can’t help me.” He’d already tried, and it hadn’t worked. “Only I can keep the Beast from hurting other people, at least most of the time.”

He leaned down until his forehead nearly touched mine. “I can help you. You saw how quickly I heal. You also know how old I am. I can share my powers of rejuvenation with you. Then, as long as I live, you won’t ever become old, infirm, or sick. That means the Beast can’t use your human frailty to transfer into another host. You’d also become stronger, so you can make sure the Beast stays caged instead of it slipping out whenever it breaches your control. You’ll trap it for good, Raine. It won’t hurt or kill anyone else.”

Horror and elation filled me. Was that even possible? Could I really keep the Beast from hurting anyone else? It seemed too good to be true, except … could I also bear to live with the Beast for what might be centuries, considering how long Remy could live? The last thing I wanted was potentially endless time with the murderous creature infecting me!

And yet … how could I say no? I’d longed to make the Beast finally pay. If Remy was right, this way, I could. I’d be caging it for what might be a very, very long life. Didn’t I owe Mom and Gran that? Didn’t I owe all of the Beast’s victims that? This was the ultimate “fuck you” to that monster, all for the low price of the rest of my life.

I opened my eyes.

Remy was still only inches away. For a second, glittering scarlet haloed him in an impossible mixture of diamonds and rubies as the Beast stared at him, too.

“What’s the real cost?” I asked in a whisper. “Being ‘kept’ must mean more than being stuck with the Beast, or you would have offered it to me from the beginning.”

Remy moved away a few inches.

I exhaled. Even that slight distance felt like I was no longer drowning in the dizzying display of his aura, let alone the tempting dangerousness of the man himself. After a moment, Remy’s aura vanished as I pushed the Beast back down.

“By comparison, your other cost is negligible.” Remy’s voice wound around me like silken bonds, daring me to pull away while enticing me to stay. “Mostly, you’d have to spend a significant amount of time with me for the first year or so.”

“Why?” I asked. “And doing what?”

Now his smile was rakish. “Pretending to be in love with me, of course.”

He had to be joking. “Be serious.”

His brow arched. “I am. I’d have to feign being in love with you, too. Otherwise, everyone in my world would know I had an ulterior motive for bestowing such a gift upon you.”

“Why tell them you shared your power with me at all?”

“My power is very potent. And distinctive. It leaves what you’d call a residue, as far as other supernatural creatures are concerned. Once I share that power with you, you’d give off some of that same residue whether you intended to or not.”

I’d metaphorically ooze turbo-sorcerer if I did this? “At least your magic has a nice scent,” I muttered.

He straightened. “What scent?”

Right, I hadn’t mentioned that before. “I can, um, smell magic, I think. I smelled agave when the snake monster tried to kill me. I never saw who knocked me down from behind, but I now think that the weird cayenne scent belonged to that attacker. And when you use your magic, it smells like”—chocolate and darkness merged with forbidden fantasies—“spices.”

“You’re only now telling me that you can discern different magical species by their scents?” he asked with an edge.

I gave him a look. “I’ve had a lot going on, remember?”

A muscle ticked in his jaw, but he didn’t argue. “Would you recognize that cayenne scent if you smelled it again?”

I shuddered at the memory. “Oh, yeah.”

“Even more reason to pretend you’re my beloved, then. The storm washed away all scents from Brendan’s kidnappers by the time I arrived with my trackers, so I don’t know what race aside from the Basilisks were involved. You would, though. Since I’m Warden, no one would dare tell me I couldn’t bring my girlfriend along on any excursion I take into another clan’s stronghold.”

“Or you could just tell people the truth about why you shared your power with me, and I can sniff out the other attacker’s race as your ally instead of your fake girlfriend.”

That iciness was back in his gaze. “I can’t tell people the truth, and neither can you. You wouldn’t last a day before others would kidnap you to use the Beast’s power for themselves. Tell no one about the creature inhabiting you, Raine. Ever.”

Was this the real reason Remy was offering to help me? Not just because I said I’d try to heal his grandfather’s mind? But because he wanted the Beast’s power for himself?

“Why should I believe you’re not going to do that as well?”

“I’m powerful enough to hold the entire northern East Coast without it,” he said crisply. “Any additional power it would give me isn’t worth the cost, which is why I am probably the only non-human you’ll meet who doesn’t want to use you for the Beast’s power. I want to use you to stop its rampages instead.”

I left the northern East Coast stuff alone. One shocking revelation at a time, thank you. “So, you’re doing this to make sure the Beast doesn’t cause more problems for you as Warden?”

His gaze drilled into mine. “Yes. If any other creature were infesting you, it wouldn’t be necessary. That’s why I didn’t offer this to you before. Only the Beast is powerful enough to escape the trap I made.”

“I warned you that it wouldn’t work,” I said under my breath.

“You don’t know all the other creatures that can infest humans, so you lacked any frame of reference for your warning.”

Fair, and I’d study up on all the other creatures that did exist as soon as I could. But first … “Is pretending to be your girlfriend and having a freaky long life my only cost? Don’t lie to me, or I’ll break our deal as soon as I find out the truth.”

His features hardened. “Accusing a Warden of lying during negotiations is the gravest of insults.”

“You don’t get that much crimson in your aura from always being honest and noble,” I said flatly.

His smile reminded me of that aura; a sudden splash of brightness against something inherently deadly. “I hadn’t heard about scenting abilities, but I’d heard that Beasts’ hosts can see auras. How interesting that it’s true. Well, Raine, you’ll remember that a Warden doesn’t just negotiate truces. We also enforce them within our territory, which means punishing anyone who breaks them.”

I snorted. “Must be some punishment. Your aura’s practically bleeding from all your inner violence.”

Remy became so still he could have been carved of stone. “Oh, I drench myself in violence to protect my territory, because I am the dam that holds back much, much worse.”

Another shiver went through me, as if the grave were whispering secrets I didn’t want to hear.

Remy stared at me. How many people had seen that same ruthlessness in his icily beautiful eyes right before he killed them? How could I make a deal with a man like this?

And yet … if his violence was well-earned, the bright lights in his aura had to be, too. I’d seen some of that light when Remy had nearly died keeping the Beast from harming the innocent people in his hotel. Besides, if I could see my own aura, it might be redder than Remy’s, so who was I to judge?

I could go back to the Beast killing people whenever it burst free, until it eventually leapt into someone else and started this cycle all over. Or I could stop it by only hurting myself. It might not be a fair choice, but it certainly was simple.

“Agreed, with conditions.”

A smile curled Remy’s lips. “I’m not at all surprised.”

“We do a trial period for this fake relationship. See if it’s feasible for both of us.” And so I can see if you’re really telling me the truth, I silently added. I wasn’t doing any supernatural power sharing until I got a much better idea of who Remy was as a person, Warden abilities aside. Spending time with him would be the best way to do that.

And compared to keeping a murderous inner monstrosity on a leash, a little fake dating was hardly too challenging.

“But I’m not having sex with you to sell the charade,” I went on, my tone hardening. “That’s nonnegotiable.”

His gaze changed, turning from dangerous to sensual with such abruptness it seemed like I was looking at a different man. A smolderingly sexy one whose gaze swept over me with such heat that I actually quivered before giving myself a mental slap.

It’s just a look, Raine!

But I’d never had a look like this before. As if everything his gaze touched was already his, and this negotiation merely sealed the deal. Worse, part of me liked it.

“I’ve never coerced a woman into my bed,” Remy finally said. I’ve had no need, his throaty voice implied, and I believed that. “I won’t start now, but this will require some public displays of affection in order to be believable.”

“What kind of displays?” I asked.

His gaze swept me again. This time it was more assessing … and yet still so blatantly sexual I almost held my breath. Was he thinking strategic things? Erotic? Both?

“Occasional kissing and light touching should suffice.”

Those inner shivers increased. I blamed it on how long it had been since I’d had sex. My actual body count was way higher than my sexual one. How twisted was that? Plus, those prior encounters were usually low on foreplay and big on disappointment. If my cat’s attempts to get more scratches from Remy were any indication, I’d love those “light touches” to the point of distraction, not to mention kissing that ruthlessly sensual mouth.

Remy didn’t need to know any of that, so I only nodded. “Just keep it to that, and we’re good.”

His smile turned into a maddening grin. “As you wish.”

Oh, I was starting to wish things that were way past that, but I wouldn’t let a little lust screw this up. I might finally have a chance to stop the Beast. I wouldn’t get the normal life I’d longed for, but at least I’d get revenge. That was something, right?

“When do we start this trial fake-dating period?”

Remy raked me with another look I could almost feel, and there was nothing cold or assessing about it this time. Instead, it was warm, amused, and anticipatory.

“Friday night.”






CHAPTER TEN


Five days later, Remy’s knock came right at 7 PM. I’d assumed he would be prompt, so I was already by the door. When I opened it, he gave me a look that made my insides flutter.

“You’re truly lovely, Raine.”

My form-fitting bronze dress complemented my brown hair’s lighter and darker shades. This dress had been a birthday gift last year from my stepmother, Angela. I’d never worn it before. Tonight was the first official date I’d been on since I thought monsters were fiction instead of reality.

“Thanks. You clean up nice, too,” I said in a casual tone.

An understatement. Remy’s black hair was combed back, and his freshly shaved jaw still showed hints of shadow beneath his smooth skin. His high cheekbones drew the gaze up until it reached those jewel-bright eyes, and his silvery gray shirt fit him like it was custom-made, as did his black pants.

“So, where to?” I asked as we got on the elevator.

“Trans-Siberian Orchestra concert.”

I stared. That wasn’t a normal band or orchestra. They played a combination of metal, techno, vocals, and instruments, all set against a laser light show with pyrotechnics. I’d loved them since I was a child learning how to play rock songs on my violin while dreaming of becoming the next Lindsey Stirling.

Was this coincidence, or did Remy know that I loved them? And if he knew, how? All the videos I’d once posted of me rocking out on my violin had been deleted over a decade ago, when I took down all my social media accounts. Better not to have your face all over the internet when you had to stalk violent people to feed their auras to your inner Beast.

“I didn’t know they toured in the summer, let alone that they’re in Baltimore,” I finally said.

The elevator creaked its way down to the first floor. “They just added summer tours, and they’re in New York City, which is where we’re going now.”

My brows rose. “New York is over four hours away in light traffic, which it won’t be on a Friday night. Unless you’re using a Warden trick to get us there?”

Remy only smiled.

He wanted to be mysterious? Fine.

His Benz was parked in front, garnering a few looks because this part of town didn’t have luxury cars. A new driver opened our door, and I ducked into the back seat with Remy.

“Mandal has the night off, huh?” I said to the driver, a young man with tanned skin and military-short blond hair that barely peeked out from under his chauffeur’s cap.

“Mandal?” the driver said in surprise, only to fall silent at the look Remy gave him.

“No, Mandal isn’t working tonight,” Remy said.

There was obviously more to that story, but I left it alone. We spent the next ten minutes zipping through traffic until we arrived at a long concrete pier. The summer sun’s rays dappled the river with gold, but that wasn’t what drew my eye. It was the helicopter at the end of the pier.

“Oh,” I said, glad that I sounded nonchalant. “So that’s how you’re going to beat the traffic.”

Remy’s lips twitched. “No Warden tricks necessary.”

Remy helped me into the chopper. Moments later, my stomach clenched at the abrupt vertical takeoff. Then the view distracted me. The city looked different from up here. Its underdeveloped parts now seemed whole, its parks were green oases against the urban sprawl, and the sunlight turned the buildings’ windows to gold while the river sparkled around it.

Charm City. It truly earned its nickname now.

“Beautiful,” I breathed.

Remy shouldn’t have heard me with all the noise, but he did, and a slow smile curled his mouth. “Very.”

I tried not to notice that he wasn’t looking at the city.



Skyscrapers blocked out the fading sun’s last rays ninety minutes later. We’d landed at a heliport on the East River, and were now on our way to the Metropolitan Opera House. I stared like a wide-eyed tourist the entire drive, but this was my first trip to New York City. A little wonder was to be expected.

I managed to look fashionably disinterested as we arrived at the entrance to the Met, but that only lasted until we got inside. Then the sumptuous red, white, and gold interior with its wide staircases, soaring open levels, and glittering chandeliers made me stare again. This theater was the definition of modern gothic, and I loved it.

Remy waited as I took it all in. He didn’t seem impressed, but he had undoubtedly seen it all before.

I was surprised when he suddenly pulled me off to the side and stood very close. “Showtime,” he murmured as his hand trailed down my arm.

Showtime? We weren’t even inside the main theater yet.… Oh. That show.

I leaned into his caress, smiling before stroking the edge of Remy’s jaw. Smooth skin teased my fingers before Remy caught my wrist. Then hot velvet tantalized my palm as he pressed a kiss into it, all the while staring at me as if he were imagining his mouth were somewhere else.

Damn. No wonder my cat had melted into his touch. I was about to start purring, too. I let out a breathy laugh to release the new tension. Then I ruffled my other fingers through the back of Remy’s hair. There. Didn’t I look like the affectionate girlfriend to anyone watching?

What should have been a simple gesture turned into more when I kept touching his hair. It was so soft. And sleek. Like stroking a raven’s feathers, and when his mouth slid lower, bathing my wrist with heat over a spot I hadn’t even known was sensitive before now, my gasp wasn’t for any potential onlookers. Those hot, silken lips made me forget that I was supposed to be acting.

I pulled my hand away with a shaky laugh. “Don’t we have a concert to see?”

Remy only steered us against the nearby wall. People passed by us, but I barely noticed them anymore. Remy’s arms barricaded me on either side, creating our own little alcove.

I put my hands against his chest, intending to tap him in a playful “not here” manner, but as soon as they settled on him, I knew I’d made a mistake. Now I felt all the hard muscles that his elegant suit only hinted at. I couldn’t stop my fingers from tightening until my nails lightly dug into his skin. Then I let them spread out again just so I could feel more of him.

His gaze flared.

I couldn’t look away. My heart started hammering. Why had I ever thought his eyes resembled something as cold as jewels? They were the blue gleam inside every fire, and right now, I wanted to be burned to the ground by what was inside them.

How had I lost control so fast? This was only supposed to be an act!

Remy’s head started to lower. Oh God, he was going to kiss me. I’d agreed that he could do it, thought I was ready for it, but now I couldn’t. I wanted it too much.

“Remington,” a deep voice said from behind him. “As requested, I’m here.”

I looked over Remy’s shoulder in relief. A tall, lean man with heavily gelled brown hair, pale skin, and a thin mustache walked toward us.

Remy turned around. “Bachen.” The undercurrent in Remy’s tone told me this guy wasn’t a friend.

Bachen didn’t even glance at me as he said, “Are you sending that woman away so we can start our discussion?”

“‘That woman’ is my beloved.” The hairs on the back of my neck felt like they snapped to attention at the warning in Remy’s voice. Suddenly there was nothing sensual about him. There was only violence encased in skin. “And you will show her the proper respect.”

Bachen’s gaze sharpened as he finally looked my way. He’d dismissed me as arm candy before, but he wasn’t doing that now.

“My sincerest apologies,” he said in a new, contrite tone that didn’t match his oily smile. “Please, introduce me.”

Was that a faint hiss slithering through his words? I inhaled, but I didn’t smell anything unusual. For once I wished I could see through the Beast’s eyes. If I could, would Bachen’s aura have a distinct, snakelike profile?

“Raine Stone, meet Andreas Bachen, head of the New York Basilisk clan,” Remy said, his light pressure on my wrist stopping me from extending my hand.

I knew I’d heard a faint hiss in his voice! But why was Remy outing him as a snake man in public? And why didn’t I smell that odd, agave-like scent I’d caught when those other Basilisks attacked me?

“Charmed,” I managed to say in a normal tone.

“Fascinated,” Bachen said, drawing out the word in a way that promised an immediate background check.

He could look, but he’d only find what Remy had: me losing most of my family in a tragic wildfire as a teen, followed by me turning into a friendless workaholic nurse as an adult.

Remy didn’t move, but somehow, the air around him felt thicker. “Two Basilisks attacked my grandfather a week ago.”

Bachen’s eyes widened at the abrupt change in subject. So did mine. Throngs of people still passed us, since we were between the entrance and the theater. What if one of them heard?

“Not any of my people!” Bachen almost sputtered.

Remy’s smile was frightening for its charm. “That’s exactly what the heads of the other Northeastern Basilisk clans said, so I’ll tell you what I told them: I’m giving you forty-eight hours to verify that. If you discover that some of your people broke truce behind your back, bring them to me, and I’ll hold you blameless for their actions. If you don’t, and I find out it was your people after the deadline expires … well. Then theirs won’t be the only heads I’ll collect.”

My jaw didn’t drop, but it was close.

Bachen’s head dipped in a slight bow. “Understood, Warden.”

Remy led me away without another word.

I waited until I couldn’t see Bachen in the throngs of other people, and then let out my breath in a low whistle.

“That was … intense.”

Remy leaned down. “Yes, and you did splendidly.”

He was so close no one could overhear us, and Bachen was long gone. Still, I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Bachen can’t deliver those attackers to you even if they had been his people. They’re nothing more than ash stains on the ground.”

“I can’t admit that.” His voice was equally low, and he was now so close, his mouth brushed my ear. “Few creatures can incinerate people into ash, and none of them are my allies. Furthermore, I wouldn’t have killed Brendan’s attackers without interrogating them first, and Bachen knows that. Neither would any of my people. If they killed themselves rather than be interrogated, I would have used their bodies to discover which clan they came from. Since I have no prisoners or bodies, and I can’t say why, I have to pretend that they escaped.”

“But none of the clans can bring you the ‘traitors,’ so why the threat? You can’t lop off all their heads!”

His laugh teased my skin. “I could, but I’m not that bloodthirsty. Still, if none of the Basilisk rulers admit that they have people missing, then I’ll know one of them is lying. And when I find out who, I’ll act accordingly.”

I shivered at the casual menace in his tone. Somehow, that was more chilling than him being angry when he said it.

He felt my shiver, and his lips brushed the sensitive skin of my earlobe. All at once, the dangerous man was gone and the smoldering one was back. His hands slid up my bare arms in a slow caress that turned my shivers into something else entirely.

I couldn’t deal with the emotional whiplash from him talking about slicing off heads one moment to him making my breath hitch with desire the next. I moved out of his arms.

“I couldn’t smell any agave scent on Bachen.”

Coolness snapped over Remy’s gaze. Ah, the Warden was back. Good. Him being dangerous was less hazardous to my mental state.

“That’s unfortunate.”

“Maybe it’s because he wasn’t, you know.” My voice lowered. “Snaking out?”

A slight smile curled his mouth. “Possibly. Do you smell anything unusual about me at the moment?”

I leaned over, sniffed, and then straightened. “Nope.”

He caught me back against him before I could react. His arms held me in a deceptively loose grip, but I knew if I pulled away, it would tighten.

“And now?”

I felt the power in his words like a thrum that reverberated all through me. Then that rich, decadent scent filled my nose. It was so intoxicating I inhaled while my eyes fluttered shut. Remy smelled as good as his power felt.

“Yes,” I got out while opening my eyes.

A harsh sound escaped him. “You don’t merely smell what a person is, like any normal were-shifter can. You smell their magic when they activate it. Astonishing.”

He’d spoken in his normal tone, so I didn’t feel the words like I had last time. That addictive scent also dissipated until I only smelled the faint tang of cognac and sugarcane from his cologne. Thank God. I didn’t want another double dose of that power/scent combo. I had to clear my head, not cloud it.

“Where is the ladies’ room?” I asked, backing away.

Remy didn’t move to stop me. He merely gestured toward the grand staircase. “To the right, about a hundred feet away.”

“Thanks,” I muttered, and left.

A few minutes later, I washed my hands while lecturing myself. I had to stop reacting to every little thing Remy did. I was supposed to be finding out what sort of person he was so I could decide whether I could trust him enough to do his “power sharing” thing. That was what mattered. Not finding out how many orgasms Remy could give me, if any part of that blisteringly sensual display wasn’t just him acting.

By the time I dried my hands, I was ready to try my girlfriend act again, this time without the lust bomb. When I left the bathroom, Remy was in the hallway across from me. His gaze was back to its jewellike coolness, and he nodded at the staircase that led to the main theater.

“Shall we?”

My chin raised. “Let’s.”






CHAPTER ELEVEN


Remy led us to a private balcony suite that had a great view of the main stage. Tall panels on either side gave the illusion of privacy, although we weren’t alone in the suite.

“Mandal,” I said in surprise when the lean, dark-haired man turned around. He had a glass of champagne in each gloved hand, and he extended one of the glasses to me.

“Raine,” Mandal said. “You look lovely tonight.”

That was worlds nicer than how he’d kept calling me “it” the last time I’d seen him. I smiled and accepted the glass.

“Thanks. You look great, too.”

Remy watched our exchange with that same inscrutable half smile. “You were never properly introduced. Raine, allow me to present Nikesh Mandal, my closest friend and chief advisor.”

I paused mid-sip. Then my swallow was harder than the bubbly liquid accounted for. “You had Mandal fake being your driver. That’s why the other guy was so confused when I asked if Mandal had the night off tonight.”

“Yes,” Remy said while Mandal lifted a shoulder in acknowledgment.

“Why?” I asked in a sharper tone.

The smile wiped from Remy’s face. “To take your measure. The quickest route to knowing someone’s real character is to see how they treat the people assigned to serve them.”

I was still annoyed by the deception, but Remy wasn’t wrong. One of the brightest auras I’d seen belonged to Jeremy, a janitor at the hospital. He was kind to everyone, yet too often people were rude to him because they thought his mop and bucket meant that he was “beneath” them.

“Hope I passed the test” was all I said.

“You did,” Remy replied while something lurked in his gaze.

Spotlights danced over the curtain in front of the stage, giving me an excuse to look away. The concert was about to start.

Mandal leaned forward. “You’ll love this band, Raine.”

“I already do,” I said.

Mandal looked surprised. Remy didn’t. So, going to this particular concert hadn’t been a coincidence, even if Remy had also arranged to have his threatening meeting with Bachen here. Remy must be a multitasker.

The curtains rose and the crowd let out a roar. Spotlights danced over the stage as the band began to play. The vibrations from the music shook me, reminding me of the effects from Remy’s voice. I pushed that out of my mind and focused on the band.

Music had carried me away from my problems before, if only for a little while. Now I’d let it do that again.



Halfway through the concert, my hands were almost numb from clapping and I’d barely sat in my seat. The show was amazing. The entire stage lifted at one point, putting the band almost eye level with us, and the light show was synchronized to the music and pyrotechnics. Mandal loved it, too. Only Remy sat, more engrossed by whoever he kept texting.

The next song had just started when my vision changed, haloing the audience in bluish, gray, or reddish auras. It looked like fog around the closely grouped people. At the same time, I smelled something so foul, I nearly gagged.

“Something’s wrong,” I gasped out.

Remy was instantly on his feet. “What?”

“You don’t smell that?” Another gasp as pain scalded me. The Beast was straining against me, trying to break free.

Not here. There’s too many people!

“Smell what?” Remy asked in a harsh tone.

“Death.” Gritted out between clenched teeth. “Like we’re in a packed morgue and the refrigeration system broke. Worse, now the Beast is trying to get loose.”

“Find the danger,” Remy said to Mandal. “Sounds like a necro spell.”

Mandal swore as he left.

“Listen to me, Raine.” Remy’s voice deepened. “Whatever this is, I will fight it. You don’t have to. You’re safe.”

If I wasn’t writhing in pain, I would have laughed. I hadn’t been safe since before that fateful day in the woods. I didn’t even remember what “safe” felt like—

The Beast’s claws ripped into me. I muffled a scream while blood soaked the front of my dress. Then I was in Remy’s arms, his body cool against my newly burning skin.

“Raine.” Remy’s voice rolled like thunder through me. “You no longer need the Beast. I am the monster that protects you now. Look at me. See my power.”

I opened eyes I hadn’t realized I’d clenched shut.

Remy’s crimson aura vanished beneath an eruption of darkness that spilled out of him. It blanketed the entire theater in a stygian wave that hit with the force of a tsunami. The band seemed to vanish beneath it while all the stage, ceiling, and wall lights suddenly exploded, raining sparks that were eaten up by that relentless darkness. I could no longer see the thousands of patrons below us. All I could see were their auras, staining the darkness like colored foam on an endless sea. I couldn’t even see the nearby walls on our balcony suite with the liquid obsidian still pouring from Remy, and then I only saw him as he yanked me to him.

Fire raced through me as Remy’s mouth covered mine. My whole body jerked with passion that overrode even the pain. He tasted like the decadent scent of magic now emanating from him, and lust blasted me with the same force with which his power had exploded out of him. I opened my mouth, and his tongue dueled with mine until I burned for a new reason this time. I needed the savage way he kissed me, and if he stopped touching me with those strong, knowing hands, I might actually scream.

“Vengers!” I vaguely heard Mandal say.

Remy tore his mouth away. Cold air hit my lips, taunting me with the absence of his kiss.

“How many?” Remy asked.

“Seven, maybe eight,” Mandal said, sounding like he was only a few feet away.

Screams came from everywhere. Being plunged into absolute darkness had panicked the concertgoers. I didn’t blame them. Being suddenly blinded was terrifying—wait, I was blind now, too! I couldn’t see anything. No auras, and no more pain, either. The Beast was no longer trying to claw its way out of me. It didn’t even feel near my surface anymore.

I am the monster that protects you now.

Apparently, the Beast believed Remy.

“You can let go. I’m okay,” I said. “What are Vengers?”

Remy set me back from him. “Magically raised spirits, and only the dead can fight the dead.”

That sounded more than a little problematic. “Then I hope you have dead allies somewhere close by?”

“Not yet,” Remy replied. “But I will.”

His arms dropped, leaving me disoriented in the darkness until he sat me back down in my chair. Then I felt him stand.

“Where are you going?”

“To get those allies.” Now Remy’s tone was all business. “Remember, nothing will hurt you, Raine. I won’t allow it.”

Remy walked to the edge of the balcony. I heard a whoosh that had me surging forward in disbelief. Did Remy just jump?

I strained my eyes, but all I saw was darkness. Not only had all the lights exploded, no one’s cell phones appeared to be working, either, so nothing pierced the endless gloom.

“It’s okay, Raine!”

Mandal’s voice. I forced myself to sit back down. I couldn’t see where the balcony ended. I didn’t want to fall three stories below, which is possibly what Remy had just done.

“Where’d he go?” I asked Mandal.

I heard him say, “You’ll see,” right before a strange whistling sound permeated the theater.

“Here they come,” Mandal said softly.

Green flashes broke the darkness, flitting over the other side of the theater. They were so fluid and formless they almost looked like long, glowing scarves. Were these the Vengers? If so, they didn’t seem that scary.

Those flashes straightened out and zoomed toward our theater box. The Beast rose, filling my throat with a snarl—

The Vengers bounced off a barrier I couldn’t see. Their shrieks felt like needles driving into my ears. I clutched my head, trying to block out the sound.

Hands settled onto my shoulders. I jumped, then I heard Mandal’s voice.

“Don’t worry! That darkness is made of Remy’s power. He shouldn’t have shown how vast it is, but in any event, the Vengers won’t be able to get past it.”

The Vengers charged again. That stygian barrier held. Another series of whistle-shrieks had me clutching my head again. How could things without throats be so loud?

The Vengers abruptly stopped. I let out a breath that caught when they began folding into each other. Soon they were one glowing, vertical line. I didn’t have time to wonder why before they plunged, swordlike, into the audience below.

I surged to the edge of my theater box to look down. The glowing, now-compounded Vengers stabbed at the barrier protecting the people below. True to Mandal’s word, it held.

The Vengers’ color brightened and their strange shrieks grew. They stabbed at the barrier again. This time, I felt a shock wave and saw light as that inky blockade cracked.

“Not possible,” Mandal whispered.

The Vengers bashed against that crack, widening it. Another shock wave hit me. Now I could see people inside. The Vengers split back into eight distinct shapes and dove into them.

“No!” I shouted.

The Vengers hit with the force of lightning bolts. An eerie green glow suffused the people struck by them. Their instant screams choked off as dark liquid shot from their mouths. They collapsed, still spewing that bile. The Vengers rose out of them, leaving their victims below like broken dolls. It all happened so fast, my throat still burned from my initial scream.

Other patrons rushed around, trying and failing to find the exits in the dark. Even if they hadn’t seen what had happened, some primal instinct warned them to run for their lives.

The Vengers zoomed upward, all eight of them now charging at our theater box again.

The Beast flung itself forward, ripping at my skin—

Remy shot up from the darkness. Sparks flew off him, haloing him in white fire while his aura seethed with vermilion. With a spin of his hand, he formed those sparks into a shield. The Vengers crashed into it, their screams deafening as they stuck to it like wasps caught in a mosquito zapper.

The Beast stopped tearing at me.

Remy spoke. The unfamiliar words reverberated like a thousand gongs inside my head. I instinctively backed away from the sound, almost knocking over Mandal in my haste.

Remy opened his shirt, digging his fingers impossibly deep into his chest. Then he ripped his hands outward.

I screamed.

Silvery forms shot out of the gaping wound in Remy’s chest. My scream choked off. Ghostly-looking figures could not gush from a person’s body. This couldn’t be real!

Those ghostlike forms started chewing on the Vengers. The Vengers shrieked until I felt blood trickle from my ears. The silvery apparitions didn’t seem to notice the horrific sounds. They kept gnawing until nothing remained of the Vengers except the lingering echoes from their horrifying shrieks.

The Beast sank down as if to say, Clearly I’m not needed.

“Return,” Remy ordered, holding his chest wound open.

The deadly apparitions whooshed back into Remy.

He dropped his hands. His chest wound healed almost at once. Remy said another reverberating word. The darkness blanketing the theater disappeared back into him like a fog machine in reverse. At once, emergency lights turned on and cell phones blinked to life. In the sudden brightness, I saw Mandal scratch his hands through his salt-and-pepper hair.

“That could have been worse,” Mandal muttered.

Several people were dead, countless more were injured, the Beast had nearly helped itself to an all-you-can-eat buffet, and Remy had pulled carnivorous ghosts from his chest. What would “worse” have looked like?

“Raine.” Remy flew over to me. “Are you all right?”

“Sure,” I managed to croak out. “Best date night ever.”

A smile flitted across his lips.

“How did they break through your barrier?” Mandal asked.

Remy’s smile died. “I have no idea.”

He held out his hand. His fingers were still bloodstained from tearing into his own chest. Other than that, you’d never know that anything had happened. Even his hair wasn’t mussed.

I stared at Remy’s hand but didn’t move to take it. For the first time since we’d met, I was afraid of him.

“Guess I’m not the only one infested,” I said softly.

A sardonic smile curled his mouth. “No. My body acts as a gateway when I summon the dead, but it’s not their home.”

I was relieved. I had a hard enough time dealing with a monster that could burst out of me any moment. I couldn’t handle the thought of deadly creatures bursting out of Remy, too.

I finally took his hand, letting him pull me to my feet.

“I didn’t know you could call forth the Ravenous,” Mandal said. “Let alone be conscious after wielding them. Word of this ability will travel, and questions will be asked.”

I had questions, too, but I was too shocked by what I’d seen to ask them. “Thank God no one’s phones worked, so no one can prove what happened.”

“There weren’t only humans here.” Now Mandal’s tone was sharp. “And they won’t need video proof to tell the tale.”

Remy waved that off. “People find new abilities in desperate circumstances all the time. Even humans can do that. This might make the rounds, but better it than the wrong people finding out about her powers.”

I shuddered at the reminder of how close the Beast had come to breaking out. Then groans yanked my focus away from that. There were injured everywhere. I felt the Beast feed from their pain, and from the deaths of the people the Vengers killed.

I started toward the sounds. “I need to help these people.”

Remy’s hand on my arm stopped me. “You can’t. Whoever sent the Vengers could try again, and we were their targets.”

“If they wanted to kill us, they could’ve done that before you reappeared.” I sounded angry, and I was. I’d seen a lot of death, but the Vengers had pureed those poor people from the inside out. Now many more were injured. I had to do something.

Remy’s gaze was blue ice. “I reinforced our theater box more than any of the other areas. That’s why they had to power up on those victims before they attacked this box again. Still, those Vengers shouldn’t have been able to break through any of my shielding. They did, which means their summoner is very powerful. That’s why all of us need to leave.”

My fists clenched. “Do no harm” was the first rule of medicine. If we were the real targets, we had to leave before more innocent people got caught in the crossfire.

“Fine,” I said, and tried not to look at the people I couldn’t allow myself to help.






CHAPTER TWELVE


Remy, me, and Mandal piled into a nearby cab. As we sped off, we passed several police cars and at least two ambulances. Good. I couldn’t help the injured, but they could.

Fifteen minutes later, we got out at a tall building with a wide base before it narrowed into two soaring, towerlike structures. The doorman snapped to attention when he saw Remy.

“Mr. Byrne, welcome!”

Remy gave him a nod. “Hamilton. Spread the word that it’s residents only in the Green Room until I say otherwise.”

Hamilton all but clicked his heels. “Yes, sir!”

“What’s that mean?” I said as we entered the lobby. It was done in shades of cream, amber, and bronze, somehow managing to look cozy despite its size and grandeur.

“This is my hotel, and that means no non-humans allowed unless they live here,” Remy replied as we went straight to an elevator labeled “Private.” He pressed his thumb to a digital screen, and we zoomed up to the thirty-fifth floor.

Air hissed out of me that wasn’t quite a laugh. “How many hotels do you have?”

“Dozens. They’re the perfect cover for supernaturals. People come and go from them all the time.”



The elevator opened into a dually themed bar that must have taken up the entire floor. Half was decorated in lighter shades and the other half was dark. We were between the two, and the lighter side’s entire ceiling was a glass-free aquarium. Fish, stingrays, and even small sharks swam above us. I had no idea how nothing more than open air contained the water, but it did, and the floor was made of seashells that my high heels somehow didn’t sink down into. A bar that looked like a huge coral reef took up the entire wall opposite us. Even the air had a salt tang, as if I really was standing beneath the sea.

The other half of the bar didn’t seem to have a ceiling. Only darkness that stretched impossibly high, broken by tiny floating stars and a moon that cast a soft glow over the midnight-colored floor. The bar resembled a huge black opal, with faint colors peeking through its stygian base. The tables and chairs were made of the same unusual substance, and the bar’s countertop was covered with moonbeam-pale glass.

Remy chose the night half, leading me to the darkly gleaming bar. “Stay here,” he told me.

I stiffened. “Why? Where are you going?”

“To see a necromancer. Few people alive know how to raise Vengers, but several dead ones do. I need to know what sort of power that would have taken.”

I didn’t even blink. What was using a necromancer to reanimate a dead man so Remy could interrogate him compared to everything else I’d seen? “And you’re benching me here why?”

“Even the best necromancers are … unsettling. I don’t want you to feel threatened by what you see.”

Oh. I wasn’t being benched. The Beast was. Considering it had almost freed itself tonight, keeping it calm was smart.

“Fine.”

Remy nodded at the bartender. “Give her whatever she asks for.”

The bald man with heavily tattooed skin and a dragon earring crawling up his left ear nodded. “Yes, Warden.”

With that, Remy left, Mandal following behind him.

I smiled at the bartender. “What’s good to drink here?”

“Everything,” he replied in a gravelly baritone.

No help there. “Okay, I’ll have the—Jesus!” I sputtered as a man walking toward the bar suddenly turned into a big dog with tawny beige fur. The dog stepped out from beneath the pile of the man’s clothes and then sat by a nearby woman’s feet. She didn’t even pause in her conversation with her companion, either. She just scratched the dog’s long, pointy ears.

“Invoking other gods’ names isn’t allowed here,” I vaguely heard the bartender say.

I dragged my gaze away from the man-turned-dog. “Sure. That’s what’s unusual about what just happened.”

The bartender gave me a slow blink. Either my sarcasm went over his head, or he didn’t care.

I forced myself to stop staring at the dog-man. I knew shape-shifters existed after my run-in with the Basilisk. Plus, Remy had repeatedly mentioned “other races.” I just … hadn’t expected to see someone transform in front of me.

“Give me something strong,” I told the bartender, now wondering if the dragon around his ear was a piece of jewelry, or something I should concern myself with.

A minute later, he put something tall and frothy in front of me. It smelled tropical, and it tasted like liquefied summer romance: sweet, intense, and over too soon.

“Delicious.” It didn’t taste strong, though. He must’ve figured I couldn’t handle the stiffer stuff. Eh, it didn’t matter. I suddenly was in a much better mood. Why, that man over there was covered in either fish scales or snake scales, and I wasn’t staring at him a bit.

“Another one, please,” I said.

The bartender complied.

I downed the second glass even faster than the first. Absolutely yummy, and how nice that it had finally gotten warmer in here. I’d been cold in my strapless dress when we first entered. Now I felt almost toasty.

“Hello,” a voice said before a silver-haired woman sat next to me. Her short pink dress revealed a lot of leg before hugging her torso, where two thin straps were all that held it up.

“Hi,” I said, hefting my glass in salute. “I’m Raine.”

“Lorelei,” she replied, showing perfect teeth when she smiled. Her hair might be silvery, but she looked to be in her early twenties, with golden skin that reminded me of sunshine gleaming on beach sand. “Enchanted.”

“Don’t be,” I muttered, surprised when it ended in a loud hiccup. For some reason, I wasn’t embarrassed by that, either. “I’m one bad mood away from being a literal beast.”

Lorelei laughed. She thought I was joking. If only.

I took another swallow, feeling a stab of envy as I glanced at Lorelei. She was the type of woman Remy should be with. Remy was only pretending to be with me because his grandmother had told him to “keep the cage,” or whatever. Otherwise, Remy wouldn’t give me the time of day, let alone kiss me like that.…

I took another gulp. That kiss had been the most amazing thing I’d ever felt, and he’d only done it to distract me so my inner monstrosity wouldn’t go on another murder spree. The thought had me sliding my now-empty glass toward the bartender.

“Another for me, and one for my new companion, too.”

The bartender didn’t look like he approved, but whatever. Lorelei sure smiled wider.

“You’re too kind, Raine.”

“And you’re too beautiful,” I told her bluntly. “Like, fairy-tale beautiful.”

Ocean-blue eyes glinted at me. “Fairy tales are but one of the many ways humans have spoken about my kind.”

So, Lorelei wasn’t human. No surprise there. She didn’t have a single enlarged pore on her entire flawless face.

“What ‘kind’ are you, if it’s not rude to ask?”

Our drinks arrived. I downed mine with the same recklessness as before. Now I felt downright hot. I started fanning myself with the tiny napkin beneath my drink.

Lorelei took a sip of hers before offering her glass to me. “Your glass is empty. Share my cup, friend?”

Friend.

A pang hit me. I hadn’t had one of those in years. I kept so busy that most of the time I forgot I was lonely, but I was. So fucking lonely. Maybe if Lorelei wasn’t human, I could be her friend, too. Maybe the Beast wouldn’t be able to hurt her—

The bartender clapped his hand over Lorelei’s glass. “No.”

The single word rumbled with so much threat, the Beast briefly overtook my gaze. In the split second it did, I saw Lorelei’s aura lapping around her like blood-filled seas while her silvery hair floated above her as if she were underwater.…

“Mermaid,” I breathed out in wonder.

Lorelei’s laugh was a delighted trill that made me smile back even as I recoiled from the deadly color of her aura.

“Siren,” Lorelei corrected, flicking the bartender’s hand in a playful way. “And you’re a spoilsport, Aaron.”

“That’s the least of your problems,” a familiar voice growled as Remy strode up behind Lorelei.

She stiffened, but then turned around and smiled. “Remington! I didn’t know you were here—”

“Clearly, or you wouldn’t have attempted to drown the woman I came here with,” he said, cutting her off.

Lorelei gave a single shocked glance my way.

I hefted my empty glass at her, surprised that I had to grab the countertop to steady myself from the simple gesture. Maybe those drinks had been strong after all.

Lorelei turned guileless eyes to Remy next. “Raine offered me a drink, Remington. I merely offered her mine in return.”

Remy’s hand landed on Lorelei’s shoulder, his fingers digging in until a golden liquid seeped around his short nails.

“She didn’t know you were a siren.” Spoken as he tightened his grip. Now I knew what that golden liquid was. Lorelei’s blood. “She also didn’t know that if she’d drunk from your cup, it would have given you the power to lead her into open water so you could drown her.”

“Really?” I asked with another hiccup. Then I saluted Aaron. “Good save!”

Lorelei let out a strained laugh. “I wouldn’t do that—”

“Why else would you ask her to share your cup?” Remy cut her off again. “My only question is, did someone send you to drown her?”

“No,” Lorelei said with a pained gasp.

Remy’s hand tightened again. Golden streaks streamed down Lorelei’s skin. “If you’re lying, I’ll stake you out on the salt flats until you can’t remember what liquid feels like.”

Lorelei whitened. “I’m not lying! No one sent me. I saw her disgust at Foster’s transformation into his jackal half, and merely sought to teach her a lesson—”

“It wasn’t disgust, I was startled,” I interrupted. “Never saw someone turn into a dog before,” I added for Remy’s benefit.

“And I didn’t know she was yours,” Lorelei went on, her tone more desperate. “Besides, I wouldn’t have drowned her. I would have let her swim back to shore.”

“As if she could swim after drinking several of Aaron’s Mindcrushers,” Remy said with a dark glance at the bartender.

Aaron spread out his hands. “You told me to give her whatever she asked for. She asked for something strong.”

My laugh ended on another hiccup. Was that why I wasn’t bothered by all this? Because I was drunk on “Mindcrushers”?

Remy bent closer to Lorelei. “Even if I believe your claims, you still would’ve been dead before Raine touched that water, because she is my future céile.”

More color drained from Lorelei’s face. “What?”

“You heard me.” Roared this time. “And let everyone else hear it, too! Raine Stone is my future céile, so any injury done to her is the same as one done to me. If any of you are tempted to forget that, let this be your reminder.”

Remy’s hand slammed onto Lorelei’s head while a torrent of words erupted from him. I didn’t understand any of them, but the midnight-themed half of the bar cleared out faster than if he’d set the place on fire.

Lorelei’s scream turned into a squeal as her head suddenly deflated until it was no larger than an apple. Her silvery hair almost covered it completely, and her neck now looked like a macabre serving platter for that small stub of a cranium.

“Jesus!”

Aaron frowned.

I waved him off. “Yes, don’t invoke a god’s name, but he just shrunk her head.”

Remy arched a brow. “And it was quite satisfying. Thank you for reminding me of that punishment, Raine.”

“You merciless bastard!” Lorelei squeaked.

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. This was horrifying, but Lorelei’s tiny voice coming out of her even tinier head was unintentionally hilarious.

“Say another word, and I’ll remove your head entirely.” Remy’s voice was icily flat. “I already want to for what you pulled with Raine, so give me the excuse, Lorelei.”

Lorelei snapped her minuscule mouth shut, but she held up her hands as if to say, I give, I give!

“Present yourself to me in six months,” Remy said, to gasps from onlookers at the ocean side of the bar. “If you haven’t rebelled against me in any other manner by that time, I’ll return your head to its normal size.”

Lorelei squeaked. “I’ll starve.”

“I’ll make sure that you won’t.” Remy’s voice hardened. “Which is more mercy than you were about to show Raine. Now, go. Before I double the length of your punishment.”

Lorelei bowed as she backed away, bumping into a few tables until someone took pity on her and led her out of the bar.

Nobody moved until Aaron picked up Lorelei’s drink and poured it out. Then he nodded at me. “Can I get you something else, Raine?”

“No.” My voice wasn’t nearly as squeaky as Lorelei’s, but it was still higher than normal. “I’m done drinking tonight.”






CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Remy led me out of the bar to another elevator, where he scanned his fingerprint on a button labeled “R.”

“How’d you know something was wrong?” I asked as we zoomed up. “Thought you had to see a necromancer.”

“I did.” No emotion colored Remy’s tone. “Aaron texted me that Lorelei was hunting you, so I rescheduled my meeting.”

The elevator doors opened, revealing a wall of dense fog. Remy’s secret hotel roof had been shrouded by something similar. I reached out and an electrical zap had me snatching my hand back.

“Ouch!” I snapped, shaking my hand.

A smile touched Remy’s mouth. “This is one of my few real homes, so it’s guarded by more than a fingerprint scan.”

“A warning would have been nice,” I said as I continued to shake my hand. At least this wasn’t bad enough to alarm the Beast.

Remy’s faint smile widened. “You seem to learn by experience versus instruction.”

I snorted. “What a nice way to say ‘you never listen anyway.’”

“I thought so, too,” he teased.

For a moment, his smile made me forget how dangerous and dysfunctional tonight had been. Then I snapped back to reality.

“What does ‘céile’ mean?”

Remy’s smile vanished, and he touched the fog. It parted like a curtain being yanked back. “Come.”

The fog turned into a short tunnel made entirely of shelved books. Like the aquarium in the bar, they seemed to defy gravity. I resisted the urge to run my fingers along their spines as I passed by them. Maybe they were booby-trapped, too.

The tunnel opened into a room at least four stories high. Each wall was lined with more bookshelves while stained-glass windows dappled the area with subtle colors. The chairs and couches appeared to be made entirely of stained glass, too. Glass butterfly wings rose up behind the couches while glass mushroom stems acted as furniture legs and glass flower stems held up the tables. Add that to all the bright, glowing moths flitting from one book spine to another, and this entire space looked like something from a fever dream.

“Is this real?” I asked. “Or are those Mindcrusher drinks entering stage two of messing me up?”

Remy stood in the middle of that visual feast, looking like a work of art himself. “It’s real. This is my true library, not the one you saw at my Baltimore hotel.”

“It’s…” I spread my hands out, trying and failing to find a word to describe it.

He smiled. “The furniture and the moths were a gift from the Tuatha Dé Danann. The glass can never break, and the moths eat dust while the fluttering of their wings prevents rot.”

I’d never get used to Remy’s world, where even furniture and insects were made of magic.

“What are the Tuatha Dé Danann? More sorcerers?”

Remy flicked a switch on the wall. Fire sprang up in the hearth behind him, adding another layer of light.

“A race of powerful, mystical rulers that folklore eventually referred to as faeries,” he said. “They’ve also been called elves or the sidhe, but they’re both more than that and neither. Only grains of truth are found in stories and legend.”

“And a ‘céile’ is?” I pressed, my arched brow saying I wasn’t so drunk that that had slipped by me.

He shrugged. “The Gaelic translation is ‘partner.’ It lets my people know I’ll be sharing my powers with you, which puts you on a similar level as Mandal in my life.”

I was surprised. “You shared power with him, too?”

Another shrug. “I can’t have my chief advisor die of old age on me, can I?”

I walked farther into the room, only now noticing the portrait above the hearth. It was of a breathtaking woman with warm brown skin and silky raven hair. Her sari was scarlet and gold, and an intricate gold-and-ruby hairpiece dropped onto her forehead between her eyebrows. Her sable-eyed gaze seemed to challenge anyone who dared to look upon her, and her red lips parted in a confident smile.

Remy saw where I was looking. “My grandmother, Anjuli Mandal Byrne, but everyone called her Juli.”

I shook my head. “Saying she’s beautiful doesn’t begin to do it justice.” It was obvious where Remy had gotten his looks from, not that I told him that. He was arrogant enough already. “Wait, her maiden name was Mandal?” It finally clicked. “So, you and Nikesh Mandal are related?”

“Distant cousins.” A hard smile touched Remy’s mouth. “Though Brendan couldn’t admit that Juli was his wife for much of their lives. Interracial marriage was either illegal or reviled to the point of violence in her native Nepal, his native Ireland, and America, where they eventually had my father. They were only truly safe among non-humans, since skin color is insignificant to the other races.”

God. Racism sucked. I’d experienced some of its nastiness secondhand because my former stepmother was Black and my dad was white. I couldn’t imagine all the horrors that Brendan and Juli had been through. “That’s terrible. When did Juli die?”

All traces of his smile faded. “Over sixty years ago.”

And Remy was well over two hundred, so Juli must have lived a long life. “What about your parents? Are they still alive?”

“No,” he said with such finality I changed the subject.

“So, Lorelei is a siren, and sirens like to drown humans.”

“Sirens obtain power from drowning humans,” Remy corrected, sitting on the couch that looked like peacock feathers carved from glass. I was almost nervous when he leaned back, but he’d said the glass was unbreakable. “But I don’t allow that on my territory unless the human deserves it.”

“What constitutes ‘deserves’?” I asked in a sharper tone.

He gave me a pointed look. “Sirens are almost exclusively beautiful women, so it’s the same behavior that has doubtless brought out the Beast to protect you before, too.”

I shuddered, remembering the intruder the Beast had eaten. Yeah, sirens probably didn’t lack for “deserving” offenders to drown, if self-defense was the only requirement Remy gave them.

A chime reverberated through the room. “Ah, they’re here,” Remy said, crossing back into the tunnel made of books.

“Who’s here?” I called out after him.

“Our test subjects” was his reply.

“What?”

He didn’t answer. He only came back with several people trailing behind him. They all looked wary, but one also looked a bit familiar. Was that the guy who’d turned into a dog?

“You know the incident that took place at the bar,” Remy said to them. “My future céile, Raine, has had limited contact with our world. Thus, she was startled at Foster’s transformation. I want to acclimate her with other hybrids to prevent this from reoccurring, so if you all wouldn’t mind…”

I had a second to see relief spread across their expressions before it, and most of their clothing, dropped. I sucked in a gasp. I was no longer looking at four men and three women. I was now staring at a cerulean-scaled snake that was so big it could eat me whole without even a burp. It was next to that Egyptian hieroglyph creature that had a man’s body and the fully feathered head of a large falcon. Two Mothman-type creatures with black wings, red eyes, and humanoid bodies stood next to a woman with horns now rising majestically from her head, while the other woman was now a dark brown seal.

And of course, there was the dog with long, pointy ears.

I suddenly felt Remy’s body like a wall behind me. I’d taken several steps backward without realizing it. The Beast turned my vision into splashes of color that haloed the creatures in blues, grays, purples, and ribbons of red. But the Beast wasn’t trying to break out, and none of their auras were a fraction as violent as Remy’s.

I pushed the Beast down. It wasn’t hard this time. It had fed from the pain and death of the theater victims, and since I was in no danger, it wasn’t worried about protecting its host.

“Go on, Raine.” Remy’s deep voice cocooned me like a warm embrace. “Get close to them. They won’t bite.”

Why would I want to do that? Wait, Remy had said they were test subjects. My reaction to the dog-man’s transformation had provided the perfect cover for me to sniff-test different creatures, and Remy had even given me two of the same species as a control group.

I approached the seal first. Had I read in folklore that her species were called selkies? “This is all so new for me,” I said, which was true. “Do you mind if I touch you?”

I’m asking a seal this, I belatedly realized. I must still be drunk. It wasn’t like she could answer me—

The seal waved a flipper as if to say, Go ahead.

Guess she could answer me. I stroked her head and tried not to be obvious when I also inhaled. Hmm, saltwater and honey.

The dog—or had Lorelei called him a jackal?—came up to me next, giving my hand a friendly butt with his head. I petted him while inhaling, too. Sycamore and fig. Then I shook hands with the stag-horned woman. Evergreens. I shook the falcon-headed guy’s hand, too. Apricots. The two Mothman-looking creatures each extended a wing to me, and I touched their feathers. Toasted hazelnuts. I even touched the huge snake despite it bringing back bad memories. Agave.

“Thank you,” I said when I was done. “This was helpful.”

Remy nodded at them. They changed back into their human forms, putting on their discarded clothing without any awkwardness at their nudity. Modesty must not be a high priority for people who could literally shed their own bodies.

“Well?” Remy said once he’d seen them all out.

“It’s confirmed, I can smell their magic. At least, that’s what I assume since the two Mothman guys smelled exactly the same, plus the jackal-man didn’t smell like dog and the seal didn’t smell fishy. And before you ask, no, none of them smelled like Brendan’s third attacker, either.”

His mouth curled down. “I knew the selkies and the jackals couldn’t be it. Their races are too gentle. But if I’d only had you meet the more dangerous species on my lands, someone might have guessed that I’d had ulterior motives.”

“How many dangerous species are in your territory?”

“Dozens,” he said with a shrug.

Dozens. I almost missed the days when I thought the Beast was the height of monstrosities.

“I’ll set up an event soon where you can meet at least one member from all of those dangerous species to let me know which clan attacked Brendan,” Remy went on.

“A literal monster’s ball,” I said, shaking my head.

His smile reminded me that Remy was probably the deadliest monster of them all. “Exactly.”

Yeah, well, before I went to another big public gathering … “How soon can you share that regenerative power of yours?”

Remy’s brows went up.

“Yes, abrupt change of subject, but the Beast almost got out again tonight. I want to stop that from happening, and your power is the only way.” And I was only stalling before to see if you were legit first, I didn’t add, but it was true.

Tonight proved that he was. Remy had tried to protect everyone in the theater from the Vengers, and he’d stopped the Beast from breaking free, too. He’d also nearly died protecting the people in his hotel when the Beast broke out of his trap a week ago. Yes, Remy was dangerous, mysterious, and more than a little frightening, but he valued human life. I’d wanted to learn more about Remy, but that was the only thing that truly mattered, wasn’t it? Especially since the Beast didn’t value human life at all. If I waited longer to do this, more people could die.

“Well?” I pressed.

“You’d have to meet my family first,” he finally said.

I gaped at him. “Didn’t you just say your family was dead?”

Remy stretched almost leisurely. I tried not to notice how it accentuated the long, hard lines of his body, but damn. If he did that naked, he could put it on OnlyFans and make a fortune.

“I have many great-great-great-grandnieces, -nephews, and cousins from my Irish, American, and Nepali sides of the family,” he said, dragging my attention away from his body. “Every four months, I host a family gathering. The next one is scheduled for the day after tomorrow. Even though most of my family are human, they’d still be suspicious if they don’t meet you before you become my céile. In the human world, that’s equivalent to our being engaged.”

Oh. But … “I’m scheduled to work this Sunday.”

His gaze narrowed. “I’m surprised you’d return to the hospital after what happened tonight.”

“Are you implying I’m a danger to my patients?”

Now I was mad. “The only time I don’t worry about the Beast breaking out is in the ER! All that residual pain and death keeps it fed to the point of being its version of sleepy.”

Remy was in front of me before I could blink. “Those Vengers weren’t after me. They can’t harm a Warden. My magic is too strong, so someone sent them after you or Mandal.”

“Why would anyone be after me?” I sputtered.

“I agree that Mandal is the more likely target. He’s family, and he’s been my chief advisor for sixty years. If someone wanted to hurt me, killing him would be a good way to do that. But are you willing to risk everyone in your hospital on the off chance that Mandal wasn’t the target tonight?”

The thought of Vengers tearing through the ER made my voice rise. “No one in your world even knows me. It has to be Mandal!”

His gaze bored into mine. “I called you ‘my beloved’ in front of Bachen. He didn’t hesitate to spread the word. I received over a dozen texts about you during the concert, so news of you had already spread by the time the Vengers attacked, meaning that you could have been the target.”

“After one public date?” I scoffed. “That’s extreme.”

His smile made me shiver. “I have many enemies, Raine. None of them would consider murder to be ‘extreme.’”

Neither did the Beast. His enemies didn’t realize it, but I wasn’t a damsel in distress. I was a monster in human clothing.

“And this isn’t an average enemy,” Remy went on. “Brendan was lured away from my hotel the night you met him. I don’t know by what, and he doesn’t remember. Whatever it was, my cameras couldn’t record it. That, as you might guess, is rare, as is an attack by Vengers strong enough to breach my shields.”

“You think the two are connected,” I breathed out.

His charming smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Yes. Someone is making a play for my territory.”

I blamed being drunk for not getting it. “Your hotels?”

Remy let out a short laugh. “Nothing that boring. There are only two ways to topple a Warden without dragging that Warden’s allies into a protracted, bloody war. One is to incite division until the Warden’s own people overthrow him.”

I blinked. “Have your people ever tried that?”

“No. My hotels provide anyone struggling with a free home, my rules prevent them from being taken advantage of, and my power keeps outsiders from harming them. Everyone who comes to my territory knows they’ll be taken care of if I accept them, and that’s a promise many rulers can’t or won’t make.”

Wow. That was a promise most human leaders couldn’t or wouldn’t make, too. “What’s the other way to topple a Warden?”

His face darkened. “Get one to violate their own treaties.”

“And how would attacking me, Mandal, or Brendan do that?”

Now Remy’s smile was tight. “Striking down someone close to a Warden has been known to make them go to war, treaties or no. If that happens, whoever wins claims the Warden’s territory.”

“So, another Warden is doing this?”

“Possibly. It could also be the head of another supernatural race. As I said, there are many territories that Wardens don’t control. When the rulers of those lands want a new territory for themselves, murder is often their first tactic.”

It reminded me of the online games I’d played when I was younger, only with real-life consequences. I’m powerful enough to hold the entire northern East Coast, Remy had told me. Yeah, I could imagine a lot of Wardens and supernaturals would kill for the chance to control that much territory. A lot of humans would, too.

“Why call me your beloved at all, then, if you knew it could put a target on my back?”

“I told you, if I gave you my power without first claiming you as my loved one, it would be obvious that you possessed something of great supernatural value. Other supernatural rulers, and even other Wardens, would kill twice as many people trying to find out what it was.”

I hadn’t asked to be in the middle of a supernatural power struggle. Then again, I hadn’t asked to be infected by the Beast in the first place. At least in this case, Remy’s arrogance would be to my advantage.

“I assume you don’t take attacks like these lying down. How long until you stop the person or creature responsible?”

Remy’s gaze turned so cold, I almost backed up a step. “They won’t survive the summer.”

The answer I’d hoped for, even if it was a violent one.

“Okay, then. Can you arrange for another nurse to fill my shifts until this is over? Not someone from my hospital, by the way. They’re short-staffed already.”

Remy held my stare. “I understand not failing those who depend on you. I will see that it’s done.”

I believed him. That’s why I forced a smile. “I guess my apartment won’t be safe anymore, either, so where will I stay?”

“With me,” he said at once.

“I’m bringing my cat,” I said with absolute determination.

Remy shrugged. “Why wouldn’t you?”

Of course he didn’t mind. Remy was damn near a cat whisperer. Belle would probably prefer him to me within a week.

I forced another smile. “Then this fake relationship is about to get serious, because on Sunday, I meet the family.”

“Sunday,” Remy agreed, a new tone in his voice brushing me like warm breaths on my skin.

I glanced around, grateful that the enchanted library offered a valid excuse not to look at him anymore. “If I’m not going home, where can I sleep? I’m exhausted.”

“I’ll show you,” he said, holding out his hand.

I didn’t move to take it. “We’re not pretending now, so there’s no need for the touchy-feely stuff.”

His slow smile made me want to kick myself. I’d just reminded him of how I’d reacted the last time he’d touched me.

“We should take advantage of our ‘off’ time, where we don’t have to fake the urge to be all over each other,” I added, trying to clean up my mess.

That raven-black brow arched. “Should we?”

Two words shouldn’t envelop me like a languorous heat wave, but they did. Silently, I cursed Remy and his abilities.

“Yes. We’ve both acted more than enough for tonight.”

He didn’t need to know how his kiss had rocked me. I could have been faking my desire. Like most women, I’d had practice.

His widening smile mocked me. Then his voice rubbed me with the lushness of velvet. “I was only acting when I pretended to be in love with you. As for desiring you … that’s no act.”

The gauntlet almost made me gasp. So did the look in his eyes. Now I knew what trapped prey saw when a hunter approached: inevitability, except mine was wrapped in sex and decadence instead of death.

I took a step back while summoning the same control I used to cage the Beast. Not today, Satan! Or Warden, in this case.

“Our situation is complicated enough.” Remy might look like all my fantasies come to life, but sex with him would be a mistake. Unless, of course, he fucked half as well as he kissed.…

“And as I said, I’m tired,” I added before I allowed that thought to linger. “Either point me to where I’ll be sleeping, or I’m about to find out how comfortable that glass couch is.”

The shimmer of heat between us vanished with the same swiftness as that dangerously sensual glint in Remy’s eyes. When he swept out his hand, he was every inch the controlled, enigmatic man who’d kidnapped me the first night we met.

“This way.”






CHAPTER FOURTEEN


I opened my eyes and immediately squinted. Sunlight had turned the glass canopy above me into a kaleidoscope of vibrant colors. It hadn’t been that way last night. When I crawled into bed, the canopy had been muted shades of indigo.

I sat up. The swanlike wing that curtained the bed slowly uncurled to reveal the rest of the bedroom. Last night the wing had been as black as Remy’s hair. Now it was snow white.

Yeah, the bedroom had magic furniture, too. Whoever the Tuatha Dé Danann were, they could charge millions in interior design. I couldn’t pause to admire my surroundings, though. I had to call my boss and tell her I was taking an emergency leave of absence. Hopefully, Remy had that replacement nurse ready.

I got out of bed, glad I only had a mild headache instead of a nasty hangover. Where had I left my phone? Right, it was next to my bloodstained gown on the floor. This room might have magical furniture, but it didn’t have a phone charger. Thankfully, I still had some battery left.

Before I could dial my work number, my phone rang, the name ANGELA flashing on the screen. I stared at it for another two rings, trying to remember the last time I’d spoken to my former stepmother. Was it three months ago? Four?

“Hey,” I said, finally answering.

“Raine.” Angela sounded surprised. “I thought I’d get your voicemail again.”

Ouch, but I deserved that. “I’m, ah, off work today.”

“Are you all right?” Now she sounded worried. “It looked like you were bleeding.”

Huh? “What are you talking about?”

“I saw you on the news! You were leaving the Met last night where several people died during a weird blackout. What happened? You looked like you had blood on you. Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I said, putting her on speaker to do a quick scroll. EIGHT KILLED DURING DEADLY MET BLACKOUT, read one headline, with NO EXPLANATION FOR PANICKED STAMPEDE under the next byline.

Oh, there’d been an explanation, all right. Just not one that any regular news outlet would know about.

“I’m fine,” I said, seeing another headline: MOGUL REMINGTON BYRNE FLEES DEADLY BLACKOUT, with a picture of Remy and me right before we got into the cab. I was bloody, probably from where the Beast had tried to claw its way out of me.

“I’m fine,” I repeated.

Angela huffed. “Thank God. Now, are you going to tell me how long you’ve been dating the rich guy? Or are you going to skip that?”

I smiled. Angela was blunt, brash, and the only reason I hadn’t fallen apart after my family’s deaths. My father hadn’t been up to taking care of my emotional needs. He wouldn’t have taken me in at all except for the inheritance check I came with. Mom and Gran had left everything to me, and if there was one thing a compulsive gambler couldn’t resist, it was free money.

Angela had been the one to step up as a parent. Hell, I suspected she’d canceled her plans to leave my dad because of me. She’d also been the one to unwittingly show me how to feed the Beast. Before she retired, Angela had been an ER trauma nurse.

“We haven’t been dating long,” I said, keeping it vague. “We were, um, trying to keep it low-key.”

Another huff. “Everybody knows now. It was news at eleven.”

I could just picture her saying it. Her full lips would be pursed, but her dark brown eyes would be sparkling.

I smiled despite myself. “Apparently.”

This news clip would only help the illusion that Remy and I were in love. That pic of him looking at me as he helped me get into the cab almost reeked of possessive concern.

“You could have told me you found someone special.” The new gruffness in Angela’s tone conveyed her hurt more effectively than a sob. “I might not be your real mama, but I love you like I was.”

I closed my eyes. Out of all the people I’d had to pull away from because of the Beast, Angela’s loss had hurt the most.

“I’m sorry.” Not enough of an explanation, but it was all I could give her. “And I love you, too. In fact—” I seized on a chance I couldn’t have taken before. Remy had said that most of his family attending the get-together would be human, so one more human shouldn’t be a problem. “You can meet him tomorrow, if you’re free. He’s having a family gathering.”

“You’re meeting his family?” She sounded shocked. No wonder. I never dated, let alone took things to this level.

“Yes, and I’d like him to meet mine, too.”

Angela snorted. “You know your father and I can’t stand to be in the same room together since the divorce—”

“I didn’t mean him,” I interrupted. “I’m not inviting him. I’m inviting you.”

My father was my blood, but Angela was my family. With Remy’s Beast Control power in my future, I could finally spend time with her again. No more worrying about hurting her, no more waking up screaming from nightmares where the Beast had consumed Angela until nothing remained of her except ashes.

“I’d love to,” she said in a thicker voice.

I swallowed so I didn’t start to tear up, too. “Great! I’ll text you the time and place. I’m, uh,” my voice cracked, “really glad you called, Angela.”

I didn’t deserve how she kept showing up for me. But oh, I’d love the chance to make it up to her. If I finally had control over the Beast, I could start. Suddenly, I couldn’t wait to get that power infusion.



Remy and I took the helicopter back to Baltimore. Then he had six burly guards help me pack my things from my apartment while he stayed outside “keeping watch.” Either no one was after me, or they hadn’t expected me to return this soon. In any event, no one attacked aside from Belle. One of the guards tried to put her in a cat carrier, and got a long welt on his hand while Belle’s growl said there was more where that came from.

“Sorry! I’ll take her,” I said, muttering, “You’re lucky he isn’t a were-dog,” to Belle.

She just blinked at me, unrepentant.

Everything I owned was packed within the hour. The guards loaded the boxes into a truck while Remy and I rode in his Mercedes. The same blond guy was the driver, and I said hello to him while slanting a glance at Remy.

“Why do you always have a driver? Can’t you drive?”

“Of course I can” was his reply.

“So, why don’t you?”

The barest smile hovered over Remy’s mouth. “In case I need my hands for other activities.”

I’d assumed the opaque glass was to keep conversations private. Guess Remy had another use for it, too. A different topic was definitely in order.

“I invited my stepmother to come tomorrow. I hope that’s not a problem.”

Remy’s brows rose. “Why would it be?”

“Because while you said that most of your extended family is human, it just occurred to me that the rest of them might be shape-shifters or sirens or Basilisks or something else that will give her a heart attack if she sees them,” I said honestly.

His faint smile grew. “My human family has no idea that such creatures exist. That’s why the ones who aren’t human keep their true natures in check during events like these.”

“Okay.” I would’ve hated to cancel on Angela, but this would be too much to reveal. She didn’t even know about me. I couldn’t tell Angela what I was. She wouldn’t believe it unless she saw it, and if she ever saw the Beast, she’d be dead.

“I have business to attend to the rest of the day,” Remy said, ending that depressing line of thought. “I won’t see you again until tomorrow.”

“No problem. Just give me the time and place.”

“My Fells Point hotel, twelve noon. In fact, we’re going there now. It’s where you’ll be staying.”

I gave him a sardonic look. “Which Fells Point hotel?”

“The one you can tell Angela about,” he replied with a grin. “We’ll have the hotel to ourselves for tomorrow’s gathering, though most activity will focus around the pool and atrium.”

Wow. I hadn’t expected a pool party for my introduction as Remy’s new girlfriend. Then again, it was summer. Maybe Remy’s family really liked to get their tan on.

“Sounds good.” I thought I had a bathing suit somewhere.

Remy’s cell rang. He glanced at the number and swiped left. It rang again almost immediately. He swiped left once more.

“Nagging girlfriend?” I teased before a thought struck me. What if Remy did have a girlfriend? How had I not considered that before?

“Never mind,” I said quickly. “Your life is none of my business. I’ll try to stay out of it as much as possible.”

Remy silenced his phone and set it down. “If this plan is to succeed, you can’t stay out of my life, Raine.”

The simple truth of that filled me with shame. I’d only thought about how our deal was impacting my life. I hadn’t considered all the ways that it would change Remy’s life, too.

“I’m sorry if this arrangement is screwing things up between you and someone special.”

Something too harsh to be a laugh escaped him. “There’s no one special. Not in the way you’re thinking.”

I was relieved, and then immediately felt guilty. I shouldn’t be glad that he was single. We were thrown together by necessity, not by any hope of there being more between us.

“I’m sure there will be one day,” I said in as bright of a tone as I could manage.

His stare suddenly felt like his voice when he used his power—tangible, dangerous, and endlessly enticing.

I looked away. Remy might be temptation itself, but I never allowed myself to sleep with someone I had feelings for. It made it too painful to break things off later, and I always had to break things off. The Beast left me no choice.

Besides, I didn’t want my first real adult relationship to be with someone who’d wipe the floor with me emotionally, and Remy had “heartbreaker” written all over him.

The city’s scenery blurred by as the car sped up. I could still feel Remy’s gaze on me, but I didn’t turn around.






CHAPTER FIFTEEN


I spent the rest of the day getting my hotel room to feel as much like a home as possible. I unpacked all my clothes, displayed my books on shelves that used to hold decorative items, put out pictures of my mom, grandmother, and Angela, and scattered several of Belle’s favorite toys on the carpet. I even put Belle’s cat tower in front of the large window so she could enjoy the view of the pool and river.

After that … I didn’t know what to do. I hadn’t had time to be lazy in well, forever. I liked it, but I also felt tense, like I was late for a task that I’d somehow forgotten about. There wasn’t anything else to do, though. Remy had honored his promise to have another nurse cover my shifts at the hospital, and housekeeping laundered my dirty clothes even though I protested that I could do it myself.

By the next afternoon, I was more than ready to meet Remy’s family. Or so I thought. At ten minutes to twelve, I was cursing as I watched another group of elegantly dressed people join the others on the wide pool deck, which had been cleared of chairs and cabanas to leave more space for guests.

What kind of pool party was this? I hadn’t seen this many gowns and suits since I’d been to a fancy wedding as a child!

The knock at my door made me curse again. Then my anxiety hit the red zone when I opened the door and saw the stylish navy suit Remy wore. “Great,” I snapped before Remy could speak. “You look like a million bucks, too.”

Remy blinked in the way many men did when they couldn’t understand why a woman was angry at them. “That’s a problem?”

“Yes.” I made an impatient gesture at my pale green sundress. It would have been totally appropriate for a normal pool party, but compared to what his family was wearing, it may as well have been a burlap sack. “I look like Cinderella before her fairy godmother got to work on her, and everyone else is all glammed up for the ball.”

Remy’s gaze swept me. “Nonsense, you look lovely.”

I ignored that as I headed back to the closet. My nicest dress was the bronze one Angela had gotten me, but the Beast had ripped and bloodied it, so it was at the hotel’s version of a tailor right now. Maybe I could spruce up the blouse and skirt I’d worn on my job interviews when I first moved here?

“You should have told me this was a formal event,” I muttered. “I would’ve bought something appropriate.” Or charged it to my only credit card, to be more accurate.

Remy closed the door behind them. “It’s not a formal event. Some of my family just likes to overdress.”

I shot him a look as I continued to rummage through the closet. “Your family’s already going to think I’m a gold digger because you’re rich and I’m broke. Showing up in a thrift store–style dress when everyone else is decked out like it’s a red-carpet event makes me look like I’m clueless, too.”

He stared. “You’re genuinely upset by your appearance.”

The surprise in his tone was the last straw. “Of course I am. And I know I shouldn’t care what they think, but I’ve never done the whole ‘meet the family’ thing before, so even if this is a fake relationship, I didn’t want to screw this up!”

My voice had risen at that last sentence. At once, I lashed myself. So what if his family thought I was a clueless gold digger? I’d never see them again once this charade was over. For obvious reasons, we didn’t run in the same circles.

“Never mind,” I said as Remy opened his mouth to speak. “Wow, that was a lot, right?” I added with a fake laugh. “I don’t know why I blew up like that. I must be PMSing.”

I wasn’t, but I needed an excuse for my bewildering behavior, and PMS was one of the few that people rarely questioned.

“Pick up those flowers,” Remy said in a newly brisk tone.

I looked at the vase filled with peach and white roses. The flowers had come with the room; a nice perk along with other upgrades like a plush robe, slippers, and a stocked minibar.

“Why?”

Remy’s tone hardened. “Pick. Them. Up.”

He wasn’t making sense, but I’d just lost my temper over something trivial, so who was I to call him unreasonable?

I picked up the bouquet—

It came apart in my hands. For a second, I thought the vase had broken. That was the only logical explanation for the flowers falling to the ground while the vase crumpled into countless shards, but then the roses stopped falling and melded themselves onto my dress.

Before I could gasp, the fabric of my dress became petal-soft and changed from pale green to layers of peach and white. It also simultaneously shrank and grew. The skirt extended until it billowed to the floor while everything from the waist up molded to my body. Rose clusters arranged into stunning patterns around my breasts and hips before spilling in twin arcs down the newly long front. Crystal shards from the vase glittered as they embedded into the new fabric, and the roses’ green stems became darker accent colors in the new peach-and-white skirt. All of it happened before I could let out my gasped breath.

The mirror confirmed that my plain cotton sundress had transformed into a gown that was so stunning, I couldn’t believe my eyes. Queens wore gowns like this. Not someone like me.

“Ready for the ball now, Cinderella?”

Remy’s husky voice drew my attention back to him. For once, I agreed with every admiring thing I saw in his eyes. I actually felt beautiful, monster and all. I hadn’t felt that way since before I’d become infected with the Beast, and it was both utterly foreign and achingly wondrous.

“Remy…” I didn’t know what to say.

He flashed me a quick grin. “No need to thank me. Just look at me the way you looked at that dress when you meet my family. Then everyone will believe you’re madly in love.”

I breathed out a laugh. “I’ll do my best.”



Angela was the first person I saw when Remy and I got off the elevator. I’d told her to meet me in the lobby. Her gaze landed on my dress and stayed there, only making it to my face when I waved a hand at her.

“Raine?” She blinked, and then laughed as she came forward and hugged me. “I almost didn’t recognize you, honey!”

I hugged Angela back, noting the new silver in her thick black hair. Her face had a few more lines in her deep brown skin, too, but Angela’s arms felt just as strong, and I breathed in the familiar iris, jasmine, and vanilla notes of her perfume. Sometimes, when I was very lonely, I took out the Shalimar bottle I’d saved up for and sprayed it in my apartment so I could pretend that Angela had recently been over.

“I’m so glad you came,” I said into her neck.

Angela patted my shoulders. “I’ll always be there for you.”

God, I didn’t deserve her. Not when I’d been a terrified, violence-eating teenager, and not now.

Angela drew away with a final pat. “Enough hugging, now. Introduce me to your man already.”

I swallowed the denial that leapt to my lips. I hated to lie to Angela, but this was hardly the first time.

“Angela Dubois, this is Remington Byrne.”

“A pleasure,” Remy said, extending his hand.

Angela shook it while giving him a polite once-over. “Likewise, Mr. Byrne.”

He gave her a charming smile. “Please, call me Remington.”

She smiled back, but that protective gleam didn’t leave her eyes as she glanced at me. “Call me Angela, Remington.”

Angela hadn’t dressed like this was a regular pool party. She must have known that rich people always made a big event out of things. She was in a hazy blue skirt suit that was lightweight enough for the July heat, and yet elegant enough to blend in anywhere. Her curly black hair was swept into a bun with neat, braided rows framing her regal, lovely features.

Angela looked around the lobby. “Seems kind of empty in here for a hotel.”

“I closed it to everyone except invited guests today,” Remy replied.

Angela’s brows rose, but she only said “Oh.”

“Remington!”

The call came from a group of well-dressed strangers crossing the lobby toward us. Remy’s arm went around my bare shoulders. I knew what that meant. Showtime.

Angela gave me a brief, knowing look. “I saw waiters with champagne trays in the atrium. I think I’ll go get some.”

“See you in a few,” I replied.

Angela waved. “Take your time.”

She left as the group reached us. I gave them a bright, practiced smile. Time to look madly in love.






CHAPTER SIXTEEN


An hour later, my cheeks ached from smiling. Remy’s family was huge. I stopped trying to remember names after the first twenty people. By the sixtieth, I quit trying to remember faces, too. There were so many, I’d never get them straight.

“Lass!” an Irish-accented male voice called out.

I turned. That family member, I remembered.

Brendan came toward us. He was flanked by the same two large guards I’d seen with him before. Brendan wore another of those old-timey suits, too. This one was brown, with a monocle hanging from his coat pocket.

“Brendan,” I said with a genuine smile. “How are you?”

“Grand,” he replied with a laugh. “I love parties. All the ale you can drink, and enough food to burst your britches!”

He wasn’t wrong. Waiters had been passing around trays filled with an endless supply of libations and hors d’oeuvres. I’d picked at a bite or two, but there hadn’t been time for more. Every single person had wanted to meet me, until I felt like a bride at a reception line. It took nearly an hour to make it from the lobby to the atrium to the outdoor deck by the pool, where Angela was talking with some of Remy’s family. She waved off my apologetic look and hefted her champagne glass as if to say, Don’t worry, I’m good.

A loud splash followed by “Ellie! I said no cannonballs!” had me turning toward the pool. A girl of probably eight or nine giggled as she swam toward the pool’s edge.

“Sorry, Mama!”

She clearly didn’t mean it, but her joy was infectious, as was the grin on her pale, freckled face. I smiled back before turning to Brendan, who surprised me by being only half-clothed.

“That looks sublime!” Brendan said, shrugging out of his suspenders next. Once they were down, off went his pants. Thankfully, Brendan wore boxers.

Remy only sighed at his grandfather suddenly stripping. “Don’t run, Brendan. The deck’s slippery.”

Brendan ignored him, running to the pool, his guards following a discreet distance behind. Then Brendan cannonballed into the water with a splash that caused several nearby adults to jump back to avoid getting soaked.

The kids squealed with delight. Prior to this, no adults had joined them in the pool. Now Brendan swam among them, playfully splashing them and letting himself get splashed.

“Every time,” Remy said with another sigh, but a smile eased across his lips as he watched his grandfather.

“You take good care of him,” I said quietly.

Caregivers rarely heard that enough. Yes, Remy had resources that most people lacked, but seeing his grandfather’s permanent childlike state had to hurt. I noticed that Remy never called Brendan anything except his first name, probably because addressing him as “Grandpa” would upset Brendan since he didn’t remember that Remy was his grandson. One patient’s daughter had described dementia as turning her father into a haunted house. On the outside, everything looked the same, but inside, her dad was only a ghost of his former self.

“It’s the least I can do. Brendan helped raise me after my father died, even though he was devastated with grief over losing his only son, plus his job was very demanding.”

“He was a librarian, right?”

“Yes and no. A Records Keeper catalogs everything of note about supernatural history, and they also keep records of ancient and forbidden spells. Since that knowledge is too dangerous, they don’t keep them in writing, either. They keep them here.” Remy tapped the side of his head.

My eyes widened. “They memorized everything?”

A nod. “Originally, they were humans with photographic memory. That’s why they’re so rare, and so revered. Such a gift is considered from the gods. It’s also why they’re granted extended lifespans. Brendan is nearly six hundred years old.”

I goggled at the gray-haired man currently playing with the children before looking back at Remy.

His smile was a sardonic slash. “For all Brendan’s renown, he still would have jumped in that pool, if he’d had his mind back. He was never too serious to miss a good time.”

“Remy,” a honey-like voice said. “It’s been too long.”

Remy stiffened.

I turned. A tall, stunning woman sauntered out of the atrium. Her navy dress complemented her fair skin while black hair hung like swaths of silk to her waist. She looked like Snow White on an “ultra-glamour” filter with her high cheekbones, full red lips, and perfectly arched black brows. She also had a lithe yet busty body and regally straight posture. I found myself straightening up just looking at her.

“Zenobia.” Remy didn’t sound thrilled. “I’m surprised to see you here.”

Zenobia gave an elegant shrug while her gaze landed on me with such force, I half expected to see dents in my gown.

“Padana invited me,” she said. “How could I refuse?”

Ooh, so Zenobia hadn’t made the main guest list. No wonder Remy now had his imperious expression stamped on his features.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me?” Zenobia went on.

Remy’s hesitation was so brief, I wouldn’t have noticed it if I hadn’t been glued to his side for the past hour. Then he said, “Zenobia Armand, this is Raine Stone.”

Zenobia held out her hand. “Charmed, I’m sure.”

I shook it—and the Beast stirred. Not enough to overtake my vision, but as if her touch had poked it awake.

“Likewise,” I said while thinking, What are you? Zenobia couldn’t be human. Not after that reaction from the Beast.

Zenobia released my hand to wag her fingers in a playful way. “I’d love to stay and chat, but I see Padana waving me over. We’ll speak again, Raine. I’m sure we’ll be fast friends.”

I doubted it, but I made agreeable noises.

Zenobia left. Only then did Remy’s tenseness ease.

“Family, am I right?” I asked sardonically.

He opened his mouth, but I caught sight of Angela within the atrium. Zenobia had looked like the end of the guest line, and I hadn’t gotten to spend time with Angela all day.

“I’ll be back,” I said, and darted after Angela.

“Finally,” I said when I reached her. “I’m so sorry! I invited you here, and I’ve barely spent any time with you.”

She smiled. “Don’t worry. I used to go to a lot of formal functions with my first husband, before I met your dad. I knew what this would be like.”

“I didn’t,” I replied, which was the first genuinely true thing I’d said the past hour. “Here, let’s hide out.”

I led Angela through the long, plant-lined atrium, walking past several plush couches to a place where a cluster of trees created a natural private enclave. I’d been eyeing that spot for the past fifteen minutes, hoping for the chance to escape there. Now, safely behind the greenery, I finally let myself relax.

Angela gave me a sympathetic look. “This is a lot for you, isn’t it? You never did like crowds.”

How could I? They were filled with people the Beast might eat, if enough violence-filled auras were nearby. Thankfully, I had no idea what kind of auras were around me now. The Beast hadn’t overtaken my vision once today.

“Give me a busy emergency room any day,” I agreed. “There, I know exactly what to do. Here? I’m winging it.”

A sharp look filled her eyes. “You must really be soft on Remington, to do all this for him.”

I couldn’t say “I love him” to Angela. Some lies were too great. I settled on: “He’s changed my life.”

She huffed. “I can see that.”

I tensed, which had nothing to do with worrying that I wasn’t putting on a convincing-enough act. For some reason, I felt … defensive of her derisive tone toward Remy.

“What do you mean?”

Angela sighed. “I don’t want to criticize the first man you had me meet, but he’s as slick as duck shit, honey.”

I almost choked on my champagne. “How so?”

“Look at all this.” Angela waved at the sprawling atrium. Our side was open to the sky, but the other half was covered with elegant tenting to offer shade to those seeking an escape from the sun and heat. “Your man closed down an entire hotel just to have a pool party. That kind of power changes people, and not for the better. That’s why billionaires can’t be trusted.”

“Agreed,” Remy said, causing both of us to whirl around. He’d approached as silently as a cat. “That’s one of many reasons why I’m not a billionaire.”

Angela recovered from her surprise enough to give him a cool look. “The Forbes list would disagree, Mr. Byrne.”

“Remington,” he corrected her with a pleasant smile. “And those lists only take into account my profits.”

Angela barely contained her eye roll. “If you’re about to complain about taxes—”

“Not that,” Remy said with an easy smile. “My companies’ profits do indeed exceed a billion dollars, but I only keep a few million a year for myself. The rest I invest in my family, my employees, and my communities.”

I closed the surprised O my mouth had made. If Remy and I were in a real relationship, I’d already know this. Then again, Remy had hinted at this by saying everyone he accepted into his territory knew they’d be taken care of, one way or another.

Before Angela could respond, a small form burst into our enclosed space. “There you are!” a little girl squealed.

I only recognized her because she was the pale, freckled redhead whose cannonball had inspired Brendan to jump into the pool. And she’d just soaked Remy’s legs with how she threw her arms around him, hugging him while water still sluiced off her.

Remy picked her up, heedless of how that saturated his expensive jacket and shirt. “You found me, Ellie.”

“I made you something,” Ellie said, lisping from a missing front tooth. “A flower necklace. Wanna see?”

“I do,” Remy said with utmost seriousness. “Where is it?”

Ellie bounced in his arms. “I’ll show you!”

Remy gave us a wry look. “If you’ll excuse me, ladies?”

“Go,” I said while controlling the laughter bubbling up. “Your outfit needed more color, anyway.”

“I know!” the little girl chirped. “Come on, Uncle Remy!”

He left, still carrying Ellie.

“Look at your smile,” Angela said softly.

I probably was smiling at the thought of Remy wearing a flower necklace over his now-soaked Brioni suit. This Remy seemed a thousand miles away from the terrifying one who’d yanked carnivorous ghosts from his chest a couple nights ago.

“I’m happy,” I said, slightly stunned to realize that, in this brief moment, it was true.

Angela smiled, too, but she couldn’t stop the slight shake of her head. “I’m glad. But still, be careful, Raine.”

I took her hand. “I will.”

She gave me a light squeeze, and then let go. “I’ll be right back. Have to find the ladies’ room. All that champagne is kicking in.”

“I’ll go with you,” I offered.

She shooed me back with a smile. “Stay. That leggy brunette found you, anyway.”

I turned. Through the line of trees, I saw Zenobia headed for me, her smile so sweet it practically dripped saccharin.

“Raine! I’d hoped to steal a moment alone with you.”

Angela left with an encouraging go get ’em look.

I pasted a smile onto my face. One happy girlfriend act, back in place. “Zenobia. How lovely to see you again.”

Zenobia’s smile didn’t slip until she was safely behind the screen of thin, leafy trees. Then it fell like a dropped anvil.

“What have you done to Remy?”

My own smile froze. “What do you mean?”

“The Met. Lorelei. That dress.” Each word bulleted past her red lips. “In the past three days, Remy has yanked deadly spirits from his chest, shrunk a siren’s head, and gowned you like Tuatha Dé Danann royalty. Remy never flaunts his power in public this way. It has to be something you did.”

Ah, she was one of those nosy relatives. And if I hadn’t already guessed that she wasn’t human, this proved it. Zenobia knew things that none of his regular family did. Was she a siren? She was certainly beautiful enough.

“It’s really not. Our lives were in danger at the theater, Lorelei set me up to drown, and I brought the wrong dress for this party, so Remy fixed that.”

“There’s more to it,” she said in a hiss that made me wonder if she was a Basilisk instead. “Remy could have handled all that without revealing such abilities. Again, I say, why?”

Weren’t Remy’s abilities well-known in the non-human world? He’d told me that Wardens were more powerful than sorcerers. But maybe some of his abilities weren’t common knowledge?

“You’ll have to ask Remy,” I responded.

No way was I going to volunteer that the Beast had meant the concert incident required drastic, immediate action. Nothing less would have caused the Beast to stand down. As far as Lorelei and this dress … well, both had seemed easy for Remy.

Were they not supposed to be?

Zenobia stared at me. “You’re hiding something. I will find out what it is.”

“What you see is what you get,” I replied, spreading my arms for effect. “Sorry if you disapprove of Remy’s actions or of me, but that’s not my problem.”

Her dark blue gaze frosted over. “Don’t make an enemy of me, girl.”

“Back at you,” I replied before I could stop myself.

Zenobia smiled in a way that promised blood.

The Beast woke all the way up. My vision changed, showing red haloing Zenobia with what looked like a huge pair of wings. The blue sky abruptly filled with pitch-colored clouds.

I blinked. Was that really happening? Or was it something supernatural that the Beast saw?

Thunder shook the ground with the force of a tank rolling by. Parents immediately began to get their kids out of the pool. Oh yeah, that was definitely real. So were those new dark clouds blocking out all hints of blue in the sky above our part of the atrium. Another clap of thunder had the party guests streaming past us for the safety of the hotel’s interior.

Zenobia didn’t move. Neither did I. The area around her darkened, too. Soon, all I could see was the glowing, bloodred color of Zenobia’s aura, shaped like a pair of huge wings.

The Beast snarled. I choked back the sound with a very feminine-sounding gasp. Not now, for fuck’s sake!

Zenobia’s scarlet wings snapped out further. All at once, I was shoved back by what felt like a huge wall. My ass hit the ground, and I felt more than saw all the trees around us crash down, too. A strong, spicy scent suddenly burned my nose.

The Beast tore at me. I fought it with rising panic.

Not with Angela this close by!

Those red wings shot up into the sky. Metal screeched and wind punched me in a downdraft. With another snap, those wings rose even higher. Their glow was all I could see. The rest of Zenobia had been swallowed by those stygian clouds.

Remy was suddenly there, pulling me back onto my feet. I didn’t look at him. I was still staring at the sky. I couldn’t see the winglike glow from Zenobia’s aura anymore, and the Beast liked that. It stopped tearing at me, but I could still smell that sharp scent. Like cayenne mixed with ozone.

“Raine!” Remy gave me a light shake. “Are you hurt?”

“No,” I breathed out, watching as those dark clouds vanished, replaced by normal, grayish wisps in the now-blue sky.

The Beast sank back down completely.

Remy gave a single, incensed look at the sky. “She’ll pay for such rudeness.”

Several hotel attendants rushed over, looking at the destroyed, flattened trees around us in shock.

“A rogue downburst,” Remy said with crisp authority. “Storms today are so unpredictable. Let’s get this cleaned up.”

They hurried to clear away the mess while Remy turned toward the guests who had started to come toward us.

“Everything’s fine,” he said in a gentler tone. “Just a summer squall making a mess. We shan’t let it spoil the day.”

The guests murmured their agreement. Everyone had run into the hotel during that reverberating thunder, and I’d chosen my former spot because of its privacy, so none of them had seen what really happened. But I had, and I glanced at the bent and misshapen atrium beams above us with a shudder. Zenobia hadn’t just knocked me on my ass. She’d bent actual steel.

How? Only one answer made sense. Zenobia had transformed into something else within that dark, impenetrable cloud. Something huge, winged, and very, very powerful.

“Are you truly okay?” Remy asked, low.

I finally gave him my full attention. “Not really. Zenobia wanted to send me an explicit message that she disapproved of me as your girlfriend. Got any idea why?”

Remy ground his teeth. “Yes. Zenobia is my former lover.”

I laughed again, a lot harsher this time. I should’ve known. Not only was Zenobia breathtakingly beautiful, she had also been a lot nastier and nosier than the rest of his family.

“That’s not all she is, is it? She’s also a dragon.”

It felt ridiculous to say that word aloud. Still, I knew of only one huge, winged, powerful, flying mythological creature, even if part of me hoped that Remy would deny it.

He only gave another angry glance at the sky. “Yes.”

The first cluster of his family had almost reached us. I only had seconds to say the rest of what I’d learned.

“When she transformed, I recognized the scent. The other creature that tried to kill Brendan that day was a dragon.”






CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


I made it through the next three hours on autopilot. Remy’s mouth had thinned at my revelation, but all he said was “We’ll talk about it later.” Then his family swamped us, making concerned noises at how I’d been caught up in that “rogue downburst.”

Being a nurse had taught me how to handle high-stress situations without letting it show, so on the outside, I was a smiling, happy girlfriend who was flattered by their attentiveness. Inside, I was cracking around the edges. Angela could tell I was rattled, but after I insisted I was okay, she didn’t push it. I told her we’d get together for coffee in a few days, which seemed to make her happy.

As the afternoon slid into evening, Angela left. So did some of Remy’s family. Others retired to their rooms in the hotel. I said my goodbyes with a wary look at the ever-darkening sky. Was that a cloud in the distance? Or an approaching dragon?

When the event was finally over, I let Remy lead me back upstairs. All the doorways in the hallway felt like a line of Pandora’s boxes filled with knowledge I wished I didn’t have.

Dragons were real. They also looked like everyone else, so you wouldn’t know it until it was too late. God, how I missed when I thought monsters—including my own—were imaginary!

But this was the world I lived in, so I had to deal with it.

Zenobia’s wings flashed in my mind. They’d looked nearly bloodred due to the color of her aura. How I’d love to let the Beast drain some of the excess violence from her.

Don’t make an enemy of me, girl.

Yeah, we were past that already. Zenobia hadn’t flashed her inner dragon at me because she wanted to be friends. She’d wanted me shocked and scared. While she’d succeeded with the first one, she’d failed at the second, at least after I’d had a little time to get good and mad about what she’d done.

You better hope you never see my inner monster, bitch.

“Here we are.”

Remy’s voice shook me out of my autopilot state. This wasn’t my room. We were in front of his.

“Why are we here?”

Remy said the spell that unlocked his door. It opened into the beautiful but far-less-impressive library, once you’d seen the magical one in his New York hotel.

“Whispers reached one of my family members that you slept in a different room,” he replied as he ushered me inside. “I dismissed it as you feeling self-conscious about our relationship, but if one person said it to my face, dozens more are saying it behind my back. So, we stay together from now on.”

I walked past the library. There was also a dining room, a wine cellar, another room that looked like an old-timey apothecary, and a kitchen that was bigger than my entire apartment, but not an extra guest room. And Remy’s bedroom only had one bed.

I turned to find Remy behind me. “We’re not sleeping in the same bed.”

A sardonic smile curled his lips. “I might be attracted to you, Raine, but I will be able to control myself.”

“Yeah? Well, I won’t.”

A gleam appeared in his crystalline eyes. Oh, he wished I meant it that way.

“I nearly killed the last person I slept with.”

Remy hadn’t been expecting that, but after a second’s pause, he shrugged. “You won’t be in any danger, so the Beast shouldn’t feel threatened enough to break out.”

“I wasn’t in danger then, either.” Memory sharpened my tone. “It was a slumber party at my best friend’s house. Shelly and I fell asleep watching movies. But I had a nightmare, and woke up to find my claws stabbed into Shelly. She spent over a month in a coma because of the amount of life force the Beast consumed from her before I stopped it.”

And no one but me knew what had really happened. The tether marks from the Beast faded almost instantly, so Shelly’s parents thought that she had suffered a sudden, inexplicable stroke. I’d never allowed myself to have a friend since that day.

“There’s a perfectly good couch out there,” I went on, my tone crisp from the guilt that still remained. “I’ll sleep there.”

“The entire point is to have my staff see you in my bed,” Remy countered.

My jaw tightened. “I won’t risk hurting you.”

“I’ll chain you to my bed.”

The mental image of that briefly robbed me of my voice.

Remy gave me one of those cool, appraising looks. “If the Beast’s claws can’t reach me, then it can’t hurt me. If my staff see the restraints, it will only reinforce the illusion that we’re lovers, since I’ve never chained anyone in my bed for anything other than sex play before.”

Ohhh … kayyyy.

“That might not work, either.” I forced the words past my newly tightened throat. “Shortly after nearly killing Shelly, I handcuffed my wrists together and jumped into a lake. Next thing I knew, I was on the shore, uncuffed and naked, with no memory of how I’d gotten there.”

That’s when I knew the Beast wouldn’t let me die. Oh, I’d tried again, of course. Several different ways, but they all ended the same. The Beast saved itself by saving me.

Remy’s stare made it impossible to look away. “The Beast doesn’t like transferring to a new host. The process weakens it. That’s why it protects you so violently. But I promise you won’t feel the slightest bit threatened when I handcuff you.”

Oh, I believed that. I believed the hell out of it. That’s why this was dangerous in an entirely different way.

“How long do we have to do the whole bondage-in-bed thing?” I managed to ask.

Something hooded fell over his eyes, saving me from burning beneath the intensity in his stare. “It’ll take a week for you to absorb my power. It’s done in increments so that it doesn’t overwhelm you. I estimate another week for you to familiarize yourself with your new strength. By the end of that, you won’t need assistance keeping the Beast at bay, even when you sleep.”

Two weeks. It sounded like an impossibly short time for me to finally get control over the Beast, but somehow, I believed Remy. When had I started trusting him so much?

When his powers scared you more than the thing inside you, the truth whispered.

“Two weeks, then.”

I sounded calmer than my churning thoughts accounted for. Two weeks chained beside Remy in bed would be … well, it wouldn’t be restful, that was for damn sure. But it should be safe. Remy had managed to prevent the Beast from killing him when it hadn’t been handcuffed, so really, this should be a breeze.

“Do you think Zenobia’s the dragon that tried to kill Brendan?” I asked, changing the subject.

Remy sighed. “No. She quite liked my grandfather. Besides, she’d consider assassin work to be beneath her.”

She hadn’t considered it beneath her to threaten me, but I didn’t point that out. “How many other suspects could there be? Are dragons a … populous species?” Please say no, please say no.…

“Populous enough,” he replied, shattering that hope. “You’ll have the bed to yourself tonight, Raine. Many of my family members are staying here this weekend. I want to have longer discussions with the non-human ones about the attack on my position as Warden.”

I was glad to miss more talk of intrigue, danger, and attempted murder. I could use some quiet time right now.

“I need to get my things from my room first.”

He waved that off. “They’ve already been unpacked here.”

As if to punctuate that, Belle came out from the library. She batted her head against my legs before giving me a light swat as if to say, You’re late, Mom.

I picked her up. “It’s just us girls tonight, Belle. Then we’ll have to share the bed with Remy for a bit.”

Remy’s brows rose in silent challenge.

I gave him a look. “If I can deal with being handcuffed to your bed for two weeks, you can deal with a cat in it.”

His gaze seemed to say, We’ll see.

We would, and my money was on the spoiled cat versus the suave Warden. If the Beast’s actual appearance couldn’t scare Belle, Remy’s disapproval wouldn’t even make a dent.

“I’ll leave you to it, then,” Remy said. “I won’t return until close to dawn, so no need to wait up.”

I wasn’t going to. In fact, I was already thinking about the large tub I’d glimpsed in Remy’s bathroom. A long soak followed by a quiet evening to myself sounded like just what the doctor ordered. Or, in this case, the nurse.



“Raine, wake up!”

I rolled over and groaned. Was it morning already? It only felt like I’d been asleep for a few hours.

“Raine!”

Wait. That wasn’t Remy’s voice. It was Mandal’s.

I opened my eyes. Mandal was in the bedroom doorway. His normally impeccable salt-and-pepper hair was mussed, and his charcoal-gray suit was ripped, revealing red streaks on it.

I sat bolt upright. That wasn’t ketchup!

“Where’s Remy?” were my first words.

“Busy,” Mandal said shortly. “I’m to bring you to the other tower at once. We’ve been breached here.”

I was already out of bed. I threw on a robe and grabbed Belle, ignoring the hiss she made at being disturbed.

“What do you mean, breached?”

“Ellie’s missing,” Mandal replied.

Which one was Ellie again…?

I made you something. A flower necklace. Wanna see?

I gasped. “The little redheaded girl?”

“Yes.” Mandal took my arm and propelled me out of the bedroom. “Her parents put her to bed at nine. Hallway cameras don’t show anyone leaving or entering their suite, but two hours ago, her mother woke up and Ellie was gone.”

Oh my God.

I grabbed my purse before Mandal could sweep me past it. My cell phone showed a little past two in the morning. How long had Ellie been missing before anyone realized it?

“Doesn’t Remy have magical cameras in this place, too?”

“Yes.” Mandal’s voice was clipped. “None of them recorded anything in or around their hotel room, either.”

Why did that sound familiar?

Remy’s voice suddenly rang in my head. Brendan was lured away from my hotel the night you met. I don’t know by what, and he doesn’t remember. I only know that whatever it was, my cameras couldn’t record it.…

“Oh shit,” I breathed out. “It happened again.”

Mandal gave me a startled look, but all he said was “Yes. That’s why Remy ordered me to bring you to the other tower.”

The magical one attached to this hotel by the freaky garden bridge. “Okay, but why do you have blood on you?”

“I ran outside to search when Ellie’s parents first sounded the alarm. I saw someone with a large bag disappear into an exterior basement access door of a nearby business, so I followed him.” Mandal’s mouth curled down. “It wasn’t a kidnapper with Ellie. It was a jittery employee unloading supplies. He slashed at me before I could speak.”

I winced, but I didn’t ask to see the wound. Mandal was moving too naturally for it to be serious. Plus, he was now almost hopping in impatience. Answering my questions had cost him seconds that he obviously hadn’t wanted to spend.

I held Belle more securely and started walking again.

Mandal looked relieved as he ushered me out of Remy’s room. The hallway wasn’t empty. Brendan and his guards were there, waiting by the iron-framed doors that led to the physics-bending garden path that connected this hotel to the magic one.

Brendan smiled at me, but his gaze looked subdued. “Are you coming with us?”

“Yes,” Mandal said, placing his hand over the door’s old-fashioned iron knockers. He whispered a series of words, and the doors cracked open. Guess he had his own passcode for it.

“Come,” Mandal said, gesturing to me and Brendan.

We followed him, Brendan’s guards bringing up the rear. I didn’t pause to admire the lush flowers or floating sky lanterns this time. I hurried after Mandal, giving Belle a few pats to soothe her warning growls. She didn’t like being carted around like luggage. Soon I’d have the scratches to prove that.

Mandal had a password for the gargoyles, too. Belle tried to run as soon as she saw the twin stone statues move. I had to scruff her to hold on to her, earning myself the expected scratches, but I couldn’t risk her darting off into the fog. She might fall several stories into whatever was below.

Finally, we were on the gilded roof with the white couches and marble walls. Mandal gave a curt nod at Brendan’s guards.

“Stay with them until Remy or I come back.”

“Yes, sir,” they replied in unison.

“You want us to stay on the roof?” I asked in surprise.

Mandal had already started walking away, but at that, he paused. “It’s the safest part. No one can access it without the passcode.”

“Or Brendan could jump off the side of it and fall to his death.” Did they all forget that he was impulsive? Hell, if Brendan thought he was back on that pool deck, he might yell “Cannonball!” all the way down.

Mandal gave me an impatient look. “Nothing can cross in or off this roof without the passcode. Even your cat would bounce back if it tried to leap over the side. You four are safe. Now I need to help Remy find Ellie so she can be safe, too.”

“Who’s Ellie?” Brendan’s lower lip started trembling. “I don’t remember her, but I think … I think I love her.”

My heart broke. Brendan experienced all the cruelties of advanced dementia despite his being magical versus medical.

I made a go gesture at Mandal, who looked all too happy to comply. The fog closed back into an impenetrable barrier as soon as he passed through it.

I let Belle go. She gave me a final scratch and then ran under the opposite couch. Since I knew she couldn’t go far, I went to Brendan and had him sit on the couch next to me.

“Ellie is a sweet little girl with red hair and freckles,” I told him. “You do love her, and she loves you, too.”

Brendan started to tremble. “Then why can’t I remember her?”

I hugged him, feeling helpless. I’d promised to try to heal Brendan’s mind, but that would be under controlled circumstances. If I pulled on my power now, the Beast could break out, and with Brendan and his guards trapped on this roof, it would be a slaughter.

“It’s okay,” I said, stroking Brendan’s head in the way my mom used to stroke mine when I was upset. “Ellie knows you love her, and Remy will bring her home safe.”

I hoped that was true, but Brendan’s kidnappers had tried to kill Brendan within minutes of grabbing him. Ellie had been gone for three hours, at least. If she was taken by whoever had ordered Brendan’s kidnapping, it might already be too late.

Please, let it not be too late!

The shorter guard with lightly tanned skin and blond highlights in his brown hair cleared his throat. “Hey, Brendan? Want a sandwich? There’s a fridge up here. I can make you one.”

“A cheese sandwich?” Brendan asked with a hopeful sniffle.

“Sure,” the guard said.

I smiled at the guard over Brendan’s shoulder. Brendan hadn’t stopped crying, but now he shook a little less. “Thank you,” I said. “What’s your name again?”

“I’m Travis,” the shorter guard with the highlights said.

“And I’m Sam,” said the taller one with longish black hair and cedar-toned skin.

“Nice to officially meet you both. I’m Raine.”

Travis grunted. “We know, ma’am.”

I sighed. “Just Raine. C’mon, Travis, we look the same age. I might even be a year or two younger than you, Sam.”

“We’re not human,” Travis replied. “Our species ages twice as slowly as yours, so we might look your age, but Sam’s turning seventy next month, and I’m eighty-seven.”

Why did anything surprise me anymore?

“You stopped stroking my head,” Brendan said in a sad way.

I continued to do it while fighting that helpless feeling. I wanted to be out there looking for Ellie, too. It felt so futile to just sit here and wait.

“Remy has amazing powers,” I told Brendan, but I was saying it to myself, too. “He might already know where Ellie is. Even now, he could be going to get her.”

“No.” Brendan sounded even sadder. “If he didn’t find her right away, someone blocked his power so he can’t locate her.”

My brows went up. That sounded surprisingly specific.

I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed. Travis almost dropped the cheese sandwich he’d been assembling.

“The fuck did he just say?” he whispered to Sam.

I’d accidentally healed some of Brendan’s mind when I fixed his fractured skull. Maybe this was one of those memories that had been inadvertently repaired? If so, it could be important. Brendan had known numerous ancient, dangerous spells. He might know one that could block—or unblock—Remy’s power.

“Oh?” I asked in a casual tone, still stroking his head. “Tell me more.”

Brendan lifted his head, a new fire sparking in his periwinkle gaze. “You could fix it!”

I hid my sigh. Now he was speaking nonsense. Whatever flash of insight he might have had, it was gone.

Travis went back to making his sandwich.

“I wish I could, Brendan,” I said with all sincerity.

Brendan grabbed my arms in an unexpectedly strong grip. “You can! Give Remy your blood. It will unclog any blocking spell.”

“Your blood?” Sam repeated in disbelief.

“Yes.” Brendan gave a bobbing nod. “She’s a—”

“Cheese!” I shouted, which was ridiculous, but it distracted Brendan from saying beithíoch. Brendan’s guards were undoubtedly loyal and well-vetted, but the fewer people who knew what I had inside me, the better.

“Cheese sounds delicious,” I went on in a falsely bright tone. “Travis? Can I have a cheese sandwich, too?”

Both guards gave me a look that said I was fooling no one, but I didn’t care. They could know I was hiding something, as long as they didn’t know what it was.

You wouldn’t last a day before others would kidnap you to use the Beast’s power for themselves, Remy had warned me. Tell no one about the creature inhabiting you.…

Wait. If others could use the Beast’s power for themselves, then so could Remy. Maybe Brendan was right. Maybe my blood could unclog a blocking spell.

I jumped off the couch. “Take me to Remy,” I told Travis.

He exchanged an uneasy glance with Sam. “Sorry, ma’am. We were both ordered not to let anyone leave until Remy or Mandal gave the all clear.”

Arguing with them would waste too much time. I had to go to the source of their orders. I grabbed my cell and called Remy. Each ring scraped across my nerves. Pick up, pick up, pick up.…

“Are you safe?” he finally answered without saying hello.

“Yes, but I have to see you right now.”

He made an impatient noise. “I can’t. Ellie’s missing—”

“And your spell is blocked,” I interrupted, my heart starting to hammer. “Right?”

Silence. Then Remy said, “How did you know that?” in a tone that raised all the hairs on the back of my neck.

I wasn’t about to go into detail. Not with an audience of two very interested guards, one who wasn’t even pretending to make that sandwich anymore.

“Never mind that. I know how to unblock it.”






CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Ten minutes later, the fog blew apart around the roof’s entryway, revealing Remy. He was shirtless, with something like soot darkening his chest and face, and the look in his eyes made Brendan’s guards back up a step.

Remy grabbed my elbow and propelled me through the gargoyles. The fog faded, revealing that lantern-lit path surrounded by exotic flowers. Remy said nothing until we were back inside his non-magic hotel. Then he swung me to face him.

“How did you know my locating spell was blocked?”

“Brendan told me, and before you dismiss that, he does remember random things now. He also said my blood could unclog the spell, and I believe that, because you’re fanatical about no one finding out what’s in me or they’d fight to use the Beast for themselves. They wouldn’t do that unless it could be used, so Brendan’s right about my blood, isn’t he?”

I was almost panting by the time I was done. I hadn’t dared to even draw another breath before I got that all out. Remy’s darkening expression made me believe every word of it, too.

“It’s too dangerous,” he bit out.

I grabbed his arms. “Fuck the danger. You think I’d let monsters terrorize a child if I could stop it? I know what that’s like. I’ll never recover from it, so save your warnings!”

He grabbed me as well. “You will care when creatures you didn’t know existed snarl over your bound, captive body. I want to save Ellie, too, but if you do this, and people discover what you are because of it, you’ll be hunted the rest of your life!”

Memory slammed into me. Trees like towering torches above me … smoke burning my lungs until I collapsed, gasping for breath …

I shuddered.

Remy’s grip loosened. Now his hands caressed instead of bruised. “This isn’t your fight. I will find Ellie. I haven’t exhausted all my options yet.”

“I’m sure you will find her.” My voice was harsh from memories I hadn’t been braced for. No wonder my mind still blocked out most of those images. “But I’m your best hope of finding Ellie alive.”

I met his gaze, letting him see how serious I was. “I know what running for my life feels like. It’s hell, but I did it once, and I can do it again. Ellie still has a chance to be a normal little girl. I lost that chance over eleven years ago. I can never get it back, but I can help stop it from happening to Ellie, so use my damn blood already to save her.”

Remy’s stare made my eyes burn in a way that reminded me of that long-ago smoke, but I didn’t look away.

“Do it,” I said softly. “You know you want to, or you’d have already dragged me back to that other roof.”

A sound escaped him. Its effect rolled over me like the ominous interlude that existed between the thunder and the next flash of lightning.

“You will do exactly what I say,” he finally gritted out.

I nodded. In this instance, I would.

“And it will hurt,” he added.

I pointed at my chin. “This is my shocked face,” I said with a bad attempt at humor.

His teeth flashed in something too harsh to be a grin. “All right, Raine. Follow me.”



The last time I’d stepped off this elevator into the dusty space that made up the foundations of Remy’s normal hotel, he’d tried to ensnare me in a magical trap. This time, I willingly walked into whatever mystical mayhem he had in store for me.

Mandal was down here, too. He was also shirtless, and I saw that his right arm was a prosthetic below the elbow. Was that why he always wore gloves? To conceal his artificial right hand? Those slashes on Mandal’s chest were worse that I’d thought, too. He stood in front of a large black kettle, and his eyes widened when he saw me behind Remy.

“Aw, hell,” Mandal muttered. “You’re really doing this?”

Had Mandal also known that my blood could possibly unblock the spell? It made sense. Mandal was the only other person aside from Remy and Brendan who knew what was inside me.

“She insisted.” Two words that spoke volumes about Remy’s mood, but I was here, so he agreed this was Ellie’s best chance.

Mandal caught my glance at his prosthetic. “An enemy tried to negate my Siphon abilities by slicing off my hands. He only got one before I grabbed him with the other and made him regret it.” Then he tapped the lip of the kettle with what I’d just realized was a large, curved knife stained with blood.

I eyed the cuts on Mandal’s chest, noticing what I’d missed before. “You lied. There was no jittery, knife-happy employee. You cut your own chest up.”

Now Mandal tapped the knife against his oak-hard chest. “Blood increases a spell’s power. I’m a Siphon, so my blood is extra potent. But it still wasn’t enough.”

“Nor was mine,” Remy added in a dark tone. “And it should have been more than sufficient.”

I glanced at Remy’s chest. Nothing marred it except the soot-like substances. That’s right, his healing abilities would’ve gotten rid of any cuts he’d made on himself.

This will hurt, he’d warned me.

Now I knew why. A needle and an IV line might have been my preferred method, but I’d do whatever it took.

I shrugged out of my robe. I had a tank top and pajama pants beneath it. No bra because I’d been asleep in bed when Mandal got me. Eh, well. How could I know that I’d be doing a bloody version of show-and-tell before the night was through?

Remy stilled my hands when I started to pull my tank top off. “Wait. It’s not that simple.”

Of course it wasn’t. When was it ever?

Mandal stepped back from the kettle. Remy motioned me toward it. I went, belatedly realizing that it resembled a large witch’s cauldron. That’s what Remy was using to mix together the ingredients for his spell? Some myths really were true.

Remy stood on the opposite side of the kettle. I looked inside, but its interior was black and deep, so its contents were hidden. It smelled like strong herbal tea, though. And blood, of course.

“Watch me, Raine.”

Remy was using his drug-like voice again. Without thinking, I leaned toward him as delightful shivers raced across my skin.

“Is that necessary?” I asked a little sharply.

His stare hit me with the intensity of headlights, and I felt like a proverbial deer caught in their gleam. “Yes.”

That single word felt like falling into a vat of warm caramel. Decadent, but also impossible to escape.

“Watch me,” he repeated, using his finger to draw imaginary lines across his chest.

I stared, feeling mesmerized by the pattern. He did it a second time, and then a third, all while repeating “Watch me” in an increasingly richer tone, until my whole body nearly vibrated with bliss. God, if he didn’t stop, I might come soon.

“Now, you draw it,” he ordered.

I did, using my finger while still staring into his eyes. Once, twice … and then Remy nodded at Mandal.

Something cold and hard was pressed into my hand. I drew the pattern a third time while Remy’s gaze held mine and his voice rumbled out encouragement that made the sharp burns fade into indistinct stings. When I was finished, Remy was suddenly at my side, bending me over the kettle so my blood fell into it.

I felt the pain then. Hot and angry, like it was making up for lost time. I glanced down. My tank top was in shreds, and what remained of the purple fabric was splotched in scarlet.

“Did it work?” I gritted out.

Remy released me. I must have lost more blood than I realized, because I staggered. Mandal caught me as Remy began moving his hand over the kettle like he was stirring its contents with an invisible spoon.

“We’re about to find out,” Mandal said.

Dozens of thin, silvery strands began poking out of the kettle. Those strands formed into a ropelike mass that rose up until it reached all the way to the ceiling. Once there, the strands spread out, this time forming into intricate patterns that resembled a cityscape made of spiders’ webs … until the strands abruptly dissipated with a suddenness that reminded me of when I’d leaned too far over my birthday candles as a child, and burned my bangs off before I could even shriek.

“Fuck,” Mandal snarled.

It hadn’t worked. I felt sick at the defeat, and braced myself against the kettle for support. Brendan was wrong. My blood wasn’t enough to unblock the spell. Dammit, we needed it to work, right now—

Water shot from the kettle like it had morphed into a firefighter’s hose on full blast. The stream went straight up again, but when it reached the ceiling without a drop falling back down, I realized it wasn’t water. It was more strands, now turbocharged and multiplying faster than I could see.

Remy glanced at my hands on the kettle and then my face. Something flickered across his expression I couldn’t name.

“Finally,” Mandal said with satisfaction.

More cityscape images formed from the strands, flashing like scenes from a movie on fast-forward. I couldn’t catch them all, but the last one showed Ellie, her little body scrunched into a corner as if she were trying to disappear into it, her face red and splotchy as she soundlessly cried.

“She’s alive!” I said in relief.

The images vanished, but that ropelike structure reaching into the ceiling remained. Remy’s expression was pure predator as he glanced at it. Then he strode over to me.

“I’m leaving to get her.”

“You know where she is?” I hadn’t been able to make much of anything useful except that last image of Ellie.

“Yes. The remaining strands will point the way.”

They acted like a magical GPS? No wonder Ellie’s kidnappers had tried so hard to block Remy’s spell. For once, I was glad I was infected. Bet you hadn’t counted on Beast blood, fuckers!

“I’m sorry for hurting you,” Remy continued.

I glanced at my bloody torso. “I barely felt it.”

His tight smile made me tense. “That’s not what I meant.”

His hands landed on either side of my head. I screamed at the instant, blasting pain. My head felt like it was caving in. He was crushing my skull! My God, he was killing me!

“I can’t give you my power in increments like I intended.” Each word seared more agony into me. “Not with the whole supernatural world soon realizing I have access to a Beast. You need complete control over it, right now.”

I only knew my head hadn’t split open because I was still screaming. The pain was so horrific, my mind fractured.

I was in the forest, every step tearing open the blisters on my feet. Smoke made it nearly impossible to see. Was I running away from the fire? Or had I gone the wrong way?

Several dark, furry things darted past me. I staggered after them. Maybe the animals knew a way out.

“Help!” I screamed. “Anyone! Please, help me!”

“Raine,” I barely heard Remy say. “It’s almost over.”

The smoke thickened, driving me to my knees. Heat scorched my back. Oh God, the fire was right here.

I tried to get up, and fell back down. I tried again, and collapsed, coughing. I couldn’t stand. I could barely breathe.

“Raine!”

Something slammed into me. Instead of the wall of fire from my nightmares, I saw Remy’s face. My head throbbed as if he’d beaten on it with a bat, but I no longer felt like I was being burned alive.

I tried to speak. Nothing came out. My vision swam, too, blurring Remy’s face. Soon, darkness overtook the sides of my vision, swallowing everything in a sea of black that was still better than the memory of being trapped in that wildfire.

“Mandal, see her back to the roof,” I heard through an encroaching roar in my ears. “Then follow me.”

“Right behind you,” Mandal might have said, but I wasn’t sure. Darkness had claimed me.






CHAPTER NINETEEN


My eyes slowly opened. I was in Travis’s arms, my head pressed against his chest. Not a surprise. My last memory was Remy telling Mandal to take me back to the roof, where Brendan and his guards were. But a slow blink revealed that we weren’t on the roof. It looked like we were underground.

I tried to lift my head and immediately regretted it. Moving made vomit rise, and my head felt like it had been run over by a truck. Between that, my hazy vision, and Travis’s rapid pace, I couldn’t tell if Brendan and Sam were here, too. Why were we underground? Were we in a sewer? I didn’t glimpse any signs, ladders, or manhole covers, and the walls resembled tightly packed mud instead of concrete. It almost looked as if this place had been made after something enormous had burrowed its way through here.

Travis repositioned me against him as he walked along a narrow ledge beside a large subterranean pond. The pond’s surface rippled, as if something big swam beneath its depths. Travis gave it a wary look and walked faster, shifting his grip until he held me with only one arm.

“It’s me,” he said. “I have her.”

Must be talking on his phone to Remy. Had he rescued Ellie? Was it over?

“Is Ellie okay?” I rasped out.

Travis jumped as if electrocuted. “Fuck, you’re awake!”

Why did he say that like it was a bad thing—?

My flagging energy suddenly whooshed out of me. Anesthesia couldn’t have been faster. My eyes slammed shut, my mouth went slack, and I couldn’t move a muscle. What the hell?

“She woke up early,” Travis announced to whoever was on the phone. “And started asking the wrong questions. I had to Siphon her to knock her out. It’ll wear off by dawn, so the money better be in my account before then, or you can’t have her.”

What?

Travis stopped walking and dumped me onto something hard. I didn’t know what because I still couldn’t open my eyes or move. I could hear Travis, though. He sounded like he was a few feet away now. I heard another man’s voice, too, but it was too faint to catch his words. Must be whoever Travis called.

“No, that won’t work.” Now Travis sounded pissed. “I need extraction ASAP. This isn’t like using the Hourglass spell to get the old man out of Remy’s hotel before. I’m in a hole in Manasa territory! This place is deadly, but I had to get her into Orion before Remy got back.”

Adrenaline iced my blood, clearing away my mental lethargy. Wherever I was, Travis had taken me here without Remy’s knowledge. As if that wasn’t bad enough, it sounded like he was selling me to someone, too. What else could his comment about the money clearing or “you can’t have her” mean?

“Come on, whatever she is, it’s gotta be special,” Travis went on, seemingly confirming that. “How else could her blood unclog the block on Remy’s spell?”

Son of a bitch. Remy had warned me that I’d have a target on my back if I helped find Ellie. Apparently he was right, and the whole “running for my life” part had happened a lot quicker than either of us had anticipated.

Except I couldn’t run. I was immobile, almost unconscious, and blind. Where was my host-protecting Beast when I needed it?

As if it heard that, I felt the Beast flicker within me. It didn’t rise, though. It didn’t even feel like it gave a lazy stretch. What in the hell was wrong with the Beast?

You need complete control over it, right now.…

Remy’s voice echoed through my mind, and a wondrous sort of disbelief pierced me. Remy’s power must have kicked in! My God, the Beast couldn’t even respond to an obvious threat without me allowing it!

Time to allow it. I poked at the Beast with my mind, but it was like trying to rouse a hibernating bear with a feather. All the energy I’d spent over the years suppressing it, and now when I needed it, I didn’t know how to call it forth.

Come on, Beast! I mentally snarled. Rise and fucking shine!

To my shock, it did. My eyes were suddenly open and I was looking at Travis through the Beast’s gaze. Travis’s back was to me, and his aura was grayish blue streaked with scarlet. The blue meant he’d once been a good man, but the graying in his aura showed he’d turned down a darker path recently, and the scarlet proved he wouldn’t hesitate to use violence.

Neither would the Beast, if I could pilot the damn thing.

Claws, I thought, testing a theory.

They shot out of my fingernails, the same color as the blackened smoke that haunted my nightmares.

I stared. “Complete control” didn’t begin to cover this new power upgrade. Instead of the Beast feeling like a grenade that could explode at any moment, it now felt like a gun that I could aim and fire, or holster and put away.

Strength, I thought. My paralyzing lethargy vanished.

“Yeah, whatever,” Travis said, still sounding pissed. “You better have that extraction team here within the hour.”

He hung up. I snapped my eyes shut, lulling Travis into getting closer. From the scraping sounds, he was back in front of me. Before he could touch me, I opened my eyes.

He stared at me in shock. “How the fuck are you awake?”

Remy’s power, I thought, and stabbed those claws right through Travis’s boots into his feet.

Travis howled, trying to grab me. I yanked my claws from his feet to stab them through his grasping hands.

Feed, I ordered the Beast, sinking them in deep. Feed!

The Beast gulped at Travis’s violence like a starving lion at a meat buffet. Holy hell, Remy’s power was everything he’d promised me and more! Energy flash-fried my nerve endings, making me shake from the blasts of new strength.

Travis dropped to his knees. His back hit the cave wall, and his widened eyes met mine.

“Beithíoch,” he breathed out, staring at my claws.

“So I’ve been told,” I said coldly. “Now, stop trying to Siphon me, or I’ll let it eat your life force next.”

Travis might be on his knees, but his hands still batted weakly at those claws, trying to get a grip on my fingers.

I let the Beast feed more. Travis’s hands dropped like weighted stones.

I pulled the Beast back a fraction. “What’s going on? I already know you’re intending to sell me to someone. Were you trying to sell Ellie, too? Is that why you took her?”

“Didn’t take her,” he mumbled. “Only took you when everyone scattered to find Ellie. Knew you had to be something valuable if you helped break the blocking spell.” A laugh wheezed out of him. “Didn’t know you were a beithíoch. That backfired on me.”

“If not you, then who took Ellie?” I pressed.

He didn’t answer.

“Talk.” My voice hardened. “Or I’ll let the Beast kill you.”

It had already burned through most of Travis’s violence. Only a faint reddish wisp remained. When that was gone, Travis’s life force would be next.

“Don’t know who.” A murmur as the last of the red faded from his aura. “But I know why. If Remy can’t protect his own family, no one’ll have confidence in him as Warden anymore.”

There are only two ways to topple a Warden.… One is to incite division until the Warden’s own people overthrow him.…

Remy was right. This was a play for his territory, acted out in the vilest way possible. Ellie wasn’t the first attempt to murder an innocent person in order to advance that nameless power-grabber’s agenda, either. Minutes ago, Travis had said, This isn’t like using the Hourglass spell to get the old man out of Remy’s hotel before.…

Brendan and Ellie; a brutal one-two combination blow. I’d learned several of those in martial arts training, but I’d only used my fists and feet. Not innocent people.

“You’re the one who snuck Brendan out when he was nearly killed before, aren’t you?” I sank the Beast’s claws in deeper. Travis shuddered. “How? What does the Hourglass spell do?”

A droopy nod. “It cuts through reality to whoosh someone back to a place they’d been before. Like the sands going back up when you flip over an hourglass.”

I wished I could punch him, but I couldn’t disengage the Beast’s claws to do it. “How could you do that to a helpless elderly man? You knew Brendan! You’ve guarded him for how long?”

“Decades.” Travis managed to raise his head. “That’s the point. Sick of playing nursemaid to an idiot. I deserve more.”

I wanted to kill Travis, and for once, that had nothing to do with the creature inside me. “You were willing to lie, betray, and kill just because you didn’t like your job?” Rage shook my voice. “Get another one, then, you whiny shit!”

“Wouldn’t need another job, with what I was gonna get paid,” he mumbled.

It took all the control I had not to let the Beast feed until Travis was only ashes. “Who was going to pay you?”

A terrible desolation filled Travis’s gaze. “If I tell you, I’m dead.”

“If you don’t tell me, then I’ll kill you, and believe me, possibly dead is a lot better than definitely dead—”

The ceiling exploded. I had a split second to see the thick rock slab turn into a ton of debris about to bury me alive. I braced in useless response … and nothing happened.

I peeked through eyelids I’d instinctively squeezed shut. No crushing pain, no suffocating pressure. The countless pieces of rock hung in the air as if frozen there.

“Shit,” Travis gasped out.

Pieces of that floating mass shot at Travis, strafing him like bullets from a machine gun. All of them missed me, but blood spurted from Travis’s body. The barrage continued, blindingly fast and ferocious, until Travis was nothing more than chunks of red gore splattering the wall behind him.

Remy dropped down in front of me. He’d come through the space that, seconds ago, had been a ceiling and now looked like an asteroid belt from all the countless rocks floating in it.

If this were a movie, I’d say something witty. At the very least, I would mutter, “Took you long enough.” But I hadn’t expected Remy to come after me. I hadn’t even dared to hope that he’d realized I was missing yet.

But still, couldn’t he have waited two more minutes? I might have had a name to give him, then!

“Raine.” Remy crouched next to me. “Are you hurt?”

Back! I thought to the Beast. Those claws disappeared from my fingers. All its strength left me, too, and I slumped over.

Remy caught me before I face-planted onto the ground. “Raine! Did Travis hurt you?”

“Siphoned me,” I managed to say. My strength might have left along with the Beast’s claws, but at least I could still talk. And see. Maybe some of Remy’s accelerated healing abilities were finally kicking in, too.

“Travis … hired by someone,” I rasped out. “Wanted … extraction. Called someone.”

Remy whirled, searching what was left of Travis. It didn’t take long. There weren’t that many large-enough pieces.

“Ellie?” I asked with hope.

Remy picked me up, giving a cagey glance at the nearby pond. “Safe, but we’re not. It’s breeding season. An explosion next to her nursery will alarm her.”

“Her who?” I asked, only to gasp as the whole tunnel shook. A pair of slick, grayish forms popped up from the pond. They looked like eels, except they were the size of small cars.

“Time to go,” Remy muttered.

He vaulted us up through the hole. He’d barely steadied his feet on the ground when a huge serpentine form filled the open space below us. A shriek clogged my throat, but the thing ignored us and continued through the tunnel. Wind rushed up from its velocity. The thing was the size of a subway train, and just as fast. All I saw was a grayish-green, scaly blur followed by a whitish tail, and then it was gone.

Remy said a word that made the ground tremble. The debris that had killed Travis began filling in the huge hole. I looked away when I saw Travis’s hand and other bloody, recognizable parts of him among the rocks that were now acting like mortar.

“That’ll keep her from chasing us,” Remy said when the hole was filled in again.

“What in the hell was that?” I gasped out.

Remy repositioned me in his arms as he strode away. His expression was very calm considering the circumstances. “A Manasa. You already know that Basilisks are human-snake hybrids. Manasa are some of the ancient snake gods they worship, and Travis brought you inside the boundaries of Manasa territory.”

I had a million questions, but only one mattered at this exact moment. “Where are we? I know we’re not in Baltimore anymore. We might have rats the size of small dogs, but we don’t have massive snake gods!”

“We’re in Orion,” Remy said.

The same name Travis had used. “And that is?”

“One of many hidden kingdoms beyond your world.”

I gave a shocked look at our surroundings. We were on a hilly outcrop. Lights peeked out from multiple cone-shaped formations in the sloped landscape ahead of us, reminding me of Cappadocia, an ancient Turkish town where people built their homes directly into the rock foundations.

“Isn’t ‘Orion’ a collection of stars? You don’t mean ‘beyond your world’ as in outer freaking space, do you?”

Remy stifled a snort as he carried me uphill. “No. But almost every culture speaks of ancient, hidden lands. This is one of them. It’s named Orion because the three tallest towers in the main city resemble the star formation on Orion’s belt.”

Remy stopped walking and pointed. With our new, higher vantage point, I could now see a city awash with lights in the distance. Dark water completely surrounded it, making the island look like a brightly lit jewel. Other, far fewer lights dotted the sprawling landmass across the water behind the city, its landmarks too far away to make out. The main city itself appeared to be a dazzling mixture of modern and medieval, with skyscrapers nestled tightly against gothic-looking castles. Three towers loomed over all the other buildings, and yes, the towers were in that distinct, off-kilter formation that mimicked the stars on Orion’s belt.

They were also the least impressive thing about the city.

Dragons flew above it, their huge forms backlit by lightning that turned the sky daytime bright before darkness swallowed it back up. The dragons looked reptilian, as if someone had slapped gargantuan wings onto a Tyrannosaurus rex. And dear God, the city’s rivers. Lights from the many buildings revealed that the rivers lined the streets much like waterways lined the historic city of Venice, except these rivers twisted up and through the city, somehow impervious to gravity. It was like the glass-free aquarium in Remy’s New York hotel, except on an unimaginable scale. The rivers thinned out the higher they went, too. The ones near the tops of those three towers were barely a sliver, while the ones at the base surrounded the city like a twisty, sparkling sea.…

“The sculpture,” I exclaimed, remembering the fantastical cityscape he’d destroyed the day we met to prove that he wasn’t human. “It was of this place!”

Remy winced. “Yes, and lower your voice. It’s not safe.”

I looked around again. Several bridges crossed the rivers leading into the city, one of them not far from us.

“How can a place like this exist?” I whispered.

“We don’t have time to go into that,” Remy muttered. “We need to leave, and you still can’t walk. It’ll take time for you to overcome being Siphoned.”

“Then talk while you walk,” I countered. “I’m tired of not knowing anything about people and places that could kill me.”

Remy sighed, but started talking as he walked. “Some say these lands predate our world. Legends claim they were sealed off after the Great Flood. I don’t know if that’s true, but what is true is that most supernatural creatures choose to live in them versus the human world.”

“Wait.” My head started to hurt again. “You told me that supernatural creatures lived in your territory, and in territories that other Wardens manage.”

We passed some of those adobe-styled structures in the rock. Remy kept to the shadows. It was steeper there. His legs must be getting a hell of a workout.

“The hybrids and human-looking ones do. Other creatures, like Manasas, could never live in our world. They’re too large or too primal. You wouldn’t expect a whale to obey no-wake zones, would you? Or a cheetah to follow speed limits? Neither can you expect certain creatures to obey a Warden’s rules enough to remain undetected by humans.”

“But they’re … this is…” Words failed me.

Remy’s brow arched. “I did warn you that there were lands where no Warden reigned. I just didn’t mention that those lands were adjacent to our world instead of inside it.”

He’d also said those lands were ruled by whichever creature was the strongest. “Survival of the fittest,” I believe he’d put it, and we were in one of those lands now.

Wondrous beauty aside, that meant we were in deep shit.

“How did Travis get me here? Aren’t the entrances to these lands guarded?”

Remy’s mouth tightened. “They’re sealed by gateways that are controlled by the land’s ruler on this end, and whichever Warden is on the other side in our world.”

So, in this case, him.

All at once, I remembered what Remy had said when I told him that his aura was nearly bleeding from all his inner violence: Oh, I drench myself in violence to protect my territory because I am the dam that holds back much, much worse.

Minutes ago, I’d seen a snake the size of a subway train. There were also T. rex–sized dragons, and that was only two creatures out of who knew how many in Orion. The thought of them loose in my world was a whole helluva lot of “much, much worse.”

“When my Fells Point hotel was breached, I sent you to my tower here,” Remy continued. “The roof on it exists in two dimensions at once; Orion, and our world. As such, no one from either world can cross onto it without the magical version of a passcode.”

A soft bark of laughter left me. “Which Travis had because you sent Brendan there, and Travis was one of his guards. Brendan! Is he okay?” Had Travis hurt him when he left with me?

“He’s fine.”

Relief made me sag in Remy’s arms, but only for a moment.

“Travis said the person doing this wants you to look weak. That they picked Brendan and Ellie because if you can’t protect your own family, no one will trust you to protect them.”

A hard smile curved Remy’s mouth. “True, and while Brendan and Ellie are still alive, word has and will get out about their capture. Yours, too. People will start to question my competence, and my position as Warden will be weakened. Soon, the person responsible for this will probably want to see for themselves just how rattled they’ve made me.”

And Travis had thought he had a terrible job. Being a Warden wasn’t something I’d wish on someone I hated.

Speaking of Travis … “Travis said he used the ‘Hourglass spell’ to get Brendan out of your hotel before.”

His mouth tightened. “That’s what the maid who kidnapped Ellie used, too. She wasn’t recorded on the cameras in the hours before or after Ellie went missing because she stayed under the bed the entire day and night, waiting until everyone was asleep to activate the spell and take Ellie.”

What was the matter with people? “And it just … whooshed both of them away without a trace?”

“Yes, though that spell’s too strong for just anyone to incant. It must have been given to her and Travis.”

My brows rose. “You can give someone a spell?”

Remy ducked under a rock formation that formed a natural barrier across our path. “If you’re powerful enough. You implant the spell in their skin so it’s invisible, and give them the words to activate it. But few people are that powerful.”

“Are you?” I couldn’t help but ask.

He nearly rolled his eyes. “Of course.”

A laugh puffed out of me. The only thing that probably matched Remy’s power was his arrogance. Then my laughter died.

“Why didn’t you tell me all this before?”

Remy’s smile was as jagged as the rocks around us. “I didn’t trust you. You don’t know what the Beast’s normal host choices are, but I do. Even when the Beast picks an innocent out of necessity, they don’t stay innocent long. The Beast’s power is corruptive as well as bloodthirsty. That’s why, when I realized I couldn’t cage you, I wanted you right by my side so I could limit the damage you’d inflict. I expected you to be like the other Beast’s hosts, and kept waiting to be proved right, all while you kept proving me wrong.”

I swallowed the lump that rose in my throat. How ironic that I’d agreed to be right by his side as his fake girlfriend because I didn’t trust him, either. Now, staring into his glacial blue eyes was like walking on thin ice: dangerous, but so beautiful it was impossible to resist.

“You keep proving me wrong, too,” I said softly.

Remy stopped walking. For a blazing moment, I thought he was going to kiss me. I even parted my lips in anticipation, but he turned away, staring at the city.

“We need to make it back to my tower before we’re spotted.”

“Spotted by whom?” I asked, stifling my disappointment.

His jaw tightened. “Anyone who’d report back to the dragon that runs these lands, because I just violated our truce by coming after you myself.”






CHAPTER TWENTY


I was right. The cone-like structures around us were houses. Remy said that we were in a residential area of Orion called Chimney Spires. He set me down behind the back of the nearest conical house, where the shadows were the darkest.

“What are you doing?”

“Getting us clothes,” he replied. “While I do that, see if you can walk yet.”

He was smart to look for clothes. I was still only wearing my pajama bottoms and ripped-up, bloody tank top. Remy was even worse. His torso was covered in so much dried blood that it resembled a rust-colored shirt at first glance. With blood and soot also darkening his face, he looked like murder incarnate.

He hadn’t had nearly this much blood on him the last time I saw him. He’d said that Ellie was safe. Considering his state, the same must not hold true for her kidnappers.

I shuddered. Remy could kill without getting a drop spilled on him, as he’d proved with Travis. He must have deliberately gotten close enough to have Ellie’s kidnappers’ blood soak him.

And this was the man I was ragingly attracted to. Maybe the Beast’s “corruptive” influence hadn’t passed me by after all.

I took a few steps to test my legs while Remy disappeared around another cone-shaped house. The only lights out here came from the houses’ small, box-shaped windows, but that didn’t stretch far. That was good for maintaining a low profile, but not so great for practicing walking. It was either risk tripping in the darkness, or risk being seen by whoever lived in this neighborhood by getting too close to one of the houses.

I chose the darkness, and tried not to think about the monster-sized snake not far from here. Remy hadn’t seemed worried about it coming after us. In fact, he’d said his grisly patchwork of rocks and Travis parts would “hold” her. Maybe Remy had sealed that patch up with magic, too. One could hope.

I managed to walk a few steps both downhill and uphill. No mega snakes, no getting seen by the neighbors. I tried to jog next. Either the ground was too uneven, or I wasn’t steady enough on my legs. I fell, gritting my teeth.

Let’s try that again, a little more carefully this time.

A few short, successful jogs later, my thoughts went back to Remy. He’d come for me when he realized Travis had kidnapped me. He’d also shared his power with me, giving me unbelievable control over the Beast, and he’d done all this when he could have just killed me. Then he’d have the Beast’s power for himself, adding to his jaw-dropping abilities.

And yet, he hadn’t. Instead, he’d repeatedly protected me.

I just violated our truce by coming after you myself.

A spark glowed within me that I couldn’t put out. Yes, Remy was dangerous. Yes, his aura was bloodred from violence, but I understood its bright streaks now. And I wanted him in a way that frightened me more than the man himself did.

“Here.”

Remy’s voice made me jump. He was back.

I hurried over, tripped on a rock, and almost fell, but Remy’s hand on my arm steadied me. He was already right here. Wow, he could move fast.

“I’m good,” I said, brushing his hand off.

A man-sized shadow passed in front of one of the cone-shaped structures nearest to us. Remy tensed.

“We can’t linger. Put this on.”

He handed me a long woolen cloak that was either black or dark gray. In this dim light, I couldn’t tell. It was stiff from at least one layer of dirt, but it worked as both clothes and a disguise. It was so long it fell past my feet, and the hood drooped until it covered all my forehead and part of my face.

Remy donned a similar cloak, only with his height, it didn’t even reach his feet. In better lighting, I’d be able to see that he had on modern black shoes instead of whatever footwear the people around here wore.

“If anyone stops us, let me do the talking,” Remy said.

I nodded.

He held out his hand. “Come.”

I didn’t know what would happen in this strange, savage land. Maybe the worst was behind us. Maybe it wasn’t. Either way, I took Remy’s hand, marveling that I could now do that without worrying that the Beast’s claws would shoot out. I finally had the control I’d always wanted. Maybe I could finally get a real life, too.

I wasn’t sure, but if we made it out of here, I intended to find out.



I learned that Orion had several sections, with its main city acting as an island version of home base in the middle. Remy said we were lucky that Travis brought me to the southern half of Orion even though it had the snake-god Manasa territory in it. Apparently, in the northern half, we had a much greater chance of being spotted because it contained The Claw and Fang marketplace, a shipping area called Hoard Port, and another residential neighborhood called River Reeds. Even more ominous, those places were bordered by a huge, lawless section nicknamed The Screaming Mountains because of all the people who got waylaid and murdered there. To the west of that? Two Dragon Lair sections, where trespassers were frequently eaten.

Yeah, I didn’t want to visit any of those places.

Here in Chimney Spires, the neighborhood looked like a cross between modern suburbia and Middle Earth. Condo-like structures dotted it, their styles strikingly contemporary. The streets were inlaid flat stones, and they had a form of sidewalks, too. We were on one now, keeping our heads down as we walked through the maze of condos.

There were no streetlights, but it wasn’t hard to see. In addition to the lights coming from the condos, there were also pale blue orbs that emanated a soft glow, making me glad for our cloaks. Without them, we’d stand out like a sore thumb, and considering we just passed a group of young men with antlers on their heads, that was saying something.

Those men weren’t the only unusual things here. Everywhere I looked, there were large domes between the streets and the sidewalks. They looked like giant conch shells with their swirling designs and pale colors. Most were taller than me, with mini arched openings in the lower front of each of them. If they were this land’s version of art deco, I wasn’t judging. Chicago had a huge steel bean as one of the city’s main pieces of artwork.…

One of those huge shells suddenly zoomed by us, using the street the way a car would. I caught a glimpse of a beige, squishy face with two long antennae before I could only stare at the back of it due to its speed. Seats were positioned on its shelled exterior, with two people occupying them.

“Was that a giant speeding snail?” I whispered.

Remy’s hood was pulled low, covering most of his face, but I saw his lips curl. “That’s not how they’re referred to here, but yes.”

I gave a closer look at the stationary shells we passed. Each had markings in the back that could be “car doors” over the interior seats. I bent close to one of the front arches of a large dome near me, trying to see if I could spot something inside it.

“Raine,” Remy said, low.

I snapped back into step alongside him. Yes, we were on a timetable, so I couldn’t peek under that shell’s hood to see if it housed a huge snail. Plus, for all I knew, the snail might not like getting disturbed.

Remy took us to the back end of the condos. There were no sidewalks here, and the ground was mossy. It was also flatter. The city’s outermost river was only a hundred yards away. The continuous sound of water should have been soothing since one of my favorite options on my phone was “waterfall,” but now all I could do was wonder what sort of creatures might be in the water.

We approached a condo set off by itself at the end of a cul-de-sac, if one could call this section that. The condo was two stories, and the door was made out of knives welded together—a not-so-subtle warning about the dangerousness of its occupant.

Remy drew me close, whispering, “I’ll knock, but when the door opens, you speak, and only say the words I tell you.”

Sounded weird, but whatever. “Okay.”

Remy whispered the words.

I almost slapped him. “You can’t be serious!”

“I’m deadly serious.” His hard expression matched his tone. “Say it exactly like I told you, Raine.”

If he hadn’t just given me unimaginable power and broken a truce to rescue me, I’d tell him right where to go. But …

“Fine,” I said through gritted teeth.

Remy rapped on the door. The knives made a pleasant chiming sound. A tall, thickly muscled Black man opened it.

I had to tilt my head up to meet his dark silver eyes. He had a full beard, close-cut black hair, and his sleeveless tunic showed off skin the color of deep oak. The fabric might have been cotton, while his pants looked like soft brown leather.

Remy lowered his hood, revealing his face.

I was about to speak when the man shouted, “Hearth-mate! Break the seal on the aged cask. We’re drinking it.”

“Why?” a smooth, contralto voice called out from inside.

“Because this fool might get me killed, and I want to drink it before I die,” the man called back.

Remy nudged me.

I gritted my teeth again, but said, “Remington Byrne requests your presence in his lands. Please come at once. I, his servant, will accompany you and see to your needs.”

The big stranger finally looked at me. And laughed. “Get four glasses, Hearth-mate,” he called over his shoulder. “This bitty thing will need every drop for what’s in store for her.”

“Oh, hell no,” I muttered.

Remy’s hand landed on my shoulder.

I bit back what I’d been about to say. This had to be code for something. Remy wouldn’t have come to get me just to indenture me to some rando, no matter how this sounded.

“How do you respond?” I asked instead.

Another belly laugh boomed out from the man. Then he swept out his hand. “Come inside, servant of Remington, and bring your fellow servant with you.”

Remy swept past me. The stranger clapped Remy on the back as he passed him.

I forced a smile. “Thank you,” I said, going inside also. “And I probably will have that drink.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


As soon as the door closed behind us, Remy embraced the man. “Setreg, it’s been too long.”

Remy was tall, but Setreg had several inches on him in height, and nearly a foot on him in girth. No wonder Setreg had needed a custom-made door. He probably couldn’t fit through anything else. No surprise, his house had high ceilings, too. The room we’d entered also had a large fireplace with big hammock-style chairs in front of it. Mosaic artwork added subtle shades of bronze, black, and lapis blue to the sand-colored walls, and a large black table in the center of the room seemed to spill water from its edges like an infinite pool.

“Years,” Setreg said as he hugged Remy back. “I have missed you, my friend.”

“And I’ve missed you,” Remy said. “But I’m afraid we only have minutes to spare.”

Setreg clapped Remy on the back. “That’s long enough for a drink.”

A tall, beautiful woman entered the room. She wore a sleeveless white sarong that bared one shoulder, and she was carrying a cask the size of a keg. From the muscles flexing beneath her fawn-colored skin, it was heavy. She set it down and then laughed when she saw Remy.

“Aha! We tempt death indeed.”

“Malina.” Remy inclined his head at the bronze-haired woman. “I am honored by your shelter.”

Her snort made me like her. “Your pretty words hold no value here, Byrne, but your presence is still welcome.”

Remy nodded in my direction. “I can’t tell you her name, but we need to get out of the city at once.”

I tensed. Why couldn’t he tell them my name? Didn’t he trust these people? If not, why were we here?

I settled on: “Hi.” That should be harmless enough.

Malina broke the seal on the cask’s nozzle, and fetched glasses as big as beer steins. Golden liquid filled each of them until she twisted the nozzle closed. Malina kept one glass, and gave one to Setreg, one to Remy, and one to me.

“To glory!” she said, raising her glass.

“Glory!” Remy and Setreg echoed.

“Glory,” I murmured, thinking I’d prefer “safety.”

We all drank. I forced myself not to spit out my first eye-watering swallow. What was in this? Liquid fire?

“Smooth,” I managed to say with a choked cough.

Setreg laughed and clapped me on the back. It almost made some of that hellish liquid come back up through my nose. No wonder they’d saved this for a near-death occasion. It made the prospect of eternal oblivion preferable to drinking more of it.

“Here.” Remy took my glass. “Viandovian mead can be challenging for those unused to it.”

With that, Remy began draining his mug. Setreg started drinking his faster, too. So did Malina. Soon, it was a three-way race. Setreg finished first, slamming his glass down in victory. The mug must’ve been made of sturdy stuff, because it didn’t break. Setreg swayed a little as he watched Remy and Malina finish their drinks. I didn’t know how Setreg managed to stay upright at all. I felt seriously buzzed after only one sip.

Remy and Malina finished their glasses in a tie. With a laugh, she slammed her mug down next to her husband’s.

“You have been gone too long, Byrne! You would have beaten me had you visited more often.”

“Who says I’m finished?” Remy replied, picking up my nearly full glass.

Setreg’s eyes gleamed. “Two draconos says you can’t finish that without passing out.”

Remy flashed a wicked grin. “Done.”

I shook my head. Different dimensions, magical danger … none of it mattered. Men would still have drinking contests.

Remy started draining my glass. At one-quarter empty, a vein bulged in his temple. When it was half-empty, Remy planted his feet as if the ground was suddenly moving beneath him. At three-quarters finished, sweat rolled down his cheeks.

“Ha!” Setreg said. “Stop while you’re still conscious!”

Remy kept swallowing. The last of that golden liquid disappeared down his throat. He slammed the glass down to cheers from Setreg and Malina.

I rolled my eyes. So much for our leaving at once. Remy now had to grab on to Setreg just to stay upright.

“I hope your friends have somewhere safe to let you sleep this off?”

“No need,” Remy said in a very slurred voice. “I’ll be fine in”—loud hiccup—“two minutes.”

“Sure you will,” I said with heavy sarcasm. He’d looked less messed up after the Beast had mauled him. “In the meantime, maybe ask if you can use their shower? You’re coated in blood.”

Remy waved that off. “The river will wash it away.”

He really was drunk. “You want to go swimming?”

Another wave. “The kathilhan will do most of the swimming.”

Was this more drunk talk? “What’s a kathilhan?”

“Orion’s version of a whale,” Remy said with another hiccup.

Setreg sighed. “That’s dangerous even for you, my friend.”

Remy shook his head. “No faster way to my tower. We need to be in it by lightbreak.”

My stomach lurched. He wasn’t drunk-babbling. Remy really was intending to do something with a whale.

Setreg sighed again. “I’ll summon one now.”

“Wait,” I said, but Setreg was already out the door.

I gave Malina a fraught look. “Stop him!”

Her shrug was graceful for someone who needed to hold on to the edge of a chair for balance. “I cannot. We owe Byrne our lives. If this is his wish, we shall do it.”

Great. I was the only sober person in a room full of supernatural drunks, and Remy wanted to do something with a whale that even they thought was dangerous.

“Remy,” I said in my most reasonable tone, “you’re not in the best frame of mind. Why don’t you wait to decide—”

“We can’t wait,” he cut me off. “Already, the city wakes. Soon, it will be too crowded to go to the river unnoticed.”

“Can’t you change what you look like, then?” I asked in a less reasonable tone. “Hollywood special effects artists do that all the time. Go magic yourself up a new face or something.”

“Wouldn’t be enough,” Remy replied. “Told you, my magic leaves a … distinctive residue. Most people here won’t recognize it, but if the right person did, it would be disastrous.”

I gave the nearby wall a longing glance. Banging my head against it suddenly sounded very appealing. “Is that why you made me recite that stuff about being your servant?”

“Setreg’s half Tuatha Dé Danann,” Remy replied. “Tuatha Dé Danann can’t lie.”

A man who couldn’t lie? That was more incredible than everything else I’d heard tonight.

“If you’re caught, Remy will get you out,” Malina said to me. “But my Setreg cannot leave with you. He has more loved ones than just me living in Orion.”

“And I won’t let anyone who Setreg cares for face my punishment,” Remy said in a resonant tone. Then he looked at me. “That’s why Setreg can truthfully say that a servant he’s never seen before told him I’d summoned him to my hotel. Thus, Setreg and his family are innocent of any crimes these ‘servants’ commit, since their guilt would be my responsibility.”

Manipulative wordplay. Figures Remy would be a master at it. So would someone who couldn’t outright lie, like Setreg.

“Unless whoever stops us recognizes you,” I pointed out.

Remy’s gaze turned colder than dry ice. “No one would live long enough to repeat that they’d recognized me.”

Murderous yet deeply honorable. Once again, Remy both repelled and enticed me.

I sighed. “So, what are we doing with a whale, now?”

Remy smiled. “Heard of the biblical story of Jonah?”

I had, and he couldn’t be serious.…

His expression said that he was.

“No,” I said. “Hell no, in fact.”

“You saw the rivers leading into the city,” Remy replied. “Most people use sea turtles for transport on them, but those are too public. The kathilhan will be private.”

“Oh, yeah. Getting eaten by a whale is very private.”

Remy ignored my sarcasm. “Once we’re beneath my tower, I’ll pull us through its foundations.”

“What part of ‘hell no’ did you not understand?”

Remy took my arm. His grip was surprisingly strong, and he hadn’t stumbled on his way over to me. Come to think of it, he’d stopped slurring his words, too.

“How are you over being drunk already?”

His brows went up. “You saw me heal from multiple deadly slashes, and this is what surprises you?”

I hadn’t expected Remy’s healing abilities to include supernaturally sobering up, but of course they did.

Remy stared down at me. “I know Orion. Trust me when I say that this is our safest option.”

My teeth ground. I did trust him, even if I wanted no part of this. “How will being inside your hotel make us safe?” Yes, I was stalling, but it was still a valid question. “I saw monster-sized dragons flying over the city. Can’t one of them bust in?”

Remy’s grip didn’t loosen. “First, when you’re inside my tower, it’s the same as being on my lands. Second, those dragons aren’t the ones you need to worry about.”

I snorted. “They looked pretty scary to me.”

“They’re pescatarian. Fish is their favorite meat,” he added, in case I hadn’t known what that word meant. “They’re also nonaggressive. Oh, if you attack one, it might kill you in self-defense, but it’s more likely to flee.”

“So which dragons are the dangerous ones?” I asked, but I was pretty sure I knew.

Remy’s cold smile confirmed it. “The ones that look human.”

Setreg opened the door. “The kathilhan is ready.”

Remy drew his hood down over his face. “Malina, your hospitality is always treasured. I hope to see you again soon.”

“As do I,” she said. “Servant, I wish you good fortune.”

Servant. Well, it was the only name she’d been given for me. “Thanks, Malina, and same to you.”

Remy tugged my hood back down, too. Right, it was whale time. How had this become my life?

We went outside. I was surprised by how much lighter it was. Now I didn’t need the floating blue orbs to see. I glanced up, but didn’t see the sun peeking over the horizon. Wait, did this place have the same sun we did? Or did it have another one?

The river wasn’t far, but it was out in the open. Suddenly I understood Remy’s need for haste. More people were leaving their condos, and more snails were buzzing by on the streets. It might still be early, but this neighborhood was definitely waking up.

Setreg led us toward a group of trees at the river’s edge. When we got to the other side of them, there was the barest stretch of sand to stand on before rocks edged the water. On the other side of those rocks, about two dozen feet away, a whale breached the water’s surface. The river must be very deep, because the whale was the size of a city bus.

“Come,” Remy said, and pulled me toward the water.

I dug my heels in. The huge snails had modifications to their shells to mimic passenger seats, so I’d thought the whale had to have some form of “seating” on it, too. But no. It was just a big damn whale, purple-colored instead of gray, with its massive mouth open as if about to be fed a delicious snack.

Fuck that! I wasn’t about to be its cheat meal.

“Come on.” Remy’s voice was steel. “Get into the water.”

“I’m allergic to drowning,” I snapped.

“You couldn’t drown if you tried.” Something in Remy’s tone made me stare at him instead of the whale. Was he talking about my thwarted teen suicide attempt?

I looked at the whale again. Its teeth were flat and nubby. That meant it swallowed tiny fish whole, much like whales did in my world. So, it wouldn’t tear at me like a shark. That left drowning as the main danger, no matter that Remy obviously bet on the Beast preventing that like it had before.

“Tell me you’ve done something magical to make this safe.”

Remy snorted. “You think I’d leave this to chance?”

I guess he wouldn’t.

His fingers tightened on mine. “Trust me.”

I hoped those weren’t the last words I ever heard.

Remy and I went into the water. Almost immediately, the bottom sloped and I was in over my head. The water was cold, and my waterlogged cloak now felt like it weighed fifty pounds. I shrugged it off as we swam over to the whale’s wide-open jaws.

We were really going to do this, weren’t we?

I glanced behind me. Setreg was still on the shore. He waved as if to say, So long, suckers!

“Take a deep breath,” Remy said.

I gave him a look. “If this kills me, I’ll haunt you just so I can bitch at you forever.”

His smile was reassuring. No one could look so smug right before willingly letting himself get eaten, right? “Haunting me won’t be necessary. Now, deep breath, Raine.”

I did.

Remy pulled me below the waves. I felt a rush of water before the bone-chilling sensation of a trap closing around me as the whale swallowed us.






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


My lungs were burning from lack of oxygen when I heard Remy’s voice again.

“Open your eyes, Raine.”

I finally let out my breath. If he could talk, I must be able to breathe. Then I opened my eyes.

A bubble was all around us, its iridescent glow giving off enough light to see. I was on Remy’s lap, and beyond our bubble, I saw that we were between the whale’s throat and its teeth, that massive mouth closed around our bubble.

Private, Remy had said.

It sure was, although the whale probably felt like it had a huge beach ball stuck it its mouth.

I sucked in several breaths. Surprisingly, the air didn’t stink like fish. Or maybe the bubble protected us. Either way, I could breathe, and I wasn’t being chewed on or drowned. That’s all I cared about.

“You take me to the nicest places,” I said once I was breathing normally again.

A laugh vibrated through Remy’s chest. To save space, he held me tight against him. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

I’d seen more than enough. If I had my way, the most exciting thing I’d see from now on would be an action movie.

“It won’t be long until we’re under my tower,” Remy added.

Right. He’d said something before about going under it. I hadn’t been paying much attention because I’d been too fixated on the whole whale part of the plan.

“You have a secret door under there, I take it?”

“Of sorts.”

He was being vague. That meant I really wouldn’t like whatever this was. “Either you do or you don’t have a secret entrance beneath your hotel. Which is it?”

His chin rested on the top of my head, preventing me from seeing his face. “I don’t, but I’m going to make one.”

I laughed. What else could I do? We were in a magic bubble inside a whale’s mouth on our way beneath a floating city, where Remy intended to make an entryway out of what was probably solid rock before one or both of us drowned.

“I wish I had my phone,” I muttered.

I felt his scoff. “There’s no cell service in Orion.”

“I don’t need that to record my obituary,” I began before a memory flashed through me. “Wait! Travis was talking to someone on a phone here. How could he do that without cell service?”

Remy dug inside his pants. A moment later, something round and hard, like a marble, pressed into my hand.

“Orion has many communication methods. One of them is speaking stones. They’re even more anonymous than burner phones. In addition to having no billing accounts that can be traced, they also can’t be recorded like a cell call can.”

I looked at the stone. It resembled a tiny, cloudy crystal ball. “If it can’t be traced back or recorded, why keep it?”

Remy’s head was above mine, so I only caught a hint of his smile, but it still made ice skitter up my spine.

“In case Travis’s contact calls back.”

I remembered how helpless I’d felt listening to Travis’s conversation before I realized that I could summon the Beast’s power one ability at a time. And yet, even if I had been helpless, I still would have been okay.

I am the monster that protects you now, Remy had said that night at the theater. He’d proved that once again.

I’d never had anyone rescue me before Remy. Sure, the Beast had slaughtered people to keep me safe, but that was its own form of self-preservation. Remy kept choosing to save me. More than that, this time, he’d risked his position to do it, too.

Yes, I was a valuable resource. My blood could break unbreakable spells, I could sniff out other races, and I could potentially heal his grandfather’s mind, which had both emotional and practical benefits considering the vast knowledge of spells Brendan had. But I didn’t feel like a “resource” when Remy looked at me. I felt like someone special to him.

Or maybe I was only deluding myself. Remy was a powerful man with an agenda. That would make him dangerous if he was only human, and Remy was a shockingly powerful Warden who ruled over deadly creatures on his lands, plus guarded gateways that led to even more deadly creatures in lands I hadn’t realized existed before now. His schemes probably had their own schemes.

Was I being cared for by Remy? Or was I being … tamed?

Yes, Remy valued human life, so I didn’t regret aligning with him to subjugate the Beast. But I damn sure needed to think twice about my feelings for him. Remy was all about keeping his lands safe, as the violence hemorrhaging from his aura proved. He wouldn’t hesitate to use my emotions against me if that helped him do it. So, had Remy really risked his position as Warden to rescue me? Or had he only told me that because flattered, grateful people were easier to control?

I hated to be so jaded. I wanted to believe Remy had no ulterior motives beyond the ones he’d told me about. I really wanted to believe that … which was why I couldn’t allow myself to. Countless people ended up in the emergency room every day because they’d believed the person they cared about wouldn’t hurt them, even if all their logic had screamed otherwise.

All my logic screamed that it was too soon to trust Remy’s motivations. He’d already kept so much from me. He’d admitted that earlier, when he bluntly said he’d done it because he hadn’t trusted me. I had to treat him with the same caution.

Time would show what Remy really wanted from me. Maybe it was exactly what he’d said. Maybe it was more—and worse.

“How did you find me in Orion, anyway?” I’d never thought to ask that before. I’d just been so glad to see him.

His hand flexed against my back. “I’d just shared my essence with you. That connected you to my power. I also had your blood. Not all of it went into the kettle. Some of it spilled on the ground. When Sam told me Travis had attacked him and you were missing, I did another locator spell. With your blood and our power connection, it led me right to your side.”

“Travis said I’d be worth a ton because I helped unblock your spell with Ellie.” My voice was neutral as I tried to affect a businesslike mentality. “But Travis didn’t know what I was. Neither did the buyer, from what I overheard.”

The tight confines of the bubble didn’t allow me to move away, so I felt it when the tightness left Remy’s shoulders.

“That’s good. It gives us more time.”

His fingers drummed against my back. An unconscious gesture, but it made me acutely aware of how warm his hand was. With my cloak gone, I was back to being only in my slashed-up tank top and pajama pants, and those pants hung very low on my hips from being waterlogged.

I tried to edge them up.

Remy saw what I was doing and pulled me closer. “Cold?”

My body was. My treacherous thoughts weren’t. They kept searing me with longings that flew in the face of my logic.

I want someone of my own.

I hadn’t admitted that to myself in years. Why bother? It hadn’t been possible before, so it wasn’t worth thinking about.

I want someone like Remy.

My mind was in full revolt to think it, but I did. It would have to be someone like Remy, or the Beast would appall and terrify them. Nothing terrified Remy. If the Grim Reaper came for him, Remy would tell it to take a number and get in line.

I want Remy.

Oh, it would be a mistake. A colossal one, for all the reasons I’d listed. And part of me still wanted to make it.

“Raine. We’re here.”

I lifted my head. At some point, I’d dropped it against his shoulder. For a second, Remy’s eyes seemed to shine as they met mine. He pulled me against him, his hard chest flattening my breasts as his muscled arms caged me.

“Take a deep breath and don’t let go.”

A harsh sound left me. That’s exactly what I wanted to do with Remy, and I couldn’t. Not in any way beyond this moment.

“Okay,” I whispered, and closed my eyes.

His arms tightened when I sucked in that breath. At once, water stung me with its icy, full-bodied embrace. Remy must have burst the bubble protecting us.

The whooshing sensation that followed was probably the whale spitting us out.

I still didn’t open my eyes. We had to be beneath his hotel in that massive, floating city now. I didn’t want the sight of that endless ceiling above us stealing my remaining breath. Even the Beast wouldn’t be able to swim around it in time to survive. Remy would either magically tunnel us into his hotel, or we would drown. Those were our only options.

Sound torpedoed into me. Remy’s arms tightened like welded steel, and still, the sonic backlash nearly knocked me free. Pain split me, but it wasn’t the Beast breaking free this time. It was something worse, because I couldn’t escape it.

I only realized I was screaming when I inhaled a lungful of water. It felt like razor blades inside me, making me gag, only to choke on more water again. And again.

This is how I die.

The Beast roared, trying to rise.

With my last bit of willpower, I pushed it down. It couldn’t save me. Darkness was an oncoming train, and I was right in its path.






CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


“Raine.”

I heard Remy’s voice right before that oblivion train hit me. If I could hear, then I could breathe! I coughed out the water in my lungs, gagging and retching repeatedly. Thumps on my back helped the process, and after a few minutes, I took in a breath that didn’t feel like I’d inhaled molten iron.

When my eyes focused, Remy was crouched next to me. Dirty water streaked down his body in dark lines that dripped onto me. He was so close that I couldn’t see much beyond his muscled chest and those broad shoulders.

“Hey,” I said in a croak.

Remy made a relieved noise and leaned back. Now I saw a cavernous space around us. It was made of pure black stone, like obsidian, and something protruded from the ceiling that was either a gargantuan chandelier or backlit stalactites.

“Where are we?”

“In the lowest level of my tower.”

We’d made it. We were safe. My mouth cracked into a faint smile. “Your telekinesis really came through.”

His answering smile was more natural. “Telekinetics can move anything with their minds, including people. I can only move, deconstruct, and reconstruct small bits of organic or inorganic matter using vibration and sound.”

My snort made my nasal passages burn. “You ‘deconstructed’ our way through solid rock to get us here, so don’t act humble now. It doesn’t suit you.”

He brushed my lips with his. “No. It doesn’t.”

I was so surprised, I froze. Was this just a casual, “glad you’re alive” kiss?

Remy leaned back, ending that quandary. He squeezed my shoulder, then got up and went to the far side of the obsidian room. He tapped the wall a few times, and turned back to me.

“Someone will be here soon. How do you feel?”

A little queasy, but considering I’d nearly drowned, I felt pretty great. My lungs barely burned anymore. Remy’s shared healing abilities must be doing their work inside me.

I sat up and took another look at the black stone room. The floor was made of the same smooth, unknown mineral. The space was as large as a ballroom, but empty aside from those crystals in the ceiling. I still couldn’t determine if they were natural or man-made. The light behind them had to be artificial. Without it, we’d be in complete darkness.

“It doesn’t look like we’re in two dimensions at once,” I remarked. “How wild to realize we are.”

Remy came closer. The river had washed most of the blood off. Only dirt from his incredible, sound-based tunneling through this place’s foundations marred his golden bronze skin.

“Scientists have long theorized that different dimensions exist right next to each other. What they don’t realize is that in some places, they overlap. What you call my hidden Fells Point hotel is actually the Warden’s tower that has stood in Orion for nearly a thousand years. It’s located on the exact point in the Patapsco River where Orion overlaps with Baltimore, hence its presence in two places at once. Long before me, Wardens hid that intersecting point with magic to ensure that people didn’t accidentally access the gateway connecting the two realms.”

It clicked then. “The gorgeous garden path is the gateway.” That’s why it looked so trippy. “You built your Baltimore hotel around it.”

Remy only smiled. “Some of the world’s most notable structures have been built around gateways in order to house them. Angkor Wat, Petra, Machu Picchu, the pyramids—”

I held out a hand. “Stop. My brain is still waterlogged.”

His smile remained, but something changed in his gaze. Eyes that often gleamed like blue fire now softened until they reminded me of the pale azure of a morning sky.

“You’ve done so well, Raine.”

I let out a weary snort. “I haven’t done much at all. You’re the one who got us safely back to your hotel despite me arguing every step of the way.”

“I don’t mean that.” He didn’t move, but it somehow felt like there was less space between us. “You didn’t even know Wardens or other worlds existed a few weeks ago. Since then, you killed a pair of Basilisks to save Brendan’s life, made a bargain with a dangerous Warden, found out you’re living among various supernatural beings, then were nearly killed by Vengers, kidnapped by a Siphon, brought to a hidden world, and coerced into using a whale for underwater transport.”

Now Remy did move closer, his warm fingers entwining with mine. I had no more water in my lungs, but suddenly it felt like it was getting harder to breathe.

“And all the while, you never thought of giving up.” A whisper that stroked my skin like a brush of feathers. “You’re incredible, Raine, and you don’t even realize it.”

Holding his stare felt more intimate than anything I’d done before. Sex was only a merging of skin if the other person didn’t know you, and I couldn’t let anyone know me. Remy did, though. More than I ever thought was possible. He might have listed flattering things now, but he’d also seen the ugly parts and the murderous ones. And he still stared at me as if the slightest invitation would have him closing that short distance between our mouths.…

I cleared my throat and looked away. If I kissed him now, I wouldn’t stop, which would be bad for many reasons.

“You’re not mentioning everything you did,” I said in the most neutral voice I could manage. “Like keeping me from drowning just now.”

The smile wiped from Remy’s face. “You can’t drown, Raine. I already told you that.”

The agony I’d felt when water filled my lungs made my voice sharper. “It sure felt like I could.”

Remy let out a long sigh. “Raine…”

Whatever he’d been about to say was cut off when the rock wall where he’d been tapping split open, revealing two men inside a crystalline chamber.

“Warden!” one of them gasped. “You’re here!”

Remy rose. “An excellent summation of the obvious, Chase.”

Chase blanched even paler than his ecru complexion. “Of course. It’s just we had no notice that you’d arrived, sir.”

“This was a surprise security test,” Remy said crisply. “Fortunately for you, I found no issues. Now, have refreshments brought to my room. My céile and I are hungry.”

He’d lied about the rest, but that was true. I’d barely eaten yesterday. I could devour an entire pizza right now.

“Right away!” Chase said.

Remy held out his hand to me.

I didn’t need it to stand, but I took it. Chase and the other guard averted their gazes at once.

I glanced down. That’s right, I was braless, and my tank top was soaking wet and ripped in several places. Add to that the cold water I’d been in, and my nipples looked like they were trying to introduce themselves to everyone.

I folded my arms over my chest.

“Remove your jacket,” Remy said.

My gaze widened, but when both guards started stripping from the waist up, I realized he wasn’t talking to me.

“Just you, Chase,” Remy amended.

Chase handed Remy his braided navy tunic. He had a sheer mesh garment beneath it. It almost looked like chain mail, except it was so light that it couldn’t be.

Remy gave me the tunic. It hung to my hips. Sometimes, it paid to be only five-four.

“Thank you,” I said to Chase.

He nodded smartly. “My pleasure, ma’am.”

I didn’t correct him. I’d surrendered to my “ma’am” fate.

Remy drew me next to him as we walked toward the crystalline chamber. His skin shouldn’t feel warm after our chilly excursions in the river, but it did. I wanted to soak up his heat while I brushed the dripping raven locks away from his forehead, and I had the perfect excuse to do so. He’d introduced me as his céile. Being affectionate would only sell that.

But I didn’t. His ease in lying to the guard reminded me of my need to tread carefully. If I touched Remy now, it wouldn’t be acting.

The tall oval chamber—elevator?—didn’t have any visible electric lighting. The quartz-like substance it was made of seemed to glow from within with a soft white light. The floor felt cool against my bare feet, and my soaked pajama pants left a small puddle beneath me.

Remy tapped the interior panel next to the doors. They closed. Another tap revealed blue lights filling up the panel. He chose one near the top, said a word, and we were off.

“I call dibs on the shower,” I said. Letting streams of hot water wash away the remains of this terrible night sounded almost as good as a pizza to me.

Remy’s arms encircled me, bringing me against his warm, hard body. “No need for dibs,” he murmured. “We’ll share it.”

I might not be selling the relationship lie right now, but he was. Guess that was my cue to step up, too.

“I can’t wait,” I said, turning to stroke the new stubble on his chin that made his jawline even darker and sexier.

He brought my fingers to his lips and kissed them.

I shouldn’t have felt that all the way down to my toes, but I did, and desperately tried not to think about what his mouth would feel like in other places.

The crystalline elevator chimed in rapid succession as we went up. I counted the chimes while trying to scrub my mind of the explicit, forbidden images it kept serving up.

Come on, brain! I’d expect this from my vag, but you’re supposed to be the smart part of me!

If each chime indicated a floor level, we’d now passed more than thirty floors, and Remy’s light caresses never ceased. The touches didn’t stray beyond what we’d agreed to for public displays, but each graze of his fingers sent pleasure racing through me. He seemed to know exactly which parts of my arms and back were the most sensitive, too, and he stroked them until I was having a hard time concealing my hitched breaths.

How could this affect me so much? He wasn’t even touching any of the good parts! And how long was this damn elevator ride? Were we going to the moon in this?

The elevator doors finally opened. I almost sagged in relief. Even better, I saw the familiar roof with its white couches, gargoyle guardians, and impenetrable gloom curtaining it off from the rest of Orion. We were only one gateway-containing garden path away from being back in the normal world.

I outpaced Remy in reaching the roof’s only exit. The gargoyles had barely finished their menacing jump down before Remy’s voice had them back on their elevated perches. Then I was racing down that mystical floral pathway, stopping only when I reached the iron-dressed doors that marked the end of it.

Letting it in here is a mistake, Mandal had said when Remy first brought me to this garden path. I’d thought Mandal had meant Remy’s secret hotel. But Mandal meant Orion, a world I hadn’t realized existed even when I was on a roof inside of it.

I tried to open the doors. They didn’t budge. Of course they wouldn’t. No one could cross them without the passcode.

Remy appeared. His guards hadn’t followed him. He said something in a language I didn’t recognize, followed by, “Try the doors now.”

I did. They opened. I’d never been so happy to see electric lighting and carpet in my entire life.

I knew better than to rush to the elevator and punch in the floor number for my old hotel room. Much as I longed for space, I had to stay in Remy’s room for the foreseeable future.

I went to his door, feeling hyperaware of him as he followed behind me. The hallway was empty, a relief. With no one around, Remy wouldn’t have to fake being affectionate.

Unless he hadn’t been faking. He’d already told me he was attracted to me. Earlier, he’d kissed me, albeit briefly. Can’t call that pretending when no one else had been around to see it.

Remy opened his door with a palm scan, and gestured for me to go inside. I did, and was almost knocked backward by Belle, who launched herself at my ankles.

I was even happier to see her than I had been to see electricity and carpet. “I’m sorry, baby!” I said, picking her up. “I didn’t mean to leave you with such a bad man!”

Remy’s mouth curled down. “I could say the same to you.”

We hadn’t spoken about Travis beyond the barest details. I’d only been focused on what Travis had done to me. That was understandable given the circumstances, but it hit me now that Remy had been betrayed by someone he’d trusted so much, he’d had Travis guard his grandfather.

“You should know Travis hadn’t been a bad person for long.”

Remy’s gaze grew hard. “How would you know that?”

I tried to explain. “His aura was still mostly blue. That means he was a good guy for most of his life. Something happened recently to turn it gray, though, and I don’t know if his red streaks were from guard-duty violence, or something else new.”

“Travis lost his brother two years ago. He took it very hard. And tomorrow, I’m lining up every guard I have for you to look them over.”

I couldn’t tell if he was joking. If he was serious … “It’s not foolproof. Except for the occasional bright flashes, your aura almost screams ‘violence incarnate,’ remember?”

He flashed a humorless smile. “Few people talk about auras when they tell stories of Beasts. Their renown mainly comes from their violence, elemental immunity, and ability to overcome most types of magic. With such formidable weapons, Beasts’ hosts probably didn’t bother to learn about auras. That you did is remarkable.”

I let out a short laugh as I set Belle down. “Don’t be so hard on those other hosts. I only used to see auras when the Beast was close enough to break out. When that happens, you’re usually so busy trying to stuff it back down that you don’t have time to tell whose aura is what color, let alone why.”

His head tilted. “Your sweetness is truly a marvel.”

Now my laugh was bitter. “I’m not sweet. If I was…”

I stopped. I’d been about to say, If I was, I wouldn’t be so suspicious of you, but of course I couldn’t say that.

Remy’s gaze became that penetrating one that seemed to see into my deepest secrets. It was hard to hold his stare, but I didn’t look away. God, his eyes were like inner flame and arctic ice combined. Staring into them felt like being tempted to burn, freeze, and then burn again, all while begging for more because it felt so good.…

A knock shattered the silence. I was so startled, I almost tripped in the puddle my sodden clothes had made at my feet.

Remy spun around, answering it with a curt “What?”

I’d expected to see a room service cart. He’d ordered “refreshments,” after all. But it was Mandal. He was empty-handed, and his expression was grim.

“The ruler of Orion is demanding an immediate audience, and Lord Morsyn insists that you bring your future céile, too.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


I knew that wasn’t good, and that was before I saw Remy’s face harden like someone had turned his skin into stone.

“Tell Lord Morsyn’s runner that I already left, but you’ll see to it that I get his message.”

“He didn’t send a runner.” Mandal’s flat tone was more ominous than a shout. “Lord Morsyn came himself.”

“Fuck,” Remy said with such vehemence, a strong vibration thrummed through me.

I might not know supernatural etiquette, but even I could guess that rulers of hidden lands didn’t come personally to demand a meeting unless the shit was about to hit the fan. Had someone spotted Remy when he was in Orion? And tattled to its ruler that fast? We’d arrived less than an hour ago!

I just violated our truce by coming after you myself.

And I’d thought he might be lying about that to manipulate me. “Sweet,” my ass! I was as jaded as the day was long.

“On a scale of one to ten, how bad is this?”

Remy’s look raised the hairs on the back of my neck. “Scales only pertain to dragons when weighing their gold.”

Right, Remy had said that Orion’s ruler was a dragon. We weren’t just fucked. We were chicken-fried fucked.

“Bring Lord Morsyn to the reception hall,” Remy told Mandal. “Serve him delicacies and libations, and have all available performers entertain him.”

Mandal let out a grunt. “In other words, stall.”

“Exactly,” Remy said dryly.

Mandal left, and Remy turned toward me. “I’ll get us some suitable clothes. You shower.”

He was gone before I could reply.

I got my wish for a hot shower, but I kept it as brief as possible. I didn’t have time to style my hair, so I twisted it up in a bun while slapping on some makeup.

When I opened the bathroom door, I was surprised that Remy was on the other side of it. One glance showed that he’d showered and dressed somewhere else.

“Your dress,” he said, handing me a bagged garment.

I went back into the bathroom. The dress fit me like a glove, and the pleated skirt billowed when I walked.

“Thank you again,” I said as I opened the door. “Now, what should I say at this meeting? Or not say?”

“That depends on Lord Morsyn. He clearly suspects my presence in his lands, but if he has no proof, then he can do nothing and our treaty still holds.”

My jaw clenched. “So, our plan is to bluff and make him show us his cards?”

Remy’s laugh was low and appreciative. “Exactly.”

Take that, Dad, I thought with a flash of dark humor. You’re the compulsive gambler, but I’m about to make a bigger bet than you ever did, and you squandered away my inheritance and our second mortgage.

“All right, then. Let’s go bluff a dragon.”



We went back through the garden gateway. I fought the urge to wave at the gargoyles as we passed them.

“Are they magic statues?” I asked. “Or real creatures?”

“Gargoyles are disembodied forms that can bring stone to life. The statues are fashioned to show fearsome creatures as a warning, but a gargoyle’s true form is known only to them.”

“It must have been wild, growing up surrounded by all this stuff,” I said as we got into the crystalline elevator.

“I didn’t grow up that way.”

I stared at him.

A sardonic smile played on his mouth. “I didn’t know anything about magic or fantastical creatures until I was eleven. My father and I were riding into town when we were ambushed by horse thieves. My father fought to protect us, and one of the thieves shot him. I screamed, and the vibrations from the sound crushed the shooter’s skull. The other thief was so frightened at what I’d done, he ran off. That was the first indication I had that I wasn’t a normal boy.”

I was open-mouthed. “Why did no one tell you? Your grandmother was a big-shot Warden back then, wasn’t she?”

“She was.” He gave me a jaded look. “But potential Warden traits are very rare, and can skip several generations. Why tell every Warden’s descendant about magic, hidden lands, and supernatural creatures when in all likelihood, those descendants will live a normal human life? Or so my grandmother reasoned.”

“So, your parents were … regular people? No magic?”

“None,” Remy said, his mouth hardening. “If they’d had any, my father wouldn’t have bled to death in my arms that day.”

I winced. “I’m so sorry.”

That hardness didn’t leave his expression, but he did take my hand. “I know you understand.”

I did, and watching your parent get murdered was the shittiest club to ever be a member of.

After a squeeze, Remy released my hand.

“Of course, displaying the potential to be a Warden doesn’t mean you will be one. You have to be chosen. This requires a brutal period of apprenticeship that can last centuries, which is why Potentials stop aging once they reach maturity. If they’re chosen as a successor, they’re then bound to the current Warden’s power in much the same way that I bound you to mine.”

“What if you don’t want to apprentice to be a Warden?”

Remy’s smile had no humor. “Few turn down the chance. Those who do are usually compelled to apprentice anyway, since it would be chaos to have a Warden die with no successor.”

“Did you want to apprentice?” I asked, then could’ve kicked myself. That was none of my business.

Remy sighed. “After my father’s death, I wanted to maximize my abilities so no one else I loved would meet such a fate. Apprenticeship was the only way to learn how. But I didn’t want to be a Warden. That was decided for me, not by me.”

Don’t ask, don’t ask, don’t ask.… “How?”

Another humorless smile. “My grandmother, Juli, willed her power into me, and my objection did nothing to stop it.”

The crystalline doors opened, stopping me from asking a dozen more questions. We entered a hallway where the ceiling had to be four stories high and archways lined the massive corridor. Their inverted U-shapes were adorned by flowers that seemed lit from within. The riotous colors reflected off countless golden shields affixed to the hall. Each was the size of a car, and angled to maximize the light from the glowing flowers onto the center walkway, meaning Remy and I were bathed in colors. Walking down the hallway felt like walking inside a literal rainbow.

“This is beautiful,” I whispered.

“My grandmother designed it.”

I tipped my hat to her even as I wondered why she’d forced Remy to become a Warden. Had Juli been one of those “I know best, so do as I say” relatives? Or were the other Potentials inadequate? Remy had said there’d been few to choose from.

The ceiling was even higher in the room Remy led me to, and orbs floated like free-form chandeliers that changed into new designs every few seconds. A grayish material, like melted wax, sprang up from each corner of the room and disappeared into that soaring ceiling, reminding me of trees winding through ruins when forests reclaimed ancient cities.

Except nothing about this room was in ruins. The pale walls looked like polished stone, and the floor was so clear it resembled glass. Ahead of us, white pillars stood behind a huge table shaped in a semicircle, but I couldn’t tell if anyone was seated there. As directed, there was a small army of entertainers between us and it. I wouldn’t even see the table except that it was located on a raised dais.

Every performer stilled as Remy was spotted. Then they parted to either side of the room to clear a path. Now I could see the entire raised table. A russet-haired man sat at it. He was Caucasian, maybe in his early thirties, and he uncurled himself from his chair with a lazy gracefulness as Remy and I approached. When he stood, his black coat revealed a scarlet-and-gold interior lining that contrasted like a fiery sunset against his ornate black tunic and molded black pants.

I finally got close enough to look into his eyes. When I did, their iron-colored depths pierced my gaze like a blade.

Which dragons are the dangerous ones?

The ones that look human.






CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


I felt the Beast stir even though the dragon lord hadn’t done more than look my way. Without Remy’s new control, the Beast would have probably been ready to rip itself free. That’s how much menace poured off the red-haired man we walked toward.

“Daegal.” Remy’s cool tones washed over me like a dive into an autumn stream. “To what do I owe this visit?”

The dragon lord came around the table, a half smile adorning features as handsome as the fictional Prince Charming. “Remington, even you know that introductions come before business. Who is the beauty at your side?”

Remy took my hand as we ascended the steps that led to the raised banquet table. Once there, he didn’t let it go. A mark of possessiveness? Or a warning not to shake the dragon’s hand?

“Daegal Morsyn, Lord of Orion, meet Raine Stone, my céile.”

The dragon’s gaze raked me.

I kept my spine straight. Predators loved to see fear. That’s why I wouldn’t show him any. Besides, Daegal didn’t know it, but he and Remy weren’t the only predators in this room.

“So pleased to meet you, Lord Morsyn,” I said.

His smile showed regular white teeth, but I was suddenly struck by a mental image of blood dripping from sharp fangs.

“Raine. A true pleasure.”

I might have found the silky baritone of Daegal’s voice pleasant if not for its undercurrents of malevolence. He also had an accent I couldn’t place, probably because I didn’t speak dragon.

“Were you named after a spring rain, I wonder?” Daegal went on. “You’re as fresh and lovely as one.”

“It’s short for Lorraine, so it wasn’t meant that way, but thank you,” I replied. “Your name is also unusual. Does it mean anything?”

He smiled. “In your world, it means ‘dweller by the dark stream.’”

Yeah. Dwelling there to eat unwary travelers, no doubt.

“Are you hungry?” Daegal said, as if reading my mind. “Remington’s had enough food brought out to choke me, although I’m sure he’d hate it if anything untoward befell me.”

Daegal’s sarcasm was clear, but I was too focused on all the mouthwatering dishes behind him to fully appreciate it. I’d been trying to ignore them, but now I was close enough to smell them. Serve him delicacies, Remy had instructed Mandal. I’d assumed that meant oysters or caviar or sushi since Remy had said that all the flying dragons in Orion were pescatarian.

The human-looking ones clearly weren’t. The table was laden with savory and sweet pastries, an assortment of roasted meats, and steaming pockets of golden-crusted hors d’oeuvres that smelled so good, my stomach yowled loud enough to be heard.

Daegal laughed. “Clearly you are hungry, Raine. Come, join me. Remington, our business can wait for a bit.”

Remy let out a grating laugh. “She’d be eating her breakfast in bed with me if not for you demanding an audience with both of us, so let’s get to your reason behind it.”

Sunset-red brows rose. “What’s made you so unpleasant this morning? Didn’t you sleep well?”

“I didn’t sleep at all.” Remy’s tone was so cold, I was surprised I didn’t see his breath come out in frosty plumes. “First a young relative was kidnapped from my hotel, then my céile was snatched away while I was looking for the child.”

“How terrible,” Daegal said in a bored tone. “But she’s here now, so all must be well in that regard. Speaking of the lovely Raine, why do you keep calling her your céile instead of your future céile? Your binding hasn’t happened yet.”

Remy raised our clasped hands to brush a kiss across my knuckles. “Oh, but it has.”

For a split second, surprise cracked the dragon’s urbane mask. Then a female voice said, “You didn’t!” from behind us.

I turned.

Zenobia was there, wearing a stunning red dress with a black lace overlay that deepened its scarlet hue. She also had a black coat with a scarlet-and-gold inlay that matched Daegal’s ostentatious lining. That coat swirled around her like fluttering wings as she strode toward us.

“What is she doing here?” Remy growled.

“Did I forget to mention?” Daegal said with false pleasantness. “I invited my cousin to join me.”

His cousin?

I gave the approaching dragoness a new once-over. Zenobia had black hair and Daegal was a redhead, but they both shared the same pearly skin. They were also tall, long-legged, and lean, although Daegal had the muscled frame of a warrior while Zenobia had a dancer’s build. They were both certainly beautiful in that Instagram-influencer way, but their most obvious family trait was something I couldn’t see at the moment: a violence-soaked aura that could uncurl into a pair of huge scarlet wings.

“Remy,” Zenobia snapped. “Tell me you did not squander your only céile bestowment on an insignificant human nurse.”

“Come at me all you want, but don’t insult my profession,” I said before Remy could speak. “Nurses save lives every day. If you can’t say the same, don’t you dare pretend to be better.”

“Not another disparaging word to my céile, Zenobia,” Remy said curtly.

“You can hardly expect me to congratulate you,” she retorted. “Wardens need a strong céile to support their rule. You could have bartered that honor to secure an alliance with one of the royal clans. Choosing a human gains you nothing.”

“Are you on his side or mine?” Daegal said with barely concealed astonishment.

I was surprised, too. Zenobia sounded more concerned for Remy’s future than jealous of me, and here I’d thought her bitchiness was regular ex-girlfriend-scorned stuff.

“My choices haven’t been your concern for nearly sixty years, Zenobia,” Remy said with more curtness.

“Enough of this.” Daegal sounded annoyed. “We’re not here to revisit the past.”

“Agreed.” Remy lasered his gaze onto the dragon. “Let’s talk instead about Zenobia causing her own thunderstorm before flying away during my family gathering yesterday.”

Had that only been yesterday? It felt like weeks ago.

Daegal smiled. “‘When dark clouds form from a clear blue sky, beware, for within them dragons might fly.’”

“Don’t quote that old rhyme to me.” Remy scoffed. “Those times in the human world are over, yet Zenobia almost revealed her true nature to a deck full of humans. I’d assume you’d be more concerned by her nearly violating our treaty.”

I schooled my features to show nothing. Still, I was surprised that Remy would be the first to mention a treaty issue. He really was going all in on his bluff.

“What a coincidence that you speak of treaty violations.” Daegal’s voice nearly vibrated with suppressed violence. “I’m here for that very reason.”

Remy raised a brow. “One of your people trespassed onto my lands again?”

“No.” Daegal didn’t move and nothing in his appearance changed, but I swear I felt a whoosh from wings I couldn’t see. “I have evidence that you trespassed onto mine.”

“Impossible,” Remy said flatly. “I would never.”

Daaaaaamn. Remy wasn’t just bluffing. He was driving straight at Daegal in a supernatural game of chicken.

“Then why were traces of your magic found by a Manasa hole this very morning?” Daegal asked with silky menace.

All my nurse’s training couldn’t stop me from tensing.

Daegal’s sharp gaze didn’t miss it. “Seems your céile knows what I’m speaking of.”

Remy laughed, scornful and unconcerned. “Of course she does. She was in that hole with her kidnapper until she detonated the defense spell I’d given her. That’s what your sensors must have picked up. I’m flattered that you obviously blanketed your entire realm with those sensors to be on my doorstop a mere three hours after they detected my magic.”

“Defense spell?” Those gray daggers that Daegal called eyes stabbed in my direction.

I nodded. I might dislike lying, but I’d been at enough patient bedsides to know how to do it with the utmost conviction. Sometimes, lies were the only way to comfort the dying, and the dying deserved all the comfort they could get.

“I’m human,” I said with a what can you do? shrug. “Remy didn’t want me walking around unprotected. That’s why he gave me that spell. Neither of us thought I’d ever need it when I was in his hotel, but … well. Being ready for the unexpected was the whole point behind my having it.”

Daegal was suddenly only inches away, staring down at me while red rolled over his eyes. “And what did that spell do, exactly, if you were there?”

“Back.”

Remy’s growled command made the whole room vibrate, and considering its size, that was saying something.

Daegal took one step backward, although his gaze never left mine. “Well?”

I held that dangerous iron-and-scarlet gaze. “It blew the ceiling off the Manasa hole and bulleted my kidnapper with the debris. Then, when I climbed out, it self-repaired the hole. Good thing, too,” I added. “Mama Manasa had come back. She was pissed at all that racket near her babies.”

From Daegal’s flinty expression, he already knew all of the above. He must have examined the site himself.

“And why did you let yourself be taken into my realm, if you had such a powerful spell to secure your safety?”

I huffed. “Travis was a Siphon. I didn’t wake up until I was already in that snake hole.”

“I sent a servant to my good friend Setreg’s home to enlist his aid as soon as I realized she was missing and the gateway had been accessed,” Remy said. “My next runner would have been to you, but it turned out to be unnecessary. Raine made it back to my hotel herself.”

“Traveling alone through Orion?” Daegal’s gaze shouted that he didn’t believe it.

I smiled wide enough to show my teeth. “As I said, nurses save lives every day. Today, I saved my own.”

“Send a runner.” Remy’s tone was crisp. “Setreg will confirm that I sent a servant for him this morning, giving him instructions to come to me. As you know, Setreg can’t lie.”

Daegal was silent.

Now that’s game, I thought in admiration. You were sure you’d won with your four aces, but Remy just laid down a straight flush.

“You mentioned a child being taken.” Daegal’s abrupt change of subject confirmed he knew he’d lost this hand. “You never said if it was recovered.”

“She was,” Remy replied.

A knowing look lit the dragon’s eyes. “Two brazen kidnappings in one day. Someone’s challenging your rule.”

All at once, I was reminded of what Remy had said. Soon, the person responsible for this will probably want to see for themselves just how rattled they’ve made me.

Was that Daegal? Brendan’s other attacker had been a dragon. If so, was seeing how his handiwork had affected Remy the real reason Daegal had demanded an audience, and he’d only used the magic traces in his realms as an excuse?

“The world never lacks for fools,” Remy said with such casualness, you’d never guess what he’d risked to get both me and Ellie back. “And Wardens don’t rule. We oversee. That was the whole point behind our inception.”

Daegal stretched as if relieving a kink. “Yes, though some say that treaties and Wardens are failed experiments.”

Remy became so still, I wasn’t sure if he was breathing. “The human world was soaked in blood until Wardens negotiated the treaties that kept the ancient races from warring over who would rule them.”

Daegal snorted. “Yes, and then humans soaked their world with blood themselves. Come now, Remington. Look no further than the past two centuries. Even you must admit that humans are crying out to be ruled by us again.”

“I don’t.” Remy’s tone was steel. “Nor do other Wardens.”

The dragon’s slow smile made ice dance up my spine. “Are you so certain all Wardens feel the way you do?”

“We swore an oath to protect the treaties and territories entrusted to us,” Remy ground out. “No more, and no less.”

Another poisonous smile. “If history’s taught us anything, it’s that times change.” Before Remy could speak, Daegal added, “Back to your other unfortunate abduction. Is there another site in my realm I need to investigate?”

Remy didn’t relax, but at least I saw that he was breathing again. “The child was never there. She remained in my world.”

Something sparked in Daegal’s gaze. “Another miraculous self-recovery?”

So, Daegal hadn’t totally bought that story, but he had no way to dispute it, either.

Remy’s smile was coldly charming. “I retrieved her myself.”

Daegal’s answering smile was even icier. “Foolish kidnappers, then. If you’re going to abduct someone, at least prevent a location spell from revealing their whereabouts.”

My skin pricked in a very unpleasant way.

“With enough magic, even the most powerful location spells can be blocked,” Daegal went on, his gaze gleaming. “Your grandmother discovered that the hard way, didn’t she?”

Remy’s expression hardened like quick-cooled glass. No wonder. The dragon was clearly talking about when Brendan had been kidnapped, and wrecked his own mind as a result.

The dragon only tutted. “Poor Juli. It was so noble of her to protect her city during that siege instead of rescuing your grandfather. By the time she recovered Brendan, it was too late. She never got over what happened to him, either. I can’t blame her. Seeing a famed Records Keeper reduced to a drooling simpleton made even Brendan’s enemies wince in sympathy.”

“Careful,” Remy said, the word rumbling like thunder.

Daegal ignored that. “Juli was resourceful, though. And determined. Too much so. Why, if she hadn’t tried to capture a beithíoch to use it for a spell, she’d still be alive today.”

Remy’s arm settled across my shoulders. That’s the only thing that kept me from rocking back on my heels.

What was this?

“Everyone knows how my grandmother died,” Remy said curtly.

I didn’t, and why not? It sounded like a Beast had killed her. Why would Remy hide that? It’s not as if I couldn’t relate!

“Yes, which is why I laughed when I heard the most spurious rumor of you secretly keeping a beithíoch captive yourself.”

Remy’s tone dripped venom. “Who claims such a thing?”

Daegal waved. “It’s not important. As I said, I found the notion amusing. You loathe that species so much, you’re one of the only people in the world who’s managed to kill one.”

He did what?

Daegal’s gaze flicked to me. “She seems unsettled. Why?”

“I’m starving, and you two keep talking instead of feeding me,” I said at once.

A lie. I was too mad to be hungry now. Remy had said Beasts couldn’t die because they’d just keep jumping into new hosts, yet he’d killed one? How? And what else had he lied about?

Daegal swept his hand toward the table. “Go ahead and feast, Raine. I’ve concluded my business, so I’ll be leaving.”

Zenobia didn’t wait to hear more. She strode toward the door. Daegal rolled his eyes at her retreating form. “She swore she’d leave personal matters out of this. I knew she wouldn’t, but,” a cheery smile, “dragons never refuse family. You remember that, Remington. It’s what ended your engagement when Zenobia was your future céile.”

What?! My lips compressed before I could stop myself.

Daegal saw it and laughed. “Goodbye, Remington, Raine. It’s been entertaining.”

Oh, and informative.

“Goodbye, Daegal” was all Remy said.

I waited until both of them had left the reception hall before I said, “We need to talk.”

I’d barely whispered the words. There were two creatures with probably amazing hearing that might still be in this hotel. No, I’d scream at Remy soon enough.

“We do,” Remy said, equally soft. “But not here.”

“Fine. Somewhere else, and now.” He wasn’t putting me off.

He gave me a penetrating look. “Follow me.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


I expected to go back to the crystalline elevator. We didn’t. Remy took me to a corner in the reception hall. There, inside one of the melted wax–looking columns, was the camouflaged entrance to a narrow staircase.

I followed Remy down the steps. “Where are we going?”

“The gateway.”

I stopped. “Isn’t that up instead of down?”

“That one is, yes,” he said without stopping.

I caught up. “There’s another?”

He slanted a look at me. “The main gateway, accessible to everyone who has permission to enter my territory.”

I hadn’t thought about it before, but if no one could get on or off the roof of Remy’s dimension-bridging tower/Baltimore hotel without the password, it would be a very inefficient crossing point.

“Where does the other gateway lead to?”

Remy smiled slightly. “The city that never sleeps.”

New York City, where he had another hotel. That made sense. Hundreds of people could come and go from that hotel every day, and no one in that massive city would notice. It also had Remy’s private floor, which he’d called his “real” home. That must be where he intended to have our chat.

Fine by me. I didn’t care as long as I got answers.

We came to a landing at the bottom of the staircase. I didn’t see a door, but Remy pressed his hand against the wall and one appeared. It opened into a short hallway with a wall of smoke on our right and more of that gray barrier to our left.

“Warden!”

A man and a woman hurried toward us. They both wore the same blue, braided-shoulder jackets and black pants as the guard who had lent me his coat earlier.

“Clear the gateway,” Remy told them. “We’re going through.”

“Yes, Warden,” they chorused.

Remy kept walking. The smoke wall to our right vanished, revealing another huge room. This time, the ceiling was a mere two stories high and the room had no fancy décor. It looked kinda like an airport, except many of the beings weren’t human. Snakes as long as buses slithered past four-legged creatures of so many mammalian varieties that I couldn’t identify them all. Different types of bird people fluffed their huge wings as they waited, too. There were hundreds of non-humans lined up, and they only switched back to human form to speak to those blue-tunic employees behind the counters when it was their turn.

“What is all this?”

Remy barely gave it a glance. “Supernatural beings have to show their magically imprinted seal to enter my territory before they can access the gateway.”

You’re on my lands, but you entered without my permission, Remy had said the first time we met. I hadn’t realized before how literally he’d meant that.

We walked right by the lines into a second, small room. The walls looked like hammered brass, and more guards manned either side of two tall brass pillars, with a silvery space between them that rippled like a wall of liquid.

“Now that looks like a gateway,” I murmured.

The barest smile tugged Remy’s mouth. “Glad it lives up to your expectations.” He held out his hand. “Shall we?”

I was still boiling mad, but I took his hand. If I refused, it might get back to Daegal, and then the dragon would know that our happy-couple ruse was just that. A ruse.

We walked through the brass pillars. I held my breath and closed my eyes out of instinct as the watery wall swallowed us.

Remy squeezed my hand a few seconds later. I opened my eyes and saw a small, vanilla-colored room with two doors on either end of it. One was marked “Lobby” and the other said “Street.”

Remy chose Lobby. We entered into the back of an elegant lounge. Bronze counters graced the reception podiums while antique tables cozied up next to contemporary couches. Yep, we were back in Remy’s New York City hotel, all right.

As before, we went to an elevator labeled “Private.” Remy selected the R floor, and up we went. This time, when the doors opened to show a wall of fog, I didn’t touch it. Fool me once.

Remy parted the fog, revealing the gravity-defying book tunnel. I went past those books into the main library, where I ignored the stunning glass furniture and magical moths. Instead, I spun around and glared at Remy.

“Why did you lie and say that Beasts couldn’t be killed?”

There were so many things I was angry about, but this one had hammered against my brain ever since I’d heard it.

Remy sighed. “In all but extreme cases, they can’t. As I told you, Beasts jump into whoever has last drawn their blood whenever their current host dies.”

“Then how did you kill one?”

Remy’s expression didn’t change, nor did he move a muscle, yet suddenly, I felt like I was staring at a stranger. “By killing anyone who’d been in close contact with that Beast’s host. If everyone who’d drawn its blood was dead, there would be no new host for the Beast to jump into, forcing its energy to return to the void that had spawned it.”

The brutality of that stole my breath. Yes, I knew Remy was violent. I’d known that from my first glimpse of his aura. But this was on a level I could barely comprehend.

Remy’s lips twisted. “Now you see why I didn’t tell you.”

Oh, yeah. I would never have agreed to our deal if I knew he was capable of mass murder. “I might have this thing inside me,” I whispered in horror, “but you’re the real monster.”

Another twisting smile. “I know I am. What you don’t know is that Beasts are one of only two creatures capable of killing Wardens. They’ve been used as weapons against Wardens for millennia. You heard Daegal. My grandmother was murdered by one. In my need to avenge her, I did terrible things.”

“Like mass murder,” I said hoarsely.

A muscle worked in his jaw. “It’s not an excuse, but Beasts’ hosts are usually murderers in their own right. So are their companions. Beasts are drawn to the violent, both for food and for fellowship. It makes sense. The world’s most bloodthirsty killers were the Beasts’ original summoners, so they are most at home among other murderers.”

Remy’s previous words haunted me. Before there was anything else, there was darkness.… Primal magic existed within it. Ancient warriors accessed some of that magic … became addicted … and appealed to the darkness to make it permanent.…

Pain and guilt made my throat tighten, reducing my words to a rasp. “Not every host is a murderer by choice.”

A harsh noise escaped Remy. “No, not every host. But most are, whether they start out that way or turn into one. All hosts grow addicted to the Beast’s power eventually, just like its original summoners did.”

Anger sharpened my tone. “I’m not addicted to its power.”

Remy’s gaze landed on me like a hammer. “Yes, you are.”

My hand whipped out before I registered the intent to slap him. “How dare you say I’m like the thing that murdered my family!”

The Beast’s former host flashed in my mind.

He had brown hair, an impish smile, and he looked my age of fifteen. He said he found our campsite because he followed the music. I’d been playing my violin around the campfire. Mom and I never questioned his story of getting separated from his hiking group, but Gran was wary. That’s why she’d already been next to her rifle when the boy ripped Mom’s throat out with knifelike claws that suddenly shot from his hands.…

Remy grabbed my wrist, yanking me out of that awful memory. “I didn’t say that. You use the Beast’s power for good, but that doesn’t mean you’re any less addicted to it.”

Denial turned my voice into a scream. “Fuck you!”

“That’s why you have such surprising control over the Beast even though you don’t leave a trail of bodies behind like other hosts,” Remy went on ruthlessly. “Beasts don’t only switch bodies when their current host dies. They can also choose to jump into whoever has last spilled their blood. You aren’t the murderer it normally prefers, but the Beast hasn’t left you because you are still exactly what it seeks—a strong summoner.”

I tried to snatch my hand away. “I never asked for this.”

His grip tightened. “You didn’t, but every time you use its power, you summon it. And every time you force it back down, you show it who its master is. Just like the warriors of old did.”

He shook my wrist for emphasis. “No one else would dare slap a Warden, but you did, because you know what’s inside you is equal to my strength. You said it yourself—you haven’t been afraid of anything except the Beast since you were first infected. People and situations that are deadly for everyone else are merely buffet tables for you. You might hate the need to feed the Beast, but you don’t hate stripping the violent of their ability to harm others, do you? Of course not. You’ve done it so often, you clearly don’t.”

Okay, sure, I might have felt a certain smugness when some guy cornered me in an alley, thinking he was in control when all he ended up being was a snack. I might have even kicked a few of them when I was finished, knowing I would’ve been the one crying in a heap if they’d had their way. But I wasn’t addicted to that! If I was, I would’ve done much worse, and I’d only drained them of their violence even though some had deserved a lot more.…

The truth of Remy’s words suddenly hit home.

That was it, though, wasn’t it? Having the power to decide whether to punish someone or let them go free? And if you did decide to punish them, stopping only when you felt like it?

Yeah, that sort of power could easily become addictive.

So could healing people. I knew the consequences would be dire if someone realized I’d done something supernatural to stop a hemorrhage, repair a bullet-destroyed organ, or revive a non-beating heart. And I did it anyway, needing to feel like I’d done some good in this awful world. Yes, it meant immediately hunting down violent people to drain their auras, restarting the cycle of feed-the-Beast, drain-the-Beast all over again, but I kept doing it. I kept being the one who decided who got to be free from pain, and who got to feel a lot more of it. That did make me just as guilty of playing God as all the other Beasts’ hosts. The only difference was me being mostly benevolent instead of mostly murderous.

I squeezed my eyes shut. “So why haven’t you killed me, if I’m just as addicted as every other host?”

A harsh sound left him. “You know why.”

“Do I?” My eyes opened, but he was now blurry from tears. “You shouldn’t have risked your position as Warden to save me from Travis, then. Unless you only did it because you didn’t want to lose track of the Beast? Or have it jump into someone worse than me?”

He hauled me close. “I did it because I couldn’t think of anything except getting you back once I knew you were gone, and I didn’t give a fuck what it took to do that.”

His gaze was blue fire, his mouth a hard slash, and he now held both my wrists in that iron grip. Part of me wanted to slap him again for forcing me to see all of what I was, and another part wanted to wrench away because he’d shown me all of what he was, too. We were both monsters, only in different ways.

And suddenly, just like Remy, I didn’t give a fuck.

I yanked him closer with my restrained hands. His mouth crushed mine before my next breath.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Remy’s mouth seared mine as he released my wrists to cage me in his arms. I didn’t remember grabbing his head, but my fingers clenched on his hair at the feel of his tongue. Each flick and retreat inflamed me, as did his strong, seeking hands. My arms and much of my back were bare from the sleeveless dress, and he didn’t miss an inch. I moaned, feeling Remy’s answering rumble in a landslide of tingles between my legs.

I lowered one hand to grip Remy’s back. His muscles bunched beneath my fingers as he pulled me closer. My other hand stayed in his hair, clutching it as if he’d stop kissing me if I let go. He didn’t. His mouth claimed mine with more hunger while his hands roved over me.

I only realized I’d pulled his shirt out of his pants when my palm hit warm flesh. His skin was so silky over those hard muscles. I needed to feel more of him. I let go of his head to slip my other hand beneath his shirt. Then I ran both of them up the ridged planes of his back before spreading them over his wide shoulders.

“Don’t stop touching me.”

The low growl felt like it rubbed my clit with pure heat. I shuddered, almost falling, but his arms held me upright. His hand slid to my ass, and a possessive tug brought me flush against him before a sensual squeeze shot more heat through me.

My hands raced down to grip him the same way. When I squeezed, the sound he made vibrated so deep inside me that I almost came right there.

“That’s so … so…” I had no words.

Remy picked me up and I wrapped my legs around his waist. More sparks erupted as my panties pressed against the hard-on his pants barely contained. His hand slid up my bare thigh, sending new scatterbursts through me. My breath hitched when he grasped the thin strap that made up one side of my panties and it split apart in his fingers.

I cried out when he rubbed his cock against me. The fabric from his pants only added to the delicious friction. His kiss devoured the next sound I made when he gave a slow, sensual twist. I barely registered his answering moan because I was too busy panting “Yes!” against his lips. I ground myself harder against him, and the sensations plus the sound he made caused the throb between my legs to increase to a drumbeat.

This felt so good, it might kill me.

Remy moved back a fraction. I was about to protest when his fingers glided over my wet, aching flesh. His mouth muffled the moan rocketing up my throat when his thumb circled my clit and his fingers teased me until I ripped his shirt because of how tightly I kept fisting it.

I had to stop kissing him. I was gasping too much. I might have cried out his name when a long finger slid inside me, too, but I wasn’t sure. I couldn’t think anymore. I’d thought Remy’s voice was the most supernatural part of him. Now I knew it was his hands. They weaved erotic spells into my flesh, proving he really was a sorcerer, because his touch was fucking magic.

Remy kissed my neck while his fingers kept up those devastating strokes. My gasps sharpened into louder cries. His palm rubbed my clit, intensifying the friction, and stars nearly went off behind my eyes. I wasn’t just ready for him; I was ravenous for him.

I tried to unzip his pants, but he stopped me with another mind-exploding palm rub that smashed my orgasm into me. His rumbling groan lengthened my climax until my heart smacked at my rib cage like incessant bangs against a door. Soon, I was lightheaded from breathing too shallowly, too fast.

“If this is your idea of foreplay, you’ll kill me before you even take your pants off,” I managed to gasp out.

His low laugh rolled over me like another mini orgasm, leaving tightened nipples and deep tingles in its wake. I can manipulate emotions through sound and vibration, he’d once told me. Yeah, and his voice could out-vibrate a vibrator.

I was still shuddering from the incredible sensations, but I needed more of him. All of him. Right now.

“Let’s go to your room,” I said, dipping my hand inside his pants. His cock felt harder than a metal pole.

“No.”

Was he joking? I couldn’t see his face to tell. He hadn’t stopped kissing the sensitive crook in my neck.

“Why not?” He clearly wasn’t having performance issues!

“Too far,” he muttered, and dropped to his knees with me in his arms.

The floor met my back. Remy bunched my dress around my waist and rose above me. His pants were now gone. I didn’t know how, and I didn’t care. I opened my legs, reaching for him—

My hands grasped air. He’d slid down my body.

I should’ve been embarrassed by how loud I got. I wasn’t. I no longer knew the meaning of the word. I’d thought Remy’s touch was explosive. That was nothing compared to this. His tongue had me screaming from the relentless ecstasy. He didn’t stop when I came again, either. He didn’t even slow down. By my third orgasm, I was invoking enough gods’ names to get permanently banned from his bar downstairs. By my fourth, I was saying things I never thought would cross my lips.

“Fuck me right now or I will kill you!”

His laugh caused more blissful bursts deep within my pussy. He slid up my stomach, his mouth laving it before moving in a heated trail to my breasts. Each nipple got a spine-tingling suction before he finally settled his hips between my legs.

“We can’t have that,” he said with another throaty laugh.

Heat rushed to my face. I’d apologize for the death threat. Really, I would—

His thrust tore a surprised gasp from me. No wonder he’d waited. Anything less might’ve hurt with his size.

But this didn’t hurt. At all. Erotic shivers raced through me as I felt myself stretch to fit him. Remy stared into my eyes as he pushed himself deeper. Those shivers turned into rhythmic pulses that made me tighten my flesh around him.

A groan rumbled in his throat.

The vibrations rang through me with the effect of a cymbal crash. I shuddered in bliss even as I grasped his head.

“I want you,” I breathed out. “Not your power.”

Remy’s stare pinned me to the floor. “I am my power. If I don’t use it, then I’m holding back. Is that what you want?”

“No.”

I hadn’t needed to think it over. I didn’t even say it for selfish reasons. I wanted all of him.

“Don’t hold back,” I whispered.

God, his smile. I’d never seen anything so sexy—or scary.

“Oh, Raine. You might regret saying that.”

I didn’t have time to ask why. He thrust deeper, burying me in pure sensation. In seconds, I couldn’t form sentences. I could only make sounds that grew increasingly high-pitched. Remy moved like he could feel everything I felt, slowing down when I wanted to savor things, and speeding up when I wanted to spin out of control.

My fifth orgasm left me whipping under him like a live wire. He picked me up, setting me on top of him while he arched his back. The increased pressure on my clit thrummed more ecstasy through me. I ground against him as he pushed so deeply inside me, a rapturous sob built in my throat.

He sat up, catching my breast in his mouth. More starbursts webbed through me. I cradled his head, shuddering at the mind-bending pleasure. Remy grasped my hips, holding me tighter. Hard, quick thrusts had my eyes nearly rolling back in my head as the relentless passion spun me out again.

Orgasm six had me screaming his name the way every guy wished someone would. Only afterward did I realize he hadn’t used his power on me for that one.

“You said you wouldn’t hold back,” I panted out.

He flipped me over, bringing my hips back against his and kissing my sweat-slicked back. “I’m not going to, but I wanted you to know I didn’t need my power to make you come.”

Mission very much accomplished.

“Your turn,” I managed to say. “I’m already way ahead.”

His laugh tightened my already swollen flesh around his cock. “Soon, but not yet. I’m enjoying this too much to stop.”

I didn’t realize how serious he was. Not until “soon” turned out to be several glorious hours later.






CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


I rolled over in bed with a groan. Even that small movement caused a twinge between my legs. Remy had been partly right. I would’ve regretted telling him not to hold back if it weren’t for his borrowed healing abilities. With them, I was only a little sore. Without them, I’d likely be walking gingerly for a week.

And it would have been worth it. I hadn’t known my body was capable of that many orgasms. I had half a mind to text every other guy I’d had sex with the same scathing message: Quitter!

I glanced at the other side of the bed. Remy was gone. I didn’t know when he’d left. I must have slept the night through.

I swung my legs over the side of the mattress. The vines covering the bed parted. My room in this hotel had had a garden theme with a swan bed. Remy’s bedroom looked like a dark forest had sprung up in the middle of a gothic cathedral. His bedposts were branches twisted together before fanning out into a stunning canopy above his large mattress. Dark, leafy ivy acted as panels, parting and closing when someone entered or exited the bed. The room’s walls and floors were stone, with tall, arched windows showing off the famous cityscape beyond.

I left the bedroom for the en suite bathroom. After I showered, I raided Remy’s armoire and put on one of his shirts and a pair of boxer shorts. Thus clothed, I went into the hallway I vaguely remembered from last night, when Remy finally carried me from the library into the bedroom. Something wonderful teased my nose as I approached. Was that coffee?

I nearly ran the rest of the way into the library.

Remy sat on one of the ornate glass couches, looking at his phone. The drapes were open, and the stained-glass windows bathed him in a myriad of colors, making him appear almost as magical as the unbreakable glass furniture and the moths that flitted from bookcase to bookcase like bees pollinating flowers.

He looked up and saw me. His slow smile made my heart flutter like the wings on those glowing insects.

Wonderful smells snagged my gaze onto the large cart with silver-domed trays to the right of Remy. My stomach had me moving toward it like I’d been pulled by a tractor beam. I flipped the domes off. Fluffy scrambled eggs, home-fried potatoes, pancakes, bacon, sausage, French toast, fresh fruit, cream, and a carafe of coffee, glorious coffee!

“Thank you.” I sat on the couch across from Remy, then grabbed a plate and started piling food onto it. “I’m starving.”

“I’m sure,” Remy said. “My fault for not feeding you.”

Yeah, well, you were very busy, I thought.

Silence descended as I ate my breakfast. I wanted to talk, but I wasn’t sure what to say. I’d never had to deal with the whole “morning after” awkwardness before. My few trysts had taken place at the hospital, where the Beast was below the surface enough for me to have a safe, unemotional quickie.

Now I could have more than a one-off, and I was scared to realize that I wanted more. It didn’t matter that there were lots of good reasons why it would be safer to keep Remy at an emotional arm’s length. Yesterday alone had proved that Remy was still keeping secrets from me. Big ones, like the cold-blooded way he’d managed to kill a Beast.

But my attraction for him didn’t care. Neither did my growing feelings, although if I were being logical, I’d say that last night was a mistake. Sex would complicate our already complicated situation.

Take right now. I’d been eating for ten minutes, and Remy hadn’t spoken the entire time. If I hadn’t spent the night with him, I wouldn’t care, but now, his silence gnawed at my nerves.

Did he also think that last night had probably been a mistake? Was that why he’d been gone when I woke up, and why he was barely speaking to me now?

“Aren’t you hungry?” I asked when I could stand the silence no longer. “There’s plenty here.”

A grin touched his mouth. “Are you sure about that?”

I put down my third piece of French toast. “Uh, I…”

His laugh was only a sound this time. Not a touch. “I’m teasing, Raine. This is all for you. I ate earlier.”

And showered and dressed. His hair hugged his head in ebony waves, his charcoal-gray pants looked freshly pressed, and his sky-colored shirt clung to his torso with sexy refinement.

I suddenly felt like I should apologize for borrowing his clothes, let alone for spilling a drop of syrup onto his shirt. But my green dress had had a big rip in it from Remy being too impatient with the zipper, and all my other clothes were back in his Baltimore hotel.

Why wasn’t he saying anything else? He’d stopped looking at me, too. I couldn’t stand it anymore. “It’s okay if you regret fucking me. I get that it was probably a mistake.”

His brows went up.

I didn’t blink. The harsher my wording, the more I could pretend I didn’t care if he rejected me.

Remy rose. “I always knew it would be a mistake.”

His crisp tone made his answer that much harsher. Pain nearly knocked me off my couch. Only years of locking my emotions away kept my eyes dry. I thought I’d been braced to hear that from him. How wrong I was.

“Well,” I said shortly. “You don’t have to worry, because—”

“It was a mistake because I knew it would make me want you more,” Remy interrupted, coming to me and seizing me. Strong hands lifted me up and pressed me against him. My plate clattered onto the floor. He only kicked it aside.

“I let you sleep despite wanting to fuck you as soon as I woke up.” He growled each word as he grabbed a handful of my frizzy, too-big hair. I hadn’t been able to tame it without product, and his bathroom didn’t have any. “Then I let you eat your breakfast because I knew you had to be hungry, so I pretended not to notice how ravishing you looked in my shirt, or how slowly you licked that syrup off your lips, or how my boxers showed all your luscious legs and thighs.…”

He hiked my thigh against his hip with that, keeping me upright only from how tightly he held me.

“But then you inferred that I regretted what I haven’t been able to stop thinking about, even as I try to deal with the very serious threats to my territory.” His eyes burned as he brought my hips flush against his. “Does that feel like regret to you?”

No, was my instant thought. That feels like dessert.

A cough stopped me from replying. The sound hadn’t come from Remy. I followed it to its source.

Setreg stood at the entrance to the library. Gone was the tunic he’d worn in Orion. Now he had on a sharp beige suit.

“This can’t wait?” Remy asked without looking away from me.

“After I waited the entirety of yesterday? No.” The words were firm, but Setreg’s tone was amused. “Now at least I understand your prior ‘unavailability.’”

“Let me go,” I hissed to Remy, my cheeks heating up.

Remy dropped my leg, but the intensity in his gaze didn’t lessen. “We’ll continue this conversation later.”

Oh, I was looking forward to that.

“Setreg, thank you for agreeing to head up my security,” Remy said, moving away from me. “I know you hate the rules in this world, but there’s no one I trust more.”

My brows flew up. Had something happened with Mandal that suddenly made Remy trust Setreg more?

Setreg caught my look and boomed out a laugh. “Mandal is Remy’s chief advisor. That position supersedes every other, so as head of security, I now answer to both Remy and Mandal.”

That explained that. And Setreg was certainly perceptive, reading my consternation and its source from a single look.

“I’m Raine, by the way,” I said. No reason to keep that a secret anymore, clearly. “Nice to officially meet you.”

Setreg inclined his head. “The honor is mine, Raine.”

As if talking about him summoned him, Mandal came into the library. One look at his face, and I knew something was wrong.

Remy did, too. He strode toward Mandal, and in those few steps, he changed. Gone was the passionate lover who’d been about to sex me up over a stack of French toast. In his place was someone dangerous enough to make gooseflesh race over my skin while the hairs on the back of my neck prickled in warning.

“What is it?” Remy demanded.

“Four campers’ bodies were found in western Maryland this morning,” Mandal replied. “Police believe a bear killed them, but there were unexplained ashes at the scene, and their wounds were more extensive than a normal bear attack.”

Remy’s tone was knifelike. “Another one.”

Ice shot through my veins. “Another one what?” It sounded like a Beast, but it couldn’t be. I was with Remy all night.

Remy didn’t look my way. “Is the scene contained?”

Mandal nodded. “As much as possible. The police already had Forensics there, but I kept them from moving the bodies.”

“Good.” Remy’s voice was brisk. “Have the chopper readied.”

I couldn’t stand it anymore. “I didn’t kill those campers, so why are you rushing out to the scene?”

“And why would she feel the need to deny killing them?” Setreg asked in a confused tone.

“In a moment,” Remy said to him. To me, he said, “There was a Beast attack on my lands the first night we met. That’s how I knew you didn’t do it, once I realized what you were. You couldn’t have. You were with me all night then, too.”

I opened my mouth … and nothing came out. I don’t know why I was so shocked. I knew there were more Beasts in the world than me. Remy had confirmed that several times. I just … hadn’t realized one might live in Maryland, too.

“Oh,” I finally said.

Remy and Mandal exchanged a look before Remy came over and stood in front of me. “Will you come with me to the site?”

My legs felt like they’d been replaced with toothpicks. I hadn’t been back to any forest since my family’s murder. Still, my voice was steady. “Why?”

“It’s rumored that Beasts can sense other Beasts, since you all come from the same primordial magic.” Remy glanced at Mandal before adding, “In fact, some legends say that you can track each other, too.”

Setreg stared at me. “What kind of ‘beast’ are you?”

I looked at Remy and raised my brows in silent question. Could Setreg be trusted with this?

“A beithíoch,” Mandal said after a nod from Remy.

Setreg made a contemptuous noise. “Impossible. Remy would never lie with a beithíoch’s host.”

A snort left me. Remy had done a lot more than “lie” with me. I didn’t even have names for everything we’d done yesterday.

“No,” Setreg whispered, correctly interpreting my snort. Then, louder. “No. She can’t be.”

Remy placed a hand on my shoulder. “She is. If you trust me at all,” he added over Setreg’s immediate outburst in a foreign language, “trust that Raine is not our enemy.”

Setreg spat out something else in that unfamiliar language.

Remy answered in the same tongue.

Setreg started making gestures that looked like he was conducting the world’s angriest orchestra. I didn’t need to know what he was saying to get the gist of it.

“Whatever horrible things you think of the Beast, I agree,” I interrupted, holding Setreg’s blazing stare. “But I am not the thing inside me. I’ve been fighting it for the past eleven years, and I’ll fight it for the rest of my life, too.”

“Eleven years?” Setreg said in English.

Remy sighed. “I told you, she is its true cage. Nothing else has come close to containing this Beast like she has.”

Setreg shook his head, muttering something else in that unknown language before finishing with, “I will trust you on this, Remy, even if I do not agree with you.”

“I didn’t, either,” Mandal said quietly. “Until I saw her wrest control back from the beithíoch and save Remy’s life.”

Setreg raked me with another look, doubt clear on his face.

I shrugged. “There’s video, if you want to see it.”

“Video.”

The way Remy said it made my head swing toward him.

“What about it?” I asked.

Remy began to pace. “I couldn’t understand how Daegal had heard a rumor that I’d ‘captured’ a Beast. No one except me and Mandal knew what you were. I thought it might be a guess since few creatures’ blood could break the blocking spell. But now…”

“You think someone hacked the video,” I filled in.

Remy threw a hard glance at me. “Not all of it, or Daegal would know you were the Beast’s host, and yesterday’s meeting would have gone very differently. But someone must have caught enough of the video to tell Daegal I had trapped a Beast. How like Daegal to be arrogant enough to taunt me with that, too.”

I let out a short laugh. “I’m glad the Beast broke out immediately, then.” Those were words I never thought I’d say. “Otherwise, they would’ve seen my face on that video, too.”

Mandal started toward the door. “I’ll scour our network to see who breached it.”

“Wait,” Remy said.

Mandal stopped, impatience nearly humming from him.

Remy, however, looked like the picture of lethal calm. “Setreg, get Malina and the rest of your family out of Orion. Mandal, ensure that our other allies leave there, too.”

Setreg’s sigh seemed to come from his whole barrel-shaped chest. “Daegal will know why your friends and allies are suddenly fleeing. He’ll take it as a sign of war.”

Remy smiled. “No, because he’ll be coming here, too.”

“Here?” I repeated. “To our world? Why?”

Mandal’s brows rose, silently echoing my questions.

Remy smiled widened. “I’m having a ball.”

I waited, but Remy didn’t say anything else. When Mandal said, “Ah,” in a knowing tone, I was done waiting.

“You’re having a ball doing what?”

Remy’s brow arched. “I wasn’t referring to a good time. I’m hosting a literal ball. Tonight.”

“Don’t we have a murder scene to go to?” I sputtered out.

“We do.” Remy’s smile turned hard. “And if it is another Beast attack, that’s even more reason for the ball. These attacks are meant to make me look weak. I’ll show everyone tonight that I’m not. As for other Wardens, I’ll say that this is my engagement party. That will ensure their appearances.”

I was startled by the “engagement party” part until I realized what else Remy was after. “Daegal hinted that other Wardens might not love the limitations of their positions. You want them here so I can scope out their auras, don’t you?”

Remy gave me an appreciative smile before flashing a much darker look at Setreg. “You see what I mean?”

“I’m starting to,” Setreg said slowly.

“I told you that ability wasn’t foolproof,” I reminded him.

“I already have my suspicions,” Remy replied. “You’ll only be confirming them.”

Mandal sighed. “Which venue do you want me to book?”

My brows went up. “Venue? You own your own hotels!”

“They’re too small,” Remy said, causing my brows to rise higher. “Which ballroom is bigger, Mandal? The Pierre, or the Cipriani?”

Mandal thought for a second. “The Cipriani.”

“Cipriani it is, then.”

Mandal sighed again. “I’ll get everything booked and the invitations sent. Is there a theme?”

“A fantasy ball,” Remy replied. “What else?”






CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Forests dressed the Allegheny Mountains in a thick canopy of green, but I couldn’t appreciate the sight. I’d rather get operated on without anesthesia than be here. The only reason I’d come was because of those campers. Right now, people who loved them would be getting the worst news possible, and I was the only one who could definitively say whether or not a Beast had done it. And possibly track that Beast, if legends were correct.

“There’s the clearing,” Remy said. “Put us down there.”

“Roger that,” the helicopter pilot replied.

The chopper touched down with surprising smoothness. We waited for the rotors to slow, and then me, Remy, and Setreg got out. At once, a myriad of scents hit me like a backhand to the face. I closed my eyes, fighting the surge of memories.

I laughed as I ran ahead of Mom and Gran on the trail. “Come on! Last one to the river washes everyone’s dishes!”

“You’re using youth to cheat,” Gran shouted after me.

“And you’re using age as a cop-out!” I yelled back.

Her laughter rang out. “Oh, you’ll pay for that.”

Leaves crackled close behind me. Gran was catching up.

A stick flying by caught my attention, and I almost stumbled on a root in front of me. I slowed to catch myself, and iron-gray hair flashed past me. Then I saw the back of Gran’s head along with her orange parka as she ran past me.

“Who’s the cheater now?” I said in outrage.

Her laugh lines melded together as she threw a grin back at me. “That’s not cheating. It’s strategy! You learn it with age.”

“You two,” Mom panted as she caught up, but she was laughing, too.…

“Raine.” Remy’s voice drew me back. “Are you okay?”

No. The happy memories hurt almost as much as the horrible ones. “Yes,” I said with only a slight rasp. “I’m good.”

Remy stared at me another moment before handing me a water satchel while Setreg pulled two large backpacks out of the chopper. He tossed one to Remy and put the other one on.

I snorted. “What do you need all this stuff for? We’re only hiking two miles to reach the site, right?”

Remy slid the backpack onto his shoulders in one smooth motion. “In case it is a Beast, and it’s still close.” His gaze grew pointed. “These don’t contain camping supplies.”

The neckline of my crew-neck shirt suddenly felt like it was rising up to choke me. It had been bad enough to see the Beast on video. What if I saw another one face-to-face?

Remy took one look at my face and said, “This is too much for you. Stay back with the pilot. I’ll bring you things from the campsite to look at.”

Oh, that was so tempting. But Remy was only guessing that that would be enough. He didn’t know for sure. Besides, if it was a Beast, I might need the whole gory, immersive experience to see if I could sense it enough to track it, too.

I took a deep breath and silently cursed the heady bouquet of pine, oak, and spruce that came with it. I’d come this far. I’d see it through. I just needed a little something first.

I went to Remy and yanked his head down to mine. For an instant, he was stiff with surprise, and then he nipped at my lips before his tongue dueled with mine. His skillful kiss soon chased away that awful choking sensation. I let myself feel every bit of the growing heat inside me before pulling away.

“Thanks,” I said with a slight gasp.

A knowing look lit his eyes. “For the distraction?”

“Not distraction,” I said with a mental salute to my grandmother. “It’s strategy.”

Setreg coughed.

I turned around with a small laugh. “I know. Let’s get going already, right?”

His brows rose in false innocence. “Just clearing my throat.”

Remy let me go. “Follow me.”



I kept my gaze trained on Remy’s back instead of our surroundings. Setreg brought up the rear behind me. It didn’t escape my notice that Remy had put me in the middle of our convoy, aka the most protected spot.

I didn’t mind. I might have kissed Remy out of strategy earlier, but I had definitely been staring at his ass for distraction since we started the hike. His jeans molded to him like the denim loved the shape of his ass as much as I did. Still, even that sight couldn’t chase away the harsh tang of smoke that now filtered through the other forest scents. I’d been ignoring it for the past twenty minutes, telling myself it was a false memory, but no. There had been a fire nearby.

Remy paused next to a break in the tree line. Beyond him, I caught a glimpse of green. “The clearing is right through here.”

A gust of wind carried the unmistakable scent of blood. I was used to smelling it at the hospital, but there, it was with a strong undercurrent of antiseptics. Here, it was layered with that hated aroma of burnt underbrush. Bile rose that I swallowed back. I’d already trekked uphill through these damn woods for an hour. I wasn’t chickening out now.

I walked past him and stood at the edge of the clearing. More trees and a rocky outcrop encircled its large, bowl-like shape below us. From this vantage point, I had a clear view of the many colorful fabrics dotting the flat, grassy earth. It took me a few moments to realize it was the remains of two tents and various scattered pieces of clothing.

Wear bright colors. Every hiker knew to do that. You didn’t want to get shot by a beer-guzzling hunter just because they mistook you for a deer. These campers had picked vivid colors for their tents, too. And something had ripped through their clothes and those tents until only scraps of fabric remained.

In the next blink, I saw the bodies. Or, to be accurate, the pieces of them. I winced even as relief hit me.

It’s not a Beast!

It couldn’t be. The carnage was too extensive. I counted nine—no, make that ten—detached limbs. This had to be a bear. Maybe even a rabid bear, considering the frenzied limb-ripping.

A large burn mark on the ground caught my eye. It was about twenty yards away, and it curved in the center, kind of like an oversized boomerang. Ice raced up my spine as I continued to stare at it.

Why did that look familiar?

I moved toward it without thinking. Faint tendrils of smoke drifted up from it despite the recent downpour. Whatever had burned here had been hot. If it hadn’t rained heavily overnight, the fire would have spread to the nearby tree line, and this whole area would’ve turned into a blazing nightmare.

“Just like the other site,” Remy said, low.

I hadn’t sensed him coming up behind me, and I should have. I should also turn around and look at him, but I couldn’t bring myself to stop staring at that large, slightly curved shape.

Why was my heart beating so fast? And why did my skin itch as if something invisible was crawling all over it?

“It’s a Beast,” Remy stated.

“A Beast wouldn’t leave all these bodies behind,” I argued, still unable to look away. “There’s usually nothing left except ashes after a Beast attack, and those ashes are cold because the Beast devours every bit of remaining energy from them. Beasts also don’t rip people apart to kill them. They don’t need to.”

“True,” Remy agreed. “But this Beast seems to enjoy tearing its victims asunder. It also changed hosts here.”

I scoffed softly. “How could you know that?”

Remy gestured to the burn mark. “Because of this.”

My throat felt like it was being squeezed by an invisible fist. I tried to swallow past it and couldn’t. “What about it?”

He sighed. “You don’t remember what this is?”

My heart was now pounding, and if the pressure in my throat grew any thicker, I’d choke on it. “Remember what?”

“A host’s body spontaneously combusts when a Beast leaves it,” Remy said quietly. “These types of burn marks are all that’s left of their former hosts.”

The large scorch mark seemed to rise up and swallow me. For a second I couldn’t see anything except darkness. The next thing I knew, I was kneeling on the ground, Remy crouched next to me, speaking in tones that thrummed through me like acoustic Xanax. My vision blinked back into the normal darkness of the charred earth that I was still staring at.

I stood, trying to brush away the new stains on my knees. The recent rain made the soot goopy, leaving dark streaks behind. And this had once been a person. That was why I hadn’t been able to look away when I first saw it. My subconscious had remembered this same thing happening to my Beast’s former host even if the rest of my mind had blocked it.

“Let me help you,” Remy said as I slapped at myself.

“No.” Embarrassment and other, darker emotions sharpened my tone. “I’ve got it.”

Remy didn’t argue. He must know I needed to busy myself with something. It gave me a chance to wrestle back my control.

“No,” I finally said when I felt steady enough to speak again. “I didn’t remember that the host’s body burns up once a Beast leaves it, but I’m glad you told me. Park rangers always blamed Mom and Gran for the wildfire that nearly killed me. Said they must have been careless with our campsite, but I knew better. They’d always been vigilant about fire safety.”

“Raine, that fire couldn’t kill you for the same reason you can’t drown. Beasts can’t be killed by any of the elements. The magic they’re made from predates earth, air, fire, and water.”

“Bullshit,” I breathed out.

“If only,” Setreg muttered. “Then your kind wouldn’t be so difficult to kill.”

My gaze swung to him. Setreg had been scouting the clearing’s perimeter with an oddly thick rifle in his hands. I hadn’t seen him pull it out from his backpack, but he must have done so when I’d been transfixed by the human-sized burn marks.

“Bullshit,” I repeated more loudly. “I remember my feet blistering from running on burning ground. How would that happen if I was immune to fire?”

“You aren’t,” Remy said bluntly. “But the Beast is. You don’t remember much after your feet blistering, do you?”

“No.” Now my voice was softer. How could he know I had no idea how I’d made it out of that inferno?

Remy grunted. “The Beast sensed the danger and overtook you. That’s how you made it out of that wildfire alive. It’s also how you didn’t drown as a teenager.”

“She’s the safest out of us all now, too,” Setreg added.

“What?” I asked, seeing the glare Remy shot his way.

Remy gave Setreg another warning look before turning back to me. “He means you’re the only one who can kill this Beast’s host without then being inhabited by that Beast.”

Now my laugh was brittle. “Because I already have a supernatural Occupied sign on me? In fact, how did you kill a Beast without becoming one afterward? You killed everyone else who’d drawn its blood, so wouldn’t you have been its next host?”

A muscle ticked in Remy’s jaw. “I never drew its blood. I lured it into a building that was about to be demolished, and then tricked the Beast into activating the detonation itself.”

Making the Beast kill its own host versus Remy doing it. How very clever, and how very, very cold.

“Is that what you would’ve done with me, if things had been different between us?” I asked hoarsely.

A harsh smile twisted Remy’s mouth. “Don’t ask questions you already know the answers to.”

That shouldn’t hurt, but it did. I looked away before he could read it from my eyes. Then I spun all the way around.

“I don’t know why that bothers me,” I admitted over my shoulder. “I tried to kill the Beast, too. Hell, when we first met, I was optimistic at your death threats, thinking maybe a sorcerer could pull off what I’d failed to do. It’s unfair to get all judgy now when you’re only proving that you could.”

Hands settled on my shoulders. Remy didn’t say anything, and he didn’t turn me around to face him. He just moved his fingers in slow, soothing circles against my skin.

I tried to focus on that, because deep breathing would only draw more of that burnt stench into me. I was apparently stuck in “fight-or-flight” mode since I was in the middle of a Beast’s slaughter in the same woodsy setting I’d lost my family in. Add that to finding out that I’d triggered the wildfire back when I killed the former Beast’s host, and … yeah. It was a lot, and that wasn’t even counting the supposedly fire-proof and drown-proof revelations, either.

After a few minutes, I tilted my head, brushing Remy’s hand with my cheek. Then I turned around and gave him a wry smile.

“Thanks for not dropping a building on me when we first met.”

He didn’t smile back, and his gaze had never been more intense. “You were never in danger of that from me, because you weren’t like the other hosts. You forget that the day I found out what you were was also the day I discovered who you were.”

I let out a soft snort. “Come again?”

“The Beast was about to kill me.” His hands moved up to caress the back of my head. “My strength was fading, so I called your name, and you forced it back down.”

“Because I’m the Beast’s real cage,” I whispered.

“Not only that.” Growled a mere breath over my lips as his mouth dipped lower. “You’re the warrior who fought its control for over a decade. You’re also the nurse who makes it heal instead of kill, and you’re the woman who haunts my dreams. Being its cage is the least of who you are, Raine.”

God, I wanted to kiss him. I would’ve already done it if we weren’t standing in the middle of a literal murder scene. Since we were, I took a ragged breath and forced myself to step back.

Remy’s eyes tracked every movement, and from the fire in their depths, he was debating stopping me.

“Do you sense anything yet?” Setreg asked in a terse tone.

He was still focused on what had to be done. I took more steps away from Remy before I turned and faced the clearing.

That unpleasant crawling sensation returned. I rubbed my upper arms, trying to chase it away as I walked toward the carnage. It didn’t help. When I reached the first body part, it felt like I was being bitten by a swarm of mosquitoes. Then again, it was summer, and I was only wearing shorts and a short-sleeved top. I swatted at my bare arms and legs.

“Is that a yes, or are you experiencing a psychotic break?” Setreg asked in a dry tone.

“If there aren’t any mosquitoes, then it’s a yes,” I said. “Anyone else feel like their skin is getting chewed on?”

Remy and Setreg exchanged a look. “No,” they both said.

I blew out a breath. “Then I definitely sense something.”

Remy snapped into action, taking his own very thick rifle out of his backpack. “In the clearing, or outside of it?”

I walked away from the bodies and went through the opening in the trees that we’d entered through. After walking a few feet down the path, that stinging sensation eased. When I walked back into the clearing, I felt like I was getting invisible acupuncture from all the pricking sensations.

“It’s strongest in the clearing.”

Remy lowered his rifle. He’d been pointing it at the area I’d first walked toward, even though the surrounding tree line was thick enough to hide anything except a large predator.

“You must feel the Beast’s presence from when it killed these people. Can you track where it went from here?”

“I’ll try.”

I forced myself to get familiar with the sensations I felt when I was near the campers’ remains. Then I tried to follow them. Every time I got away from the bodies, they sputtered out. I kept trying, but after an hour, I threw up my hands.

“I don’t think that part of the legend is true.”

Remy sighed. “Thank you for trying. I know it wasn’t easy. We’ll head back now. There’s nothing more we can do here.”

I looked behind him at the new storm clouds forming over the horizon. “Good, because I think it’s about to rain again.”

Remy glanced up at the sky—and suddenly I was propelled through the clearing and back up the slope into the trees. I’d barely managed to blink before I was knocked over by Remy’s backpack as he swung it off and began grabbing things out of it.

“What?” I gasped out.

Remy spared me a single, savage look before continuing to arm himself with the contents of his backpack.

“Those aren’t storm clouds.”






CHAPTER THIRTY


Dragons.

Adrenaline hit me in a cold rush. I could barely see the sky now with the forest canopy above us, but my brief glimpse before had shown several approaching dark clouds. How many dragons were inside them?

“Daegal?” I asked. “Or Zenobia?”

“Zenobia is no assassin and Daegal wouldn’t come himself,” Remy said. “Still, he sent them. I’d bet my lands on it.”

Setreg was arming himself, too. They’d brought a small arsenal in those backpacks, apparently.

“Give me one of those turbo rifles,” I said.

Remy put it back in his backpack instead. “It only shoots out nets spelled for a Beast, and if a dragon gets that close, you’ll already be dead.”

“Most of these weapons are useless,” Setreg muttered as he pulled out some and threw others back. “Dragon skin is nearly impenetrable. You should have extracted her claws when you trapped her in her other form, Remy. Beithíoch nails can pierce a dragon’s hide.”

Remy gave Setreg a look that made the other man throw up his hands the same way I recently had.

I grabbed Remy’s arm. Setreg didn’t know it, but I could manifest those claws without going into full Beast mode. “If they’re our best weapon—”

“They’re not,” Remy interrupted. “Just like the nets, if a dragon gets that close, you’ll already be dead, and if one of them draws your blood before killing you, what then?”

I shuddered. Then Remy and Setreg would be fighting a dragon/Beast hybrid. No wonder he wanted me nowhere near them.

I settled on: “Give me something longer-range, then.”

Remy passed over a Glock handgun. “Know how to use this?” At my nod, he said, “Aim for the eyes. They’re the most vulnerable part of a dragon’s body.”

I accepted the gun and cocked it even though I doubted I could hit a dragon’s eyes at a safe distance. Still, if one of them came at me, I’d damn sure try.

Shadows seemed to smother the daylight. It was barely noon, yet now it looked like night was nearly upon us.

“Please tell me you can sic those Vengers-eating ghosts on them,” I whispered.

“Those can only hurt the dead,” Remy responded, equally low. “Stay down, and then run like hell away from me when I tell you.”

“I’ll stay and fight,” Setreg quietly argued. “Dragons are as dangerous to you as they are to me.”

Suddenly I remembered what Remy had said when admitting to the brutal way he’d avenged his grandmother’s death. Beasts are one of only two creatures capable of killing Wardens. Now I knew what the other lethal species was, and it was flying somewhere above us.

Remy cut his chest in reply, painting his hands with his own blood. “If I fight the way I’d need to, you and Raine would die as well. I’m going to unleash the Flay instead.”

Setreg looked shaken. “That spell could kill you.”

Remy gave him a dark look. “Better that than the alternative—”

A deafening boom! knocked me off my feet.

Remy hauled me against him and dragged me away. That’s when I realized a nearby tree had exploded from a lightning strike. Fiery branches and leaves still rained down while the remains of its trunk burned as if it housed its own inferno. My skin stung from getting hit by bits of blazing debris and my hair felt like it was standing on end from the intense static electricity. Add that to my body spasming as if I’d just been Tasered, and holy shit. That had been close.

“You said … those weren’t storm clouds,” I managed to say.

“They’re not,” Remy gritted. We weren’t the only ones on the move. Setreg loped next to us. “Ancient people saw burned-down villages after dragon attacks and assumed dragons breathed fire, but lightning causes fire, too. And dragons spit lightning.”

They did fucking what?

Another boom! shook the ground. Fire and sparks burst out as a tree close by combusted. Smoke from both blazes seemed to chase after us. In seconds, we were enveloped by a gray haze.

“What do we—?”

My whisper was cut off by two more strikes to our right and left. My whole body rattled from the impacts, and the flashes were so bright, I could hardly see past the hot spots in my eyes.

“Shh,” I barely heard Remy say. “They’re tracking us by sound.”

The wet underbrush might be keeping a wildfire at bay—for now—but it also meant extra smoke. The cloud around us thickened. Panic clawed at my throat as I started to cough. This was all of my nightmares, all at once.

“Take her and run,” Remy whispered to Setreg. “Provide cover for me to work the spell.”

Setreg gave Remy a frustrated look, but grabbed me and took off.

I almost puked, since Setreg’s arm was wedged beneath my rib cage. On the rough terrain, it felt like he was giving me the Heimlich with every step. Add that to my coughing from the smoke, and I hadn’t been this helpless since the last time I’d been under attack in the woods. I might have a ferocious Beast inside me, but what good were teeth and claws against lightning?

A new flash had Setreg pulling up right before a tree exploded in front of us. He flung himself on top of me, taking the brunt of the debris. Just as quickly, I was dragged up and hoisted over his arm again as he ran past the burning tree.

I slapped at the embers that made growing holes in Setreg’s clothes. “I can run on my own!” I hissed.

Setreg only hoisted me up to his chest. “Not as fast as I can,” he hissed back. “Now, hold on to me. I need both my hands to help Remy.”

I wrapped my legs around his thick torso and held on to his neck with one arm. The other I kept free so I could reach the top of his backpack. I’d lost the Glock after that first lightning strike knocked me off my feet, but Setreg had other weapons I could grab, once I unzipped his backpack.

“Need that cover!” I heard Remy shout from behind us.

Setreg grunted as he held out both hands. “Here it comes.”

Birds started flying through the forest, so fast it was like watching water rush down a stream. I would’ve thought the birds would be fleeing from the fire, but they were flying toward it. Their raucous caws soon drowned out the crashing sound we made as Setreg continued to dash through the underbrush, and the size of the flocks made a deeper darkness spread through the forest.

Another lightning bolt blew up a tree to our right, but farther away this time. Setreg smiled fiercely.

“Can’t track us now, can you?”

He didn’t bother to whisper. Still, with the endlessly screeching birds, I could barely hear him.

“You’re doing this?” I asked in amazement. “How?”

Setreg finally set me down. “The same way I called the kathilhan and bade it to take you beneath Orion. My father was Tuatha Dé Danann, and his court can command creatures on land, in the sea, and in the air.”

Wow. I’d have a hundred questions if we weren’t running for our lives. That’s why I only asked one. “Can you command the dragons to stop attacking us?”

Setreg let out a bitter laugh. “No one commands dragons.”

Figured. Still, between the hordes of screeching birds and the leafy canopy from the trees that hadn’t burned yet, the dragons could no longer see or hear us.

Need that cover, Remy had said. He had it now.

Two more booming flashes had me leaping aside out of instinct, but the strikes weren’t near us. A pair of trees much farther ahead went up like Roman candles. Two more beside them quickly followed suit. Then another two, and another. Soon, flames carpeted the forest floor, connecting the trees with a wall of fire that now encircled us from all sides.

The dragons might not know where we were, but they’d just blocked off every avenue of escape.

Panic threatened to choke me more than the smoke. The Beast stirred, empowered by my fear. I forced it back, but I couldn’t stop the memories. They ripped free, blurring reality with the past.

I ran through the woods, blisters blackening my feet.…

No, I was standing still, and Setreg was at my side—

I couldn’t breathe, and the fire was right there.…

Dammit, I was breathing, and the fire was farther away—

Flames raced up my leg. I screamed, and a roar came out. My hands split open, revealing knifelike claws and inky black fur.…

No! I was still me, I was here, and I was not on fire. I also wasn’t powerless against the thing inside me. Not anymore.

“Is that the best you can do?”

Remy’s bellow was audible even above the raucous birds and endless crackling of burning trees. I gave Setreg a fraught look.

“What is he doing? They’ll use that to target him!”

Shockingly, Setreg picked me up and ran us right at the fire ahead. The blazing wall seemed to dance in response.

I was appalled. “Stop! I’m only fire-proof if the Beast comes out, and if it does that, you’re dead!”

“I know,” I heard him mutter.

I fought him, but I was once again slung over his arm. I only managed to land glancing blows that didn’t even slow him.

“Stop!” I tried again. We were now so close to the blaze that its heat forced me to squeeze my eyes into the barest slits. If we got any closer, either fire or the Beast would kill him. “Don’t you dare sacrifice yourself for me!”

Was that a snort I heard? “I won’t—”

The forest detonated. I had a second to see a bright ring rush toward us like the shock wave from a nuclear bomb. Then I was on the ground, blinking to clear the spots from my vision while my ears rang like they’d been replaced by clanging cymbals.

“What?” I tried to say, and couldn’t hear my own voice.

Setreg was lying next to me, shaking his head while blood ran from his ears. Embers swarmed around us like fireflies, but the worst of the blaze had died down. How? Hadn’t we just been hit with the mother of all lightning strikes? If so, shouldn’t it have caused more fire, not less?

“What happened?” I mouthed/said. I still couldn’t hear to tell if I was speaking out loud or not.

“Remy’s spell,” Setreg mouthed/replied.

That was a spell? We had to be over five hundred yards away from Remy! How had he still knocked us on our asses while somehow also blowing out a good portion of the fire, too?

“Come,” Setreg said/mouthed, rising. “If he’s still alive, Remy will need our help.”

If he’s still alive?

Fear punched me like an adrenaline shot. I shook the blood out of my own ears and staggered up next to Setreg.

We mostly shambled the first hundred yards back, both of us still recovering from the shattering effects of the spell. If we were this fucked-up and we hadn’t been anywhere near Remy, I hoped it had killed every last dragon. Was that why Remy had roared his taunt at them? It had to be. Remy knew they were tracking him by sound. He wouldn’t have painted a very loud target on his back unless it served his purposes.

The next hundred yards, I wasn’t shambling anymore, and I could mostly hear again. I was also coughing less. The smoke wasn’t as heavy here, although the fire still smoldered in its dangerous ring around us in the forest.

At three hundred yards away, the ground became littered with feathers. I tried not to look at them as we kept going. The poor birds had gotten caught in Remy’s spell.

Two hundred yards away, I saw Remy at the top of the taller ridge that bordered the campsite clearing. He was on the ground, and he wasn’t moving.

Fear knifed me. Let him still be alive!

I was so worried about that, it took me a few moments to realize my view of him should have been blocked by a thick, burning forest. Instead, the fire had gone out and all the trees had been flattened around Remy. Only half the trees between that barren spot and our position still stood, and their branchless, much thinner trunks now looked like chopsticks that some mythical giant had stabbed into the earth.

My God. I had no idea magic could do something like this. And casting this unbelievable spell could have killed Remy.

I forced my legs to move faster. Soon, I was panting as well as coughing. I was in reasonable shape, but I hadn’t trained for a sprint up several football fields’ worth of a smoky, steep incline. Still, worry kept me going.

Be alive, Remy! Please!

A lone “caw” made me give a wary glance up. It was only a bird, its silhouette a speck of coal against the blue sky.

Something snagged my foot. That’s what I got for running while looking up! I steadied myself and saw that I’d stumbled on a large red hump poking up from the piles of feathers, countless tree limbs, and charred leaves.

“What is that?” I asked, fighting a gag.

“A dragon. The Flay turns everything it touches inside out. This far back”—Setreg jerked his head at the few thin, naked trees around us—“its effects are reduced, but it still tore this dragon inside out and flayed the remaining trees.”

I spotted several more gory red humps. Dead dragons, torn inside out. And Remy still wasn’t moving. At this distance, I had no idea if he was even breathing.

I started to run toward Remy again. This time I made sure to look down so I didn’t trip over more bodies.

“That’s why you ran us right at the fire.” Smoke inhalation and gagging weren’t the only things that made my voice hoarse. So did the realization of what Setreg had done. “To get us out of the spell’s blast range before it went off.”

“The Flay is sound-based,” Setreg replied. “If I could still hear Remy clearly, then we were still too close to him.”

Setreg suddenly snatched me back, driving my breath out of me as he knocked me to the ground and crouched over me.

“Shh,” he said, low. “I hear something.”

I didn’t. Maybe because my heart was beating too fast. Then I heard a muted rustling coming from about a hundred yards behind us. Was that a deer escaping the blaze? The blowback from Remy’s spell had doused most of the fire in this area, but a steady wind was driving those dangerous flames closer.

“Too big to be an animal,” Setreg whispered, killing that hope. “One of the dragons survived. Remy can’t defend himself, either. If he’s alive, he’ll be unconscious for hours.”

A new wave of smoke tightened my lungs, but I forced back my cough. “Then we fight,” I whispered.

Setreg moved off me, still looking into the distance where those sounds came from. “No. We hide Remy and ourselves.”

If we went out into the open to get Remy, we’d only guarantee that the surviving dragon would notice us. The entire area around Remy was barren and elevated. We had one chance to surprise this dragon, and only if we moved fast.

I took my shirt off, ignoring Setreg’s raised brows. I soaked it with the contents of my water satchel before wrapping it around my head. Now I had a makeshift filter against the smoke. Whatever Setreg’s lineage, he obviously had better lungs than me, because he hadn’t coughed this whole time.

“We fight,” I repeated quietly.

He made a frustrated sound. “You’re only a girl.”

“Right,” I said while thinking, Claws. They shot from my hands like nightmarish daggers.

Setreg jumped back.

“These can piece dragon skin, right?”

Setreg’s entire body was coiled tight, as if he were about to run away from me or fight me.

“It’s okay,” I whispered. “Thanks to Remy, I can now control the Beast. See?”

Back, I thought.

The claws disappeared, although I felt the Beast grumble.

The bird above suddenly screeched so loud, the high-pitched sound reminded me of a Venger’s wail.

“It’s warning us that a predator’s closing in, isn’t it?” I whispered. At his nod, I said, “You going to help me use these claws to save Remy? Or you gonna keep staring at me until that dragon zaps a lightning bolt up your ass?”

Setreg’s mouth twitched. “I only wanted to hide to protect you, but you need no protecting, Raine Stone.”

“Hopefully not,” I agreed. “I still need you to hide, though.”

His brows went up.

“And take your backpack,” I added. “You’ll need it.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


A dark silhouette came through the smoke a few minutes later, too far away for me to see it clearly. I was hugging the bare tree next to me as if it were the only thing holding me upright. If this were a horror movie, I’d look like a stereotypical victim, especially since I was only wearing a bra from the waist up. I’d thrown my makeshift shirt-filter to the ground. All the better for the approaching dragon to see every detail of my terrified expression.

“Help,” I whimpered. “Setreg? Remy? Is that you?”

As soon as I said it, I held my breath. Either my helpless-girl act would work, or I was about to get lit up by a lightning bolt, and Remy hadn’t said I could survive one of those.

A low laugh rumbled out, soft like faraway thunder. “No, little one. I’m neither.”

The dragon came into view, flames from the burning trees haloing it in splashes of orange and red.

I wasn’t pretending when every part of me froze. I’d only seen Zenobia’s dragon aura through the Beast’s eyes, where it manifested in scarlet wings. Now I was seeing a dragon through my eyes, and it was stunningly terrifying.

In one instant, a naked man with ash-blond hair walked toward me. He had an athletic but normal build, and patches of soot marred his tawny skin.

In the next, I was staring at wicked-looking horns stabbing back from a huge, reptilian face. More spikes lined its long neck and back, going all the way to a tail that was whiplike at the end. Sunlight glinted off thick scales in an iridescent effect that gave them a golden glow against their dark-gray undertone. The dragon came toward me in a menacing crouch, using the bony protuberances in its bent wings like a pair of forelimbs. Otherwise, it was bipedal, and even crouched, it was nearly ten feet tall. Despite most of its wings being tucked close to its sides, the dragon was still wide enough to knock down trees as it passed them.

Then the blond-haired man was back, smiling at me—

—while the dragon’s massive, triangular-shaped jaws opened, revealing sharp teeth—

—and the man said, “Don’t run. It’s useless”—

—as steam blasted out from the dragon’s mouth.

I shook my head. That didn’t stop the man and the dragon overtaking each other with dizzying speed, as if two channels were uncontrollably flipping back and forth on a TV screen.

But the dragon wasn’t a supernatural mirage like the auras I saw. Its bulk had knocked over trees that hadn’t been close to the man. It was somehow both man and dragon at the same time … and I’d let it get way too close while I stared at it.

“D-don’t hurt me.”

I hadn’t needed to fake my stutter. Even if I didn’t know they could spit lightning, seeing a huge dragon blinking in and out over the normal-looking man would’ve shaken me to my core.

I wasn’t the only one. The Beast was now writhing inside me like a trapped snake. Without Remy’s power, it would have ripped out the second it caught sight of the dragon.

“Death doesn’t hurt, my dear,” the man/dragon replied.

“Wait!” I said when he opened his mouth as if about to spit lightning. “I know things about Remy! Important things!”

A laugh rolled over me, holding all the mockery of a contemptuous man along with the indescribable rumble of a deadly beast. I shivered while my own Beast tested all my new power to hold it back. Was it trying to get out in order to protect its host? Or, worse, did it want out so it could then jump into the fearsome duality in front of us?

The man swept out his hand. Instantly, the bare trees to his right snapped as a long, grayish-gold wing felled them.

“Dazzle me with your insight, then.”

I started to cry in a loud, long wail. “Promise you won’t kill me first. Promise!”

The man rolled his eyes. Yes, the dragon did that, too. “If you don’t stop screeching, I’ll kill you right now—”

A net whipped around him, covering the man entirely and tangling around the dragon’s head. He whirled.

Setreg fired that thick rifle again, coming out from his hiding place of a hastily dug hole. The dragon’s right wing got tangled in the second net. Another crack from the rifle, and the dragon’s left wing was tangled, too, while the man was so thickly covered I could no longer see his furious expression.

Those nets might have only been spelled for a Beast, but any net suddenly wrapping around you was still an obstruction.

Setreg dove away the instant before lightning blew up the spot he’d just stood in. He had a second to roll to avoid the next strike when the man overtook the dragon, but only a second. The dragon spat a new lightning bolt at Setreg as soon as it flickered back into view. Burning branches pelted Setreg, but that bolt missed. The man’s curse ended in a dragon’s snarl as it heaved in, about to spit another lightning bolt.

I jumped onto its back. The man/dragon had turned away from me as soon as he saw Setreg. Why keep staring at the cringing girl when a big man with a bigger gun kept firing nets at you?

Feed! I ordered the Beast, shoving those claws deep.

The dragon’s roar turned into a man’s howl. I almost fell off at the abrupt deflation of dragon back into man. Before I could, I was flung up riding the dragon again. Shockingly, it hadn’t slowed at all since the Beast began feeding. If anything, it only seemed more pissed off. With another roar, it flung itself backward toward the ground. I tried to jump off before its huge bulk squashed me, but my claws were so deep they wouldn’t pull free. I twisted to the side at the last instant—

The man landed right next to me. My abrupt twist plus the size difference had yanked the Beast’s claws free. His brown eyes filled with rage before the dragon overtook him again, opening its huge mouth while a flash lit inside its throat.

I flung myself to the side faster than I should have been able to move. Lightning still cracked right next to me. My skull felt like it exploded while every limb spasmed at the residual voltage. I tried to shove my claws back into the man, but blinding flashes had replaced my vision, and my arms and legs only twitched and flopped.

Oh God, I’d die in the woods after all! Then my murderer would get the power of a Beast and a dragon—

Something hard grabbed my arm, shoving it forward. I felt wet, gloppy suction and instinctively tried to pull away, but that bruising grip wouldn’t let me. Through the painful spasms and incessant ringing in my head, I heard the same three words.

“Feed, Raine! Feed!”

Feed, I weakly ordered the Beast.

Power trickled through me, slow and irregular at first, like a faucet with a clog. Then, a steady stream had those blinding flashes clearing from my eyes until I could see again. A huge, grayish-gold underbelly stretched out in front of me before instantly becoming the much smaller abdomen of a man. My hand was rammed into him up to my forearm, and his red blood turned green as the dragon’s body reappeared over his.

I tried to jerk back. The hand wrapped around my arm only tightened. That’s when I realized a large man was holding my arm inside the man/dragon, keeping my claws from dislodging due to the widely disparaging differences in size as the man kept switching from human to dragon and back again.

“Keep feeding, Raine,” Remy said, shocking me. He was alive! And awake! I’d thought it was Setreg behind me.

“He’s already unconscious,” I argued.

Remy tightened his grip. “That’s not enough. The dragon half of him will heal too fast. You have to finish this.”

Vomit rose along with another rush of power as the Beast gorged on the man/dragon’s life force. I wanted to yank those claws free, but Remy was right. The man might be unconscious, but bursts of white still shot from the dragon’s throat in electric streams whenever it overtook the man. Remy had us angled away from them, and they were nowhere near the fearsome lightning bolts they’d been, but if the dragon could still do that with its violence gone and much of its life force consumed, it would definitely kill us if I let it go.

God, dragons were like nothing I’d ever seen. If Remy hadn’t woken up and forced my clawed hand back into it, I would be dead by now, with Setreg and Remy dead next to me.

I squeezed my eyes shut while more power rushed through me, bringing healing that outpaced even Remy’s borrowed abilities. The ringing in my head stopped, as did the full-body pain I hadn’t let myself dwell on. Soon I was squirming because my body couldn’t hold still from all the energy overflowing it.

The hot, wet heaviness around my arm suddenly vanished, replaced by something cold and powdery. I opened my eyes, seeing ashes on my arm and the ground where the man/dragon’s body had been. A growl pushed its way past my throat. Not mine—the Beast’s, celebrating its kill.

I shoved it down with all the revulsion I felt. The Beast had killed many people through me in the past, but this time, I had done it. I was on my feet without even realizing that I’d leapt away from Remy. Then I looked away before I met his eyes.

Senseless of me, I know. Remy had told me to kill him. So why did I feel like I’d see the same horror reflected in his gaze that I now felt toward myself?

A groan yanked my attention to the right. Setreg was sprawled on the ground about twenty feet away. Long, jagged lacerations soaked his left side with scarlet and he had burn marks on his right arm and shoulder.

I ran to him and started to stanch his bleeding. Were those bite marks from the dragon? He’d need dozens of stitches to close those up … wait. I had a much faster way to help him.

I laid my palm over those bleeding, gaping wounds, funneling out some of the frothing power inside me. They closed like I’d air-brushed them out of existence. I moved to Setreg’s arm and shoulder next. This must have been from a lightning strike. I winced as I threaded more power into him. Fixing his side had been easy, but these burns went deep. Even with my overabundance of power, I was slightly dizzy when I was done.

Setreg coughed once before his eyes opened. A faint smile curled his lips as he saw me.

“We live,” he murmured. “I hoped that flinging myself at the dragon’s mouth would give you enough time to finish him.”

My eyes closed. I’d almost peed my pants just jumping onto the dragon’s back. I couldn’t imagine leaping right at its fanged mouth. No wonder Setreg had gotten bitten as well as blasted with a lightning bolt. It was a miracle he was alive.

“I owe you a cask of Viandovian mead,” I said when I opened my eyes.

Setreg’s laugh died as he looked over my shoulder. I jerked around, ready to fight until I saw that it was just Remy.

Setreg got up, staring at Remy as if he were the most frightening thing he’d seen, and considering the day we’d had, that was saying something. “Are you … yourself?”

Remy grunted. “If I wasn’t, you wouldn’t be alive to ask.”

Setreg stared at Remy in an oddly wary way. “Wielding that spell could still have consequences.”

Remy shrugged. “Its effects weren’t as bad as anticipated.”

I gave Remy a sharp look that ended in a cough as a new wave of smoke enveloped us. The fire had eaten up more ground during the dragon fight and its aftermath. How incredible that for a few minutes, I’d actually forgotten about the blaze.

Whatever this was between them, it would have to wait.

“We need to leave,” Remy said, as if reading my mind.

“Love to,” I replied with another cough. “Just one problem. The dragons blasted a fiery circle around us. We’re trapped.”

Remy took me in his arms. For the briefest second, I thought he was comforting me. Then my stomach plummeted as the ground was suddenly far below us.

“Don’t look down,” I heard Remy say above the wind.

Of course I did. I couldn’t help it. From up here, the fire pulsed through the trees like waves crowding around a circular island. If Remy hadn’t stopped them with his terrifying spell, the dragons could’ve finished the job with a few more strategic strikes. Or, they could have flown lazy circles above us and merely waited for the fire to reach us. Either way, everyone would’ve burned to death except for me, and … Wait, how did the dragons know we’d be in these woods in the first place?

They couldn’t have followed us from Remy’s hotel; Remy would’ve known what those “clouds” trailing the chopper were. The campsite murders hadn’t made the news yet, so the dragons shouldn’t have known about them. Even if those murders had made the news, it would’ve been called a bear attack. So why would the dragons think Remy would personally investigate them?

Unless the dragons already knew it wasn’t a bear attack?

We flew past the perimeter of the deadly fire circle and headed toward the small clearing where our helicopter was. It had taken us an hour to hike from the chopper to the campsite, and now, we were back to it in minutes. The helicopter seemed to grow larger as Remy angled us toward it, and I felt sick as I saw that it was smoking. Then I felt really sick as my guts rose from how fast we dropped down toward the chopper. I clutched Remy while bracing for the hard impact.

It didn’t happen. We’d landed so softly I barely felt it. The black-and-silver helicopter was now right in front of me, its former sleek lines smashed and smoldering from an obvious attack, and the pilot was slumped over the cockpit’s controls.

“Stay here,” Remy said, dashing off before I could reply.

I followed him to the chopper anyway. Remy tried to open the pilot’s door, but it was stuck from the metal warping at what had clearly been multiple lightning strikes. I tried the other door. It was stuck, too. Horrified, I saw flames crawl onto the motionless pilot’s back.

Remy smashed his fists at the panels in the pilot’s door. The reinforced glass shouldn’t have broken, but it did. Remy tore at the new holes in the door to widen them. Smoke billowed out as the flames inside worsened.

I ran over to his side and pulled at the broken panels, too, ignoring how the glass cut into me. Then a fresh surge of flames seared my hands. Remy shoved me back.

“Get away!” he ordered as the flames intensified.

Leaving went against all my training, but the last time I’d gotten burned, the Beast had burst free. I might have Remy’s power, but did I want to test my new control when the Beast was turbocharged from eating a dragon’s life force?

I backed away from the chopper. Remy continued to work to free the pilot. A full, nail-biting minute later, Remy came out of the cockpit with the pilot in his arms. One look at the pilot’s face, and I knew it was too late. Fucking dragons must have rammed their lightning bolts right into him. Suddenly, I felt a lot less guilty over killing one of them.

Remy set the pilot down, whispering something I couldn’t hear. He didn’t even seem to notice that both his sleeves were on fire. I had nothing to smother them with, so I yanked his shirt off and wadded it up, using that to stop the flames from spreading. Still, his wrists and forearms were badly scorched.

“Put him down,” I said. “Let me heal you.”

Remy set the pilot down. God, his hands! He’d plunged them right into that blazing fire to free the pilot, and he’d done so probably knowing that there was no hope of saving him.

I tried to touch him to heal those awful burns. He backed away. “No time. I have to get Setreg.”

He was back in the sky before I could respond, and he moved so fast that he was gone from my sight within minutes.

A mere two minutes later, Remy was back with Setreg held in a barrel hug in front of him. Setreg had both backpacks in his hands. Once they were on the ground, Setreg’s mouth compressed into a hard line when he saw the pilot’s body.

“Blood has been repaid with blood, but I still want more.”

“As do I,” Remy said tersely. “But first, we have to get Raine back to the hotel.” He reached in one of the backpacks and pulled out a large satellite phone. “I’ll make the call—”

“You’ll give me your hands first,” I snapped. Second- and third-degree burns were excruciating, and he had both on his hands and wrists as well as first-degree burns on his forearms.

Remy made an impatient noise, but set down the phone and held out his hands.

I took them. My touch would have skyrocketed his pain, yet he didn’t even wince. I did as I closed my eyes and channeled the Beast’s healing power as fast as I could. I could feel Remy’s burnt ligaments, tendons, and muscle rebuild beneath my light grip. Then I felt new skin slide like silk beneath my fingers. I opened my eyes, relieved to see beautiful golden-bronze skin where there had been raw, charred flesh.

Still, I had to fight a dry heave and a new wave of dizziness. Once again, I’d forced the power back out of me as fast as it had filled me, and I didn’t care. Healing him felt right. So what if that made me addicted to the Beast’s power? There were so few things I could fix in this violent world. This was one of them, and I’d be damned if I didn’t do it.

“Now can we call for transport to leave?” Remy asked dryly.

“Oh yeah,” I said, picking up his phone and handing it to him. “Believe me, I can’t wait to get out of these fucking woods.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


The SUV sped down the narrow, winding roads. Under other circumstances, I would have told the driver to slow down. Now I was glad for every hairpin corner and ear-popping descent. It meant that we were farther away from that burning forest.

Remy had called the fire department in addition to our ride. He’d also arranged to have a large air tanker drop water and other fire-retardant liquids onto the blaze. Hopefully, the fire would be out soon.

“It won’t be long until we rendezvous with the new helicopter,” Remy said.

I wasn’t keen on being back in the air after the dragon attack, but Remy seemed confident that it was safe. Still, I couldn’t help but scan the horizon for dark clouds. I’d never react to an approaching storm the same way again.

“Malina is already at the hotel,” Setreg replied, setting down his phone. He was in the front next to the driver, an older man with graying brown hair and parchment-pale skin.

“Good,” Remy said. “With luck, our other allies will be out of Orion by now, too. It won’t be long before Daegal learns that I survived his latest assassination attempt. Malina will be taking over Brendan’s protection as well as yours while I’m away this afternoon, Raine.”

I let out a short laugh. “Malina and I will have a lot to talk about. I’ve learned so much today. Like how I’m drown-proof and burn-proof, and that you can fly, and how Setreg’s a badass, and of course, how dragons are damn near unkillable.”

Remy sighed. “These dragons were easy to kill.”

“You call that easy?” I sputtered.

I didn’t like the look he gave me. “They were no more than a hundred years apiece. Juveniles, in the dragon world. That’s why they could only hold their other form for a few moments. Older ones can stay in dragon form as long as they wish.”

My brain flitted between denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance all in the seconds I stared at Remy. “If a hundred-year-old dragon is an easy-to-kill juvenile, how old and tough is Daegal?”

“Over a thousand years old, and one of the most powerful dragons alive” was Remy’s calm reply.

I was going to be sick. I turned the air-conditioning up and tried to lean back. It didn’t help.

“I won’t let him hurt you,” Remy said, reading my reaction.

I didn’t snort, but it was close. If something that powerful wanted to hurt me, I’d be dead. Look at what Daegal had done when he hadn’t even been trying to hurt me. Unless …

“Any chance those weren’t Daegal’s dragons that attacked?”

“Only dragons from Daegal’s clan have those thin, wyvern-like tails.” Remy’s smile made ice dance down my spine. “He’ll deny that he sent them, of course. That’s why Daegal picked juveniles to attack me. They’re not old enough to be an official part of his army, but they’d never attack without his approval. Dragons don’t betray other dragons. It’s one of the few admirable qualities about their species.”

Setreg grunted. “Bold of Daegal to do it. It’s been over a thousand years since dragons started a war in this world. I assume you’re canceling the ball tonight?”

“Not a chance. I want everyone to see that I’m unharmed and still in control.”

“And making yourself an easy target tonight for this very powerful old dragon is a good idea why?” I wondered out loud.

Remy’s eyes turned glacial. “Daegal attacked me on my own territory. Taunting him with his failure will be the least of my response. I’ll return the bodies of his slain dragons to him in pieces, blow up his storage facility that he thinks I’m unaware of, kill all the spies he thinks he snuck over my borders, and steal a great deal of his gold, and that’s only what I’ll do before I put on my tux for the ball.”

I was horrified.

Setreg smiled. “I’m coming with you.”

“He tried to kill you, too” was Remy’s reply. “I wouldn’t think to deny you your vengeance.”

Was I the only one who thought this sounded like a suicide mission? Yes, Remy was staggeringly powerful, and Setreg was tougher than nails, but if we’d almost been killed by the easy dragons, wasn’t pissing off Big Daddy Dragon a bad idea?

“Won’t this be breaking treaty?” I tried to point out. “Will your fellow Wardens support it?”

“Daegal broke treaty first. I’m only responding,” Remy replied in that frighteningly calm tone. “I won’t see you until right before the ball, Raine, but don’t worry about what you’ll wear. I’ll create a new gown for you.”

“As if I’d worry about a dress after all this,” I muttered.

The only thing I wanted was a long, hot shower. I still had the blood of several different people on me, plus more than one person’s ashes. Scrubbing my skin until it was bright red and then scrubbing it some more sounded really good.

But that would only help with the surface. What I really wanted to do was scrub away all the danger we were in. Before today I would’ve said I could take down anything with the Beast in me, but now I’d learned otherwise. Hell, I’d needed Remy’s help just to kill one juvenile dragon. I might be able to heal the wounded after a fight, but I couldn’t raise the dead, and I didn’t need psychic abilities to know that this war would only end when either Daegal or Remy was in the ground.

And I was supposed to just smile pretty if Daegal showed up at the ball tonight? What if he came with more dragon reinforcements? Would the ball turn into another fiery trap? I had a supernaturally ancient Beast inside me that I could now control, dammit! There had to be something I could do aside from being the only person who couldn’t burn to death.

Suddenly I realized that there was something I could do, and I was all juiced up with both power and time to spare.

“Don’t worry about me,” I told Remy. “I’ll keep busy.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


At 10 PM, Remy and I exited a white Rolls-Royce in front of the Cipriani hotel. Instantly, camera flashes nearly blinded me. Remy wasn’t only revealing me as his new céile to his supernatural allies tonight. I was also being introduced as Remington Byrne’s “fiancée” to the human world with this ball.

“Remington! Why did you keep your engagement a secret before now?” one of the press members shouted.

“I value my privacy,” Remy said, pausing on the indigo carpet. “But I’m too happy to keep Raine to myself any longer.”

More flashes went off, along with shouts of “Raine who?” and “How’d you two meet?”

I fixed a smile onto my face. “I’m Raine Stone. We met when I helped care for his grandfather. I’m a nurse.”

“The nurse and the mogul!” someone called out.

“That’s it for now. You’ll have a full press release about our engagement tomorrow,” Remy said, angling me inside.

White silk tents had been set up in the Cipriani’s ballroom, sectioning the huge space. In the dinner section, countless tables held mouthwatering displays of food. There were also so many tall, gorgeous flower arrangements I fought the urge to take pictures of. In the main section of the ballroom, the soaring ceiling was lit by a mystic light show haloing acrobats and aerial silk performers. They flitted from perches suspended several stories above the dance floor, and each time they did one of their graceful, gravity-defying leaps, a scattering of tiny stars trailed behind them before fading away.

“Ooh, three-D computerized effects,” I heard someone say.

Or it was magic out in the open, and the human people here only assumed there was a technological explanation.

I wished Angela could see this, but I’d told her not to come. I couldn’t say it was because there might be a dragon fight, so I’d just said, “This event is so I can meet all of Remy’s rich cronies. I’d skip it myself if I could, but I’m stuck. We’ll hold a private engagement party with just close family soon.”

“Remington!” someone said. “I must meet your new fiancée.”

Thus started a throng of introductions. It didn’t take long to realize I’d told Angela the truth. Most of the people here were financial big shots. I received a lot of leers from the men and many envious glances from the women, especially at my new dress. Remy had made it less than an hour ago, when he arrived at his New York hotel wearing a black tuxedo with a split white mask made famous by the villain in The Phantom of the Opera.

“What do you want your gown’s theme to be?” he’d asked me.

“Embers.” I had risen out of them as a teen because of the Beast, and I’d done it again today after dragons tried to either light me up or burn me down.

Remy had turned fireplace ashes, a handful of necklaces, and a gauzy drape into a sleeveless, plunging gown. The bodice was made entirely from wide platinum bands that glimmered like sunlit smoke before darkening into ashen-colored ruffles on the voluminous skirt. Charcoal tips gave those ruffled swirls an ombré effect, resembling darker tendrils of smoke, and hints of amber peeked out from beneath the layers like the glowing flicker of fading flames.

Yeah, I’d stare at this dress, too, if I wasn’t the one wearing it.

When there was finally a pause in introductions, I pulled on the Beast’s power to see our guests through its eyes. At once, the ballroom became filled with a fog machine of gray. Many of the auras were streaked with vermilion, with only an occasional blue hue or bright flash illuminating the gloom.

“They’re … mostly terrible people,” I whispered to Remy. “Their auras look like a volcanic ash cloud.”

Remy snorted. “They’re the one percent of the one percent. Of course they’re mostly terrible. I didn’t need you to tell me about their auras. Our real guests are now arriving.”

“Remington,” a woman’s voice said.

We turned back toward the entrance. A tall, statuesque Black woman walked toward us. Her dark hair was upswept, and her feathery white gown was sleeveless and low-cut, showing off her deep-brown skin. Her train had an elegant bustle that looked like two folded-up white wings, and hints of black and orange decorated the front of her bodice.

“Swan?” I guessed when she reached us.

Her red lips parted in a stunning smile. “Yes.”

Remy smiled back. “Jessica, so pleased you could make it. Allow me to introduce Raine Stone, my fiancée and céile.”

That right there told me Jessica wasn’t another rich human. This was the first time Remy had used the word céile tonight.

“Raine, this is Jessica Torres, Warden of the Southeast Territories,” Remy went on, confirming that.

“A pleasure,” I said as I shook Jessica’s hand.

Her smile held a hint of mischief. “A shock,” she replied, winking at Remy. “I thought this one would never settle down. My own céile wanted to be here, but the twins have a soccer match tonight, so he had to stay behind.”

A soccer match? That sounded so … normal.

“Give my love to Sheldon and the girls,” Remy said, kissing her cheek. “I can’t believe they’re already fifteen.”

“Neither can I.” Jessica’s smile didn’t slip, but something sad flickered in her dark umber eyes.

Suddenly I remembered what Remy had said when he told me about his own shockingly normal childhood. Potential Warden traits are very rare, and can skip several generations. Why tell every Warden’s descendant about magic, hidden lands, and supernatural creatures when in all likelihood, those descendants will live a normal human life?

Jessica’s teen daughters probably had no idea that their mother was a Warden of the Southeast Territories. Chances were, her kids had no idea what a Warden was at all.

“If it isn’t the protectors of the entire East Coast,” a new, mocking voice said.

A man strode toward us, wearing a silvery webbed mask covering his eyes, nose, and cheekbones. More silver webbing decorated his long black tailcoat, and he had a spider pendant in the cravat at his throat. He was white, with a square jaw and dark brown hair long enough to touch his shoulders. Hazel eyes raked me before settling on Jessica and Remy.

“Owen.” Remy’s tone was casual. “How good of you to come.”

A dark brown brow arched above the top of his mask. “You damn near summoned the lot of us, so don’t hide behind politeness now.” He paused to give me another raking glance. “At least the view is worth the flight.”

“‘The view’ has a name,” I said before Remy could speak. I’d been not-so-subtly objectified for the past two hours. I wasn’t about to let someone be a dick about it to my face. “It’s Raine. I’d say charmed to meet you, but that’s likely doubtful.”

Owen laughed, taking the hand I extended. Instead of shaking it, he raised it to his lips. I tensed, about to yank it back if I felt a wet kiss, but he only air-kissed the space above my skin.

“I can honestly say I’m charmed to meet you,” he replied. “I love salty women. Just ask all my exes.”

“Raine, this is Owen Geralt, Warden of the Great Lakes Territories,” Remy said.

That made him Remy’s neighbor, considering Remy had said he was Warden of the entire Northeast. Did that mean they split some of New York and Pennsylvania? If so, which parts?

East and west, I immediately answered my own question. Otherwise, Owen’s acerbic greeting about Remy and Jessica protecting the entire East Coast made no sense.

“Jessica, you’re exquisite as always,” Owen said, finally releasing my hand. He didn’t take hers, though, and Remy didn’t extend his. Were they uneasy allies? Or frenemies?

“And you’re already on my nerves, like always,” Jessica said with another dazzling smile.

Owen laughed. “Told you I loved the salty ones,” he said to me. “Soon she’ll tire of Sheldon and come back to me.”

“Never,” Jessica said without losing a watt of her smile.

Owen clutched his chest. “That hurt me right here.”

“Then you’re fine. You have no heart,” Remy said dryly.

I gave Owen a sharper look. Was Remy being sarcastic? Or did Owen belong to a species that didn’t have hearts?

“There was a supernatural attack in the Maryland part of the Allegheny Mountain range earlier today,” Remy went on.

Owen’s smirk vanished. In a second, I felt like I was looking at a different person. “The campers? Or the wildfire?”

“The campers,” Remy replied, surprising me. When he said “attack,” I thought for sure he meant the dragons lightning-bombing us. “That was no bear that killed them.”

“Then what was it, and why am I hearing this from you?” Owen asked in a dangerously smooth voice.

Remy smiled. “The latter is a question for your own people. As to the former, a beithíoch killed them.”

The Beast punched me in the sternum. At least, that’s what it felt like. I clutched my stomach while giving Remy a fraught look. Why would he call it by its true name? He of all people knew what would happen when a Warden did that!

“Are you all right?” Jessica asked, touching my shoulder.

Owen didn’t even glance at me. “I heard there were several body parts on scene. Beithíochs generally don’t leave those.”

Punch, punch, punch!

“This isn’t the beithíoch’s first attack, either,” Remy went on as if he had no idea how this would affect me. Inner stomps felt like the Beast was kicking in my rib cage, but I was holding it down and it was staying down.

I started to breathe a little more normally.

“It killed several people two weeks ago,” Remy continued. “Left them dismembered just like the campers, and once again, there were ashes at the scene from where it changed hosts.”

Owen’s mouth tightened. “I heard rumors that an off-worlder had succeeded in summoning a new beithíoch, but I didn’t believe them. Every few decades someone tries, but it rarely works. Why, I even heard that your grandmother tried to summon one once.”

Punch, kick, stomp!

“Those who attempt such summonings usually die, because the magic is so primal it backfires,” Jessica said. “Still, people keep risking it to either become a beithíoch or control one.”

Remy didn’t look surprised. He’d told me there was another Beast on his lands, but he hadn’t said it was a “new” one that had been recently summoned. Or that his own grandmother had tried to do that. Was that how she’d died? I realized I’d never gotten around to asking about the details. So, Juli had managed to summon a new Beast, and then it killed her.

“Yet someone clearly succeeded,” Remy noted. “What else did you hear about this new summoning, Owen?”

Owen gave him a sardonic smile. “I expect I owe you this. The Allegheny Mountains are close to my lands, so this attack threatens me, too. Very well, I heard that someone—I don’t know who—twisted what was left of the ancient spells to summon a new beithíoch, except of course the newer ones can’t consume life forces. So, they sustain themselves by feeding on pain and fear.”

“People would definitely feel those while being ripped asunder,” Remy noted in a dispassionate tone. “I wonder if this new beithíoch is also not strong enough to stay in the same host for very long. It’s already switched hosts twice this month.”

“Both would be inconvenient for the beithíoch, but that doesn’t make it any less dangerous,” Jessica said with a sigh. “Or its blood any less potent when it comes to spells. If more people realize there’s been another successful summoning…”

“We’ll be overrun with others copying this method to summon their own beithíochs,” Remy finished.

Now I barely winced at the continued pummeling inside me. If I concentrated hard enough, I could dull most of the pain.

Owen grunted. “The last thing we need is more Warden-killing creatures. Many would already like to see Wardens retired permanently. Why, my own successor told me that other Potentials don’t understand why Wardens safeguard the treaties at all when humans slaughter each other more than the old ruling creatures ever used to.”

Jessica snorted. “Because supernatural dictators are worse than human ones.”

“Exactly,” Owen agreed. “Alexander and Genghis drove our world to its knees when they came here from the other realms. It took multiple Wardens to end their reign, but do the Potentials think about that? No, because history bores them. It bored me, too, but at least I learned from it.”

Jessica sighed again. “As did I.”

I was fascinated. Alexander the Great and Genghis Khan weren’t human? What had they been? Hybrids of some kind?

Owen smiled, suddenly back to the roguish man instead of the dangerous one. “And after this discussion, I need a drink. Care to accompany me, my beauteous Jessica? You can remind me of all my faults while I’ll remind you of all my skills, since we’re both such students of history.”

Jessica shook her head. “You have no shame, Owen.”

He grinned. “Listing my skills already? You’re too kind.”

Remy only chuckled. “I’ll leave you both to it, then.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


As Jessica and Owen walked away, I pulled on the Beast’s vision. Jessica’s aura was midnight blue swirled with silver and red while Owen’s was like a stormy ocean at sunset; gray with blue swells, a few whitecaps, and a halo of scarlet.

“What do you see?” Remy asked, his voice low.

I told him.

He nodded. “As expected.”

Was that good or bad? Their auras were hardly innocent, but compared to Remy’s, Jessica’s and Owen’s were practically benign.

“Why didn’t you warn me you’d be saying that name?”

Remy led me to the dance floor. At a nod from him, the orchestra began playing a ballad version of a contemporary song. Now music covered our voices.

“I only know the box step,” I warned him. And I hadn’t danced since homecoming when I was fifteen, but I left that out.

He smiled down at me. “We’ll manage.”

It might have been the way Remy moved, or how my dress billowed like a cloud of smoke behind me, but I didn’t feel awkward despite our being the only couple on the floor. If I missed a step, Remy subtly redirected me, hiding that. If I turned the wrong way, his body maneuvered mine back into alignment. Figures that he was an excellent dancer. He could do things with his body I’d only read about before, and that had nothing to do with the skill he was showing now.

Soon the dance floor filled with other couples. Remy maneuvered us away from them and drew me closer.

“I knew you’d be strong enough to contain it,” he whispered, answering my earlier question.

“It was still a big gamble,” I whispered back.

Warmth ghosted across my cheek as his lips brushed it. “It’s not a gamble when you’re sure. Now you’re safe, because no one will suspect what’s inside you after Wardens said that name several times in front of you without incident.”

I supposed not. I let out a choppy breath. “You also didn’t tell me you knew that someone was making new Beasts.”

Something dark flashed over his features. “I was going to. It’s just been a busy two weeks since we met.”

Two weeks! I started counting. No matter how my mind rejected it, the math didn’t lie.

“It feels so much longer,” I said in shock.

He drew me closer. “Age teaches that weeks, months, and even years can blend together, but what’s unforgettable are the moments. Some break you, some heal you, some scar you, and some”—his voice deepened—“contain lifetimes within them.”

I believed that. So many of the moments I’d experienced with Remy made the rest of my life feel like a nightmare I’d recently woken up from. To feel this much, this fast was terrifying. I wasn’t just in over my head; I was full-on drowning. That might not be able to kill me in real life, but this version of it could definitely break my heart.

That’s why I had to distance myself emotionally. Not an easy thing to do, considering I was still in his arms and Remy was staring at me with that possessive, burning gaze, but I knew one definite mood kill for both of us.

“Do you think Daegal’s going to show up tonight?”

A hard smile tugged at Remy’s mouth. “He might be too busy. I left several urgent things for him to attend to today.”

If he’d accomplished any of the revenge list he’d mentioned, I had no doubt about that.

“Still, it’s early,” Remy added. “Our real guests are only now arriving. Speaking of that, there’s the Warden of the Northwest Territories.”

I followed his gaze. A blond man strode along the edge of the dance floor, wearing a full-face black mask, shoulder armor, a cloak, and lots of black leather. I’d think he was cosplaying as a Final Fantasy character except the armor looked real, and the way he moved screamed “predator” instead of “cosplayer.”

“How many Wardens are there?” I whispered.

“In America? Less than a dozen. The world? Scores.”

That’s all Remy had time to say before the blond Warden reached us.

“Harland,” Remy greeted him, moving us off the dance floor. “Good of you to make it tonight.”

“I wouldn’t miss this, Remington,” Harland said in a deep voice. Was that an accent I heard? If it was, it was so faint I couldn’t place it. “And you must be Raine Stone.”

Every inch of Harland’s skin was covered, so I couldn’t see anything except his eyes. They were so dark, flat, and fathomless they reminded me of a shark’s.

I held out my hand. “A pleasure.”

Harland shook it, the leather from his glove cool against my skin. “You have to be quite the woman to make Remington relinquish his only céile bestowment so quickly.”

Only?

“She is,” Remy said, tracing his fingers down my bare arms.

His touch was distracting, but now I remembered Zenobia had said something similar when she barged in on our meeting with Daegal. It hadn’t registered then, but now I was shaken.

Remy had said that céile meant “partner.” He’d also said we’d only be faking this relationship for a year, tops. How could I be his “only” céile bestowment, then?

“I’m sure she is, but why the rush?” Harland said. “You’ve been single for decades. Now, I barely made it to your engagement party because you only gave twelve hours’ notice. Is there more happy news?” he added with a glance at my midsection.

“Hell no,” I burst out while realizing that we hadn’t used protection yesterday. How had I forgotten that? I always insisted on condoms because I couldn’t trust birth control pills, shots, or IUDs when I shared my body with a supernatural stowaway that could negate all of them.

Harland snorted. “That was emphatic. Not fond of children?”

Sure, I liked kids, but if I got pregnant, I might be carrying a Baby Beastie that could burst out of my body like one of those creatures from the many Alien movies.

“We’re not ready for children,” Remy said with much more aplomb. “We’re enjoying having each other all to ourselves.”

“Of course,” Harland said in an I-don’t-care tone. “I wish you every happiness. Is that Owen and Jessica by the bar?”

“Probably,” Remy said. “They went to get drinks.”

That black leather mask moved as Harland smiled. “Think I’ll join them, then. Raine, the pleasure is mine. Remington, finish your dance. I’m sure we’ll talk again later tonight.”

“Of course,” Remy said.

Harland left.

I bit my tongue and tried to count to ten. I made it to seven before I said, “Tell me you’ve had a vasectomy, used an invisible condom, or did something magically similar yesterday.”

Remy’s brows rose. “A little late to ask—”

“Fuck!” I burst out.

Several heads turned. I didn’t care. I was too panicked.

“But the answer is yes,” Remy went on, his mouth quirking as he led us away. “To the magically similar part, at least.”

Relief nearly made my knees give out. “Thank God.”

That brought up the céile issue. I was about to voice it when Remy said, “What do you see when you look at Harland?”

Right. I was supposed to scope out all the Wardens, among other people. Eyes, I thought to the Beast.

Colors suddenly shot out from all the dancers Harland was walking past, but his aura was the most notable. It haloed him in dark, murky grays and bleeding scarlets.

“He’s bad,” I said quietly. “Like, watch-your-back bad.”

Remy sighed. “I’m not surprised.”

I had questions about that, too, but I probably couldn’t ask them here. Besides, my other question took priority.

“Can you only share your ‘partner’ power once?”

Remy gave me a sharp look. Then he drew us farther away from the crowded parts of the ballroom.

“Three times,” he said as we walked along the wall. I was relieved until he went on. “Once for your successor, once for your chief advisor, and once for your beloved.”

I felt like I was spinning, and not in a good way. “Mandal’s your chief advisor, so that’s gone. You need a successor, so if you haven’t doled that out yet, you’ll have to, and you shared your ‘beloved’ one with me. How could you give that up?”

Remy led us to a small staircase at the farthest corner of the ballroom. A tuxedoed attendant bowed and backed away from the landing. Odd. Was this area normally off-limits?

“I’m a Warden,” Remy said once we were climbing the staircase. It was empty, so maybe this was an off-limits area. “You heard the lengths people will go to in order to become a Beast or use one for themselves. No matter the cost, I couldn’t leave you with all that power and no way to control it.”

No matter the cost …

The words rang through me. Yes, Remy had given me a way to control the Beast. He’d also protected me so I could survive to keep controlling it. I’d always be grateful for that … and he was smart enough to know it.

The staircase ended at a wide aisle that overlooked the ballroom like an indoor balcony. We were the only ones here, and at this height, we were almost level with the silk and trapeze artists. They continued their gravity-defying leaps, twines among the silks, and spins above the main ballroom.

“Yes, now you don’t have to worry about my Beast being used against you,” I whispered. “In fact, I’ve repeatedly used its power for you. I’ll keep doing that because I owe you, so if you’ve been doing the … the other stuff to cement my loyalty, you don’t have to. And if you ever want your ‘beloved’ power back, I’ll give it to you, because otherwise, if you fall in love with someone, you’ll have to watch her grow old and die.”

“Depends on the species,” Remy said after a pause. “Many of them aside from humans are very long-lived.”

If Daegal was over a thousand years old, that was certainly true of dragons. Yet Zenobia had almost claimed that last céile spot for herself, and she hadn’t needed it to avoid aging.

“Why did you break up with Zenobia?” I asked, and then immediately regretted it. He didn’t owe me an explanation.

If Remy was offended by the question, nothing in his expression gave it away. “She failed the test I gave her.”

“What test?” I couldn’t be expected to let that one alone.

He sighed. “Zenobia began seeing me shortly after I became Warden. I knew that Daegal wanted my lands. I also knew dragons would do anything for family, so I was aware that Zenobia’s interest in me wasn’t merely romantic. I exploited our relationship to feed her disinformation for Daegal, but at some point her feelings for me became real, as did mine for her.”

Punch, stomp, punch!

This time, it wasn’t the Beast trying to free itself. It was my heart taking the beating. Remy had just admitted that he’d romantically exploit someone if it suited his purposes. Yes, Zenobia had done it to him first, but he could have stayed away from her! Not done it better and more thoroughly!

“So, I gave her a chance to prove she’d never betray me again,” Remy went on. “I offered to make her my céile if she publicly renounced her loyalty to both dragons and her family.”

“That’s extreme,” I muttered, still fighting the pain.

His mouth tightened. “There’s a reason Wardens were first made from humans. We can’t be another species to avoid the appearance of favoritism. We also can’t marry another species without them first renouncing their loyalty to it. Zenobia knew that. Her refusal showed she didn’t truly regret her initial deception with me. It also showed that Zenobia was willing to risk my being unseated as Warden because of her, if my offer was genuine. It wasn’t, but Zenobia didn’t know that. As I said, it was a test, but her refusal to renounce her family meant that she still intended to weaken my position as Warden, thus still assisting Daegal’s attempts to claim my territories.”

Wow. Remy was ice-cold. And so were Daegal and Zenobia.

Dragons never refuse family, Daegal had taunted Remy. It’s what ended your engagement when Zenobia was your future céile.

I hadn’t realized how vicious Daegal was being, flaunting how Zenobia never stopped being his spy despite Remy giving her a chance to atone for it.

And which Remy was I with now? The one who would fuck Zenobia just to out-manipulate her? Or the one who was willing to forgive a betrayal if his betrayer was truly remorseful?

I hoped it was the latter, but I didn’t know. That’s why my feelings for him were so problematic. To cover my conflicting emotions, I smiled as if I wasn’t getting battered by my inner turmoil.

“Well, then I’m glad you didn’t waste your céile bestowment on Zenobia, and again, I’ll give mine back if you need it.”

“You can’t,” Remy said with a slanted look. “Once that power is given, only the recipient’s death can return it.”

“Then how could you do that?” I burst out, losing my blasé act. “You could live another two-hundred-plus years!”

Remy shrugged. “It’s no more a sacrifice than others have made. Mandal gave up his chance to grow old with the man he loved when he took the power to become my chief advisor over sixty years ago. You gave up the same chance, too.”

What? “I wasn’t in love with anyone.”

Remy’s smile was a brief, grim slash. “You could be, later. You knew if you took my power, you’d live an unusually long life. You also knew you’d be chaining yourself to the monster you despised for the entirety of that extended life, and still, you didn’t hesitate. If you’re going to be impressed by someone’s sacrifice, Raine, you should start with your own.”

I looked away. “My life was already shit. I could never have any real relationships, so I wasn’t giving up much.”

Before I knew it, I was backed against the wall. Remy was so close that his face was all I could see.

“Don’t ever disrespect the things you denied yourself to keep others safe.” Each word landed like a soft, heated blow. “Kings and queens don’t show that same devotion, and you did it since you were a teenager. And no, I’m not fucking you to manipulate you, since you obviously keep wondering that. I’m doing it because I can barely keep my hands off you.”

Before I could reply, his mouth devoured mine like he’d been poisoned and my lips were the only antidote. And I fucking loved it. I plunged my hands into his hair to hold him closer. His grip tightened, and then I was lifted until our faces were level. His hips pinned me against the wall, keeping me aloft with the pressure from his body. Then his hands ran over all my skin that the magically fitted dress revealed.

My fingers fisted in his hair. He was already hard. Feeling that long, thick length made me want to rip off both our clothes, and if his kiss were any hotter, I’d be incinerated by it. I arched my hips, rubbing against him. Lights seemed to explode in me at the friction.

“I want you so much,” I moaned against his mouth.

“Do that again, and you’ll have me,” he warned roughly.

If that was a dare, I was taking it. No one else was up here, and the trapeze and silk artists were too busy not falling to pay us any mind. I ran my hands down his back, gripping his ass while I hiked my leg up. It brought his cock even tighter against me, until he had to feel my heat through our clothes.

“Do what?” I breathed into his mouth. “This?” As I ground against him once more.

His growl felt like he was lashing my clit with his tongue. My moan choked off into a gasp. I’d wanted him before, but now I was aching for him, especially when I felt him yank up my dress by the fistful. His hot, bare hands ran along my thighs before he gripped them to lift me even higher—

“Ahem.”

I froze.

“Seriously?” Remy all but snarled against my neck.

“I could let you continue,” Mandal said coolly, “but then you wouldn’t know that Lord Morsyn just arrived.”

Ice replaced my desire. The dragon had come after all.






CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Remy set me on my feet and began straightening my gown. I couldn’t even muster up a blush as I looked over his shoulder at Mandal. It felt like all the blood left my face—and other parts of me—to thump painfully through my heart.

“Did he look pissed?” I asked Mandal.

He wasn’t wearing a mask, so I saw every nuance of Mandal’s jaded expression as he said, “He certainly wasn’t smiling.”

“I won’t let him hurt you,” Remy said, giving my voluminous skirt a final tug. Now all of it was back on the ground.

I snorted. “I’m not worried about me. I’m not the one who pissed in several bowls of his proverbial cornflakes today.”

“Only after he pissed in mine,” Remy replied calmly. “Mandal, you know what to do. Raine, you can stay up here while I go see him.”

I snorted again. “Like hell.”

Remy gave me the briefest smile. “I thought not.” He extended his arm. “Shall we?”

I took his arm. “Looks like it.”

Remy walked us to the opposite side of the walkway that acted like a large balcony over the ballroom. There was another staircase there, and he took the steps in a confident, unhurried manner. He even had a little smile on his face. Meanwhile, I drew on all my experience to school my features into controlled competence to hide my anxiety.

These dragons were easy to kill.… Daegal’s over a thousand years old, and one of the most powerful dragons alive.…

I pushed those thoughts back. They might be true, but they also wouldn’t help. Besides, even if Remy wasn’t a powerful Warden who’d vowed to keep me safe, I’d already killed one dragon today. If Daegal tried to slaughter Remy, me, or anyone else, I’d go for two or die trying.

This staircase ended near the orchestra, which was tucked into a discreet corner by the front of the ballroom. As soon as we walked around the musicians, I realized Mandal must’ve had exterior spotters notify him the moment Daegal pulled up, because the dragon entered the ballroom right as we looked toward the stately Grecian pillars framing its entrance.

At first, I didn’t think Daegal was wearing a costume. No mask shielded his features, and his black suit with scarlet braiding looked vaguely military. Then he spotted us and his strides increased, billowing his long red cloak behind him. Its hem split, rising up around him in twin arcs shot through with flames that seemed to eat through the plain red fabric. By the time Daegal reached us, his cloak had transformed into a pair of large, fiery wings.

Okay, he was evil, but that was cool.

“Lord Morsyn,” Remy said. “How kind of you to join us.”

Daegal looked at the opulent ballroom with its aerial performers, mystic light show, orchestra, silken dining tents, and stunning flower displays.

“What an unimpressive gathering. I remember the balls your grandmother used to throw. Those were a real sight to behold. This is yet another way that you pale in comparison to Juli.”

I blinked. Of all the things I’d expected from the dragon, being a petty little bitch wasn’t one of them.

Remy only smiled. “My grandmother did throw extravagant balls, but that’s not all she was renowned for. Juli also gave some of her guests personalized gifts. That’s a tradition I’ve decided to follow, so here are the gifts I’ve personally prepared for you.”

Several tuxedoed attendants cleared a large area around Daegal. I soon saw why. Even more attendants approached the dragon, all carrying white satin boxes. They set those boxes near the dragon’s feet, until Daegal was soon surrounded, as if they were presents and he was a Christmas tree.

Remy’s icy smile made me bite my lip. Earlier he’d said something about returning Daegal’s dragons to him, but none of these boxes were big enough to hold a body. Unless…?

No. Remy was pissed, but he wouldn’t be that twisted.

Daegal’s brow arched as he picked up the nearest box. He flipped up its lid and looked inside—

“You fucking bastard,” Daegal snarled.

Oh shit, Remy was that twisted!

“What’s wrong?” Remy asked in a ringing voice. “These dragons attacked me, as evidenced by the mess they left on my side of the Allegheny Mountain range. But you would never authorize that, right? If you did, that means war. If they went rogue and betrayed you, you should be grateful that I took care of them for you. So, either thank me or admit that you failed to assassinate me in a pathetic attempt to commandeer my lands.”

Gasps sounded in the ballroom.

“Dragons?” I heard a few people say in confusion.

That’s right, most of the guests were human. Remy would have a hard time explaining this to his bigwig friends.

Red crept up Daegal’s collar, darkening his pale skin with rage. I didn’t dare look at him through the Beast’s gaze right now. I could already feel it coiling within me. If I drew on its power to see Daegal, the Beast might burst out at the first glimpse of the dragon’s bloodred aura or huge, spectral wings.

“Well?” Remy challenged him. “Which is it?”

Setreg moved to my right, as silent as a shadow.

Daegal’s gaze flicked to him and narrowed in contempt.

Jessica and Owen strolled over to Remy’s left. Owen was still drinking from a mostly empty glass, and he rested an elbow on Remy’s shoulder like they were hanging out in a bar instead of representing a united wall of Wardens in front of Daegal.

“’Fraid I drained the last of the ’69 Macallan,” Owen said with a contented belch. Then he glanced at Daegal as if he’d just noticed the dragon standing there. “Ah, Lord Morsyn.” Owen raised his glass in salute. “Helluva party, right?”

Daegal’s lips curled into a sneer. “As I said, I’ve attended much better. As for you, Remington,” he almost spat his name, “of course I had nothing to do with any attack on you.”

Tension escaped me like water gushing from a geyser. There wouldn’t be a fight! The dragon was actually backing down!

“But you can forget my thanking you,” Daegal went on. “You know you shouldn’t have interfered in a dragon’s affairs. I would have punished these traitors myself for their betrayal.”

The arch of Remy’s brow said “bullshit” loud and clear. “It’s hardly interference to eliminate those trying to kill me.”

“And that’s why I’ll forgive … this,” Daegal said with an incensed look at the elegant satin packages.

Forgive? What an arrogant ass—

“You,” a man’s voice said with shaking fury.

Remy’s head whipped around. Shock creased his features as a tall, gray-haired man pushed his way through the crowd.

I didn’t recognize him at first. His perfectly coiffed hair, striding gait, imperious expression … nothing was the same. Only when he got close enough for me to see that his eyes were periwinkle blue did I realize I was looking at Brendan.

Brendan, wearing a suit that was made this decade, let alone this century. Brendan, whose body seemed to have gained height and muscle even though I realized it was just him standing up straight. Brendan, staring at Daegal with so much naked violence, it made the Beast’s gaze overtake mine.

And oh my God, Brendan’s aura. It was no longer the dazzling white that had so surprised me when I first saw it. It was now swirled with grays, blues, purples, and reds that grew as he raised a fist and swung it at Daegal.

“You got Juli killed!”

Remy grabbed his grandfather’s arm, stopping the punch before it landed. Daegal was so shocked, he hadn’t even moved.

“Brendan?” he said in disbelief.

Jessica and Owen also exchanged amazed glances. Even Setreg rocked back on his heels.

“Let me go,” Brendan ordered Remy.

Remy gave me a single glance that no one else noticed because they were too busy staring at Brendan. Then Remy hauled his grandfather against him and clapped a hand over his mouth.

“You’re confused,” Remy muttered. “Let’s get you home.”

But Brendan wasn’t confused. For the first time since I’d met him, he had all his mental capacity as he glared his hatred at the dragon. Only Remy’s gaze was more laser-like when it landed on me, shouting a question only I could decipher.

What have you done?






CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


To be fair, until right then, I hadn’t known that I’d done anything. Earlier today, after Remy dropped me off to run his grisly errands, I went to find Brendan. Malina let me see him, of course. She even gave us some privacy.

“Can I try something with you, Brendan?” I’d asked him.

He’d smiled. “Of course.”

I put my hands on his head and closed my eyes, channeling the power I’d recently used to kill into something very different. Heal, I’d thought, picturing Brendan’s mind as a shattered sculpture I could put back together. Heal.

Power raced through me as I imagined those broken pieces melding back together again. Brendan had trembled, but he didn’t speak or try to move. Heal, I thought again. Heal!

The pieces flew, becoming a blur. I couldn’t tell if they were still melding together or were now flying farther apart. I tried again, channeling more power into him—

Brendan pushed me away and rocked unsteadily on his feet.

“What’s wrong?” I’d asked.

He’d held out a hand in a stay there gesture while holding the other one to his head.

I’d held my breath. Please, let this work! Please let me have given his mind back to this sweet, brave man!

“Brendan? Do you remember who you are?”

Brendan had swayed. I’d almost grabbed him when he caught himself, smiled in a heartbreakingly confused way, and said, “Do you want a cheese sandwich? I love cheese sandwiches.”

“Sure,” I’d said, crushed that his gaze was as blank as ever. I’d left soon after sharing that sandwich with him, dejected that I hadn’t been able to help.

Or so I’d thought.

Now a green glow suffused Brendan’s hand as he touched it to Remy’s. Remy’s palm snatched away from Brendan’s mouth and he let out a surprised yelp. A red welt now seared his hand.

“Show some respect to your grandfather, or I’ll use a stronger spell next time,” Brendan snapped.

Emotion spasmed across Remy’s features while I sucked in a gasp. Brendan didn’t just remember that he was pissed at Daegal for reasons unknown. He also remembered, for the first time in decades, that Remy was his grandson.

Remy’s expression cleared back into his impassive Warden mask a second later. “I need you to come with me now, Brendan.”

“Oh, I think not.” The refusal didn’t come from Brendan. It came from Daegal, and the dragon’s tone was downright merry. “The Records Keeper’s mind is healed, as his remembering me, you, Juli, and doing a spell proves. There’s only one thing powerful enough to do that. Beithíoch blood. More specifically, the blood of an original beithíoch. A newer one’s blood wouldn’t work. Juli had already tried that, and it failed.”

“That’s not true,” I snapped.

I hadn’t drawn any of my blood when I tried to heal Brendan’s mind. Except … I still had cuts on my hands from trying to free the pilot. They hadn’t healed yet because I’d gone to see Brendan as soon as I got back to the hotel. I hadn’t even stopped to shower first. So, technically, I did have my blood on my hands when I channeled power into Brendan.

Was that why Brendan’s mind was restored now, and it hadn’t been when I healed his injuries without blood the night we met?

“What would you know, human?” Daegal asked with contempt.

Dammit, I shouldn’t know any of this! I pressed my lips shut while shooting Brendan a don’t say anything! look.

“Except the beithíoch’s host you brought Juli wasn’t unconscious, as you swore when you delivered him to Juli. The cage he was in was also unlocked,” Brendan hissed to Daegal.

“Grandfather, stop,” Remy ground out.

Daegal only laughed. “That’s right, you were there, Brendan! I’d forgotten, since you were drooling on yourself at the time. Well, I thought the host was unconscious, so he must have tricked me, too. And the cage was working when I left, but more importantly, you just confirmed that I delivered an original beithíoch to Juli and she accepted it. Now, its power has healed you, Brendan. That means I fulfilled my part of the agreement with the Warden of the Northeast, and now, Remington,” Daegal’s smile was pure poison, “you are obligated to fulfill your part as the Northeast’s current Warden.”

Daegal shook his arm like he was flinging excess water from it. A long scroll unrolled out of his forearm, its ink glittering like rubies against the ivory parchment.

“You just carry that around with you?” I wondered out loud.

Daegal laughed again. I’d never seen the dragon in such a good mood, which meant we had to be fucked.

“Just like spells can be embedded in skin, so can important contracts. I’ve waited over sixty years to collect on this one, too.”

Remy snatched at the contract. It detached from Daegal’s arm as cleanly as a page torn from a book. Remy scanned it, his brows drawing together like storm clouds as he read.

“I don’t care what that says, Juli was coerced,” Brendan insisted. “Dragons captured me when I was reinforcing a failed ward in the city. That’s why I was forced to wipe my mind. I wouldn’t let Daegal get my secrets since they were his dragons.”

Daegal affected a who, me? look. “You have proof of this?”

Brendan’s face darkened. “Their tails were as thin as a wyvern’s! Only your dragons have tails like those!”

Daegal kicked one of the satin boxes that still rested near his feet. “No proof, no validity in the accusation. Remington knows that. It’s why he delivered proof of my people’s utterly unsanctioned actions by filling these boxes with their remains.”

“Unsanctioned, my ass,” I muttered.

Daegal wagged a finger at me. “Careful, human. You’re now on my lands, and I don’t tolerate disrespect from my lessers.”

“Your lands?” My head swiveled to Remy in shock. “Is that what this contract says?”

Daegal laughed again. “It does! And Juli was very specific. I not only had to deliver an original beithíoch to her. It also had to heal Brendan’s mind. I wasn’t sure anything could, but Juli was convinced that an original would, and the prize was so great I scoured the world looking for one. I thought there were none left, but I finally found one and delivered it to Juli. Then it killed her, and Brendan remained a simpleton … until now, when you must have figured out how to use that same beithíoch to heal Brendan. At last, I can collect on my lands.”

My legs felt like they turned to rubber. “Tell me it doesn’t say that,” I whispered.

Remy’s features looked carved from stone as he glanced up from the long scroll. “I haven’t finished all the clauses yet.”

I felt like I was going to pass out or puke, whichever came first. By using the Beast to heal Brendan, had I inadvertently cost Remy the same territory he’d been entrusted to protect? I had to fix this! I had to.

Suddenly, I knew a way. “But the beithíoch that healed Brendan wasn’t the same one Daegal gave to Juli—”

My mouth stopped working. I tried to finish the sentence and couldn’t. Not only were my lips frozen, my tongue now felt like a concrete slab that was too heavy to lift. The faint buzzing sensation in and around my mouth only confirmed what I saw in Remy’s steely gaze. He’d just gagged me with a spell.

A furious grunt escaped me. It was the only noise I was capable of making.

Daegal snorted as he realized that, too. “I’ve never envied Wardens their magic before, but that spell looks useful. You’ll have to let me borrow it sometime, Remington. Maybe I’ll even trade you back one of your old city blocks for it.”

Fuck you! I tried to say, but only grunts came out.

“I do wonder what she was about to say, though,” Daegal went on, a gleam lighting his gaze. “Although I already know she was lying. You do have the same beithíoch I gave to Juli. As I said, it was the only original one left, and I searched everywhere.”

“That beithíoch escaped after killing Juli,” Remy said tonelessly. “Brendan can confirm that. As you said, he was there.”

Pain sliced into Brendan’s expression. From every account, Juli and Brendan had loved each other deeply. She’d bargained her lands and lost her life in her attempts to heal him. Seeing her death was one memory I wished Brendan hadn’t regained.

“And yet, you must have found that same beithíoch again, because you had it trapped just two weeks ago,” Daegal all but purred. “Don’t bother denying it. I saw a video of you with it.”

If my jaw still worked, it would have dropped. Daegal was behind the breach that hacked into Remy’s security! Thank God he’d only seen Remy and the Beast in the glimpse he’d gotten of that video. Not Remy and me before I transformed into it.

Remy’s smile slid like a razor across his face. “I knew you were behind Travis’s betrayal and the recent spate of my people’s kidnappings. Thank you for publicly confirming that.”

“If I were, it was only to gain the lands that should’ve been mine decades ago,” Daegal said venomously. “But,” his tone lightened, “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Someone brought me a clip of a video. I merely watched it.”

Liar, I silently seethed.

“Liar,” Brendan said out loud, drawing back a hand that now glowed bright green. “And I’ll see you dead before you claim an inch of Juli’s lands—”

Remy said something unintelligible and loud.

Brendan dropped like he’d been Siphoned. Remy caught him with one arm while still holding the scroll with his other hand.

“Sorry, Grandfather,” Remy said through gritted teeth.

Daegal snorted. “Another useful spell, only this time, you waited too long to use it. If you’d done that before he first spoke, I would never have known that his mind had been healed.”

You taunting little BITCH! I thought furiously.

Setreg took Brendan from Remy, who was still reading the scroll-style contract. No wonder he wasn’t done with that yet. It was so long it almost touched the floor.

Jessica and Owen had been not-so-subtly reading it over Remy’s shoulder, too. “This is binding,” Jessica said in a grim tone. “Juli wrote it and signed it in her own blood. I can feel her magic permeating from it. He couldn’t have faked that.”

Owen shook his head. “I feel it, too, though I can’t grasp why Juli would give her entire lands away.”

“Because you’ve never loved someone,” Remy replied without looking up. “Still, I know my grandmother. She left a way out.”

Daegal let out a contemptuous sniff. “No, she didn’t—”

“Clause ninety-two,” Remy said, holding the very bottom of the long scroll up for Owen and Jessica to read.

They did, and then stared at Remy in disbelief.

Daegal laughed. “You’re barely over two hundred. Even if you were my age, you still wouldn’t have half my power. That clause is your way out of living, not your way out of this contract.”

Remy went over and stabbed the contract against Daegal’s chest with his finger. “Clause ninety-two,” he repeated, biting off each word. “You either honor it if I choose to enforce it, or you forfeit the entire contract. And I do choose to enforce it.”

The grunts I made were my way of saying, Someone tell me what the fuck clause ninety-two is!

Daegal’s mouth curved into a thin smile. “Then choose the location, as per the clause.”

“The First Realm,” Remy replied, to a surprised intake of breath from Jessica and Owen.

“You’re going off-world?” Jessica whispered. “To them?”

Daegal’s smile only grew wider. “I’ll see you in the First Realm in twenty-four hours, Remington. And then I’ll kill you.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Daegal left, Setreg carried Brendan away, and Remy started propelling me toward the exit. I thought that signaled the end of the ball, but the other guests remained, many of them talking in hushed tones as they stared after us.

“Take care of the humans,” Remy said to Jessica. “I don’t need them remembering the last twenty minutes.”

She only nodded like that wasn’t a very odd directive.

I would’ve asked what he meant, but I was still mystically gagged. I glared at Remy as we left the ballroom, but then I was distracted by a sparkling fog that rose up around us.

“Don’t breathe once it reaches your face,” Remy warned me, his steps quickening. “It’ll erase your memory of everything that happened over the past twenty minutes.”

I took in a deep breath, since the fog was only at hip height now. Then I held it as Remy and I hurried past the grand staircase and the main hall. By the time we reached the side exit toward the front, the fog was over my head.

We exited through the side door. Once outside, I took in several breaths. Mandal already had the Rolls-Royce pulled up. Setreg was in the front seat and Brendan—still unconscious—was in the back. We ducked into the back, too, and Mandal drove off.

That tingling sensation left my mouth once we were away from the Cipriani. “What the fuck?” were my first words, followed by, “Don’t you ever do that to me again!”

“I had to,” he said coolly. “You were going to out yourself as a Beast, and that would have made tonight even worse.”

“Not when it would have voided the contract I didn’t realize I activated when I healed Brendan’s mind,” I countered. “Did you know about that? No, you couldn’t,” I answered my own question. “Or you never would have made that deal where you traded your power for my trying to heal your grandfather.”

“I didn’t think you’d try it without me,” he gritted out.

“And I didn’t think it mattered if you were there, because we’d already agreed to it! I didn’t know that it had worked, either. Brendan was the same when I left him earlier today.” My voice suddenly softened. “I know you don’t want people to find out what I am, and I understand a lot more about the very real dangers if they did. But now your lands are on the line. Proving I’m the Beast who healed Brendan’s mind when I’m not the same one Daegal gave Juli means their contract isn’t fulfilled—”

“But it is,” Remy interrupted.

“No,” I breathed out. I’d immediately rejected Daegal’s assertion that this Beast was all that was left of the original ones. Now, Remy seemed to be confirming that, and I still didn’t want to believe it. “Tell me I’m not carrying the same Beast that Daegal delivered to Juli all those decades ago!”

Remy merely took my hand. That was answer enough.

I snatched it back. “How can you touch me when the thing inside me murdered your grandmother!”

And mine, and my mother, too. This Beast had wiped out most of my and Remy’s immediate families in addition to countless other people. Now it was causing Remy to lose his lands, too?

“I knew which Beast it was the moment I saw it.” Remy’s gaze was unflinching. “I was there the day Juli died.”

Right, that’s when he heard her prophecy about him “keeping the cage” that held the Beast. I’d thought Juli had meant any Beast. I hadn’t realized she’d been very, very specific.

“Are you sure?” I asked, grasping at straws. “If you only glimpsed the Beast for a second, it might have been a different one. Beasts probably look very similar—”

“They don’t,” Remy interrupted. “Especially ones that came from the original summonings. As Daegal said, there are almost none left. I killed the only other one I found, so I know that they’re much darker than the newly summoned ones. I also got a good look at your particular Beast decades ago when I had to fight it off to keep its claws from turning Juli into ashes. Then I tried to save her instead of finishing that battle, which is how it got away.”

No wonder it had been so pissed when Remy trapped it that day at his hotel. The Beast must have recognized him, too.

“It tried to kill you twice,” I whispered. “It’ll try a third time, too, if it ever gets out near you. How can you stand to have me in the same room with you, let alone anything else?”

“Because you are not it.” Remy’s voice was whiplike. “Knowing which Beast it was only made me respect you more. It’s harder to control one of the originally summoned beithíochs. They’re much more powerful. The newer ones might excel at violence and brute strength, but they fail at sensing other Beasts, consuming life forces, and the power to heal. You bent an original Beast to your will, and it’s that unbreakable spirit I see when I look at you, Raine. Not anything else.”

Brendan’s groan cut off the sudden urge I had to throw my arms around Remy. I didn’t know how he could so thoroughly separate me from the monster inside me. I hadn’t even been able to do that yet. One day maybe I would, but it wasn’t today.

“My head,” Brendan groaned, holding it as he sat up.

“Sorry about that,” Remy said, helping him into the seat. I scooted over, giving them more room.

Brendan gave Remy a baleful look. “You’re not sorry.” Even his voice was completely different; a commanding baritone instead of his former tremulous cadence. “But I’m still your grandfather, so if you do anything like that again, I know spells that will put you in hard time-out for over a year.”

Remy’s laugh ended in a harsh sound. “How I’ve missed you.”

Brendan held Remy to him in a tight hug. “I saw, lad.” Now his Irish accent was thicker from emotion. “Everything you did for me, all the ways you protected me … all these years, I saw.”

I choked back a sob. I’d give anything to have my mom or grandmother back like this. I hoped it didn’t end up costing Remy his territories, but if it did, and it was me, I’d consider the price a bargain.

“I had no idea you were still in there.” Remy’s voice was ragged. “Everyone said that what you did was irreparable. If I’d known you were trapped inside your own mind, watching us…” Remy drew back. His eyes were very bright. “Nani knew, didn’t she? We thought her denials were caused by grief, but she knew.”

Brendan gave a short, sharp nod. “After she used a new beithíoch’s blood trying to heal me, for a minute, I was myself again. Then my spell overcame it, and I was lost once more. But in that brief minute, she knew that I was still in there.”

Remy let out a harsh laugh. “That’s why she went to such extremes, including her bargain to get an original Beast. They can heal, while the newly summoned ones can’t.”

Brendan let Remy go with a final pat. “Yes, but an original beithíoch’s host must want to wield that power. Their blood alone isn’t enough if magic is trying to overcome magic, nor is their will alone sufficient when it’s magic versus magic.”

Remy looked at me. “That’s why your blood didn’t immediately break the blocking spell that was keeping me from finding Ellie. But you willed it to work, didn’t you? I saw your face when it failed. You were so stricken, you held on to the kettle for support, and that kettle was covered in your blood.”

Wow, he was right. I’d gripped the kettle and thought that we needed the spell to work right now. And then it did.…

Brendan grunted. “Blood, magic, and will. Those three were behind the creation of the original beithíochs. Only when all three are present can an original beithíoch’s full power be utilized. Juli was very clever to figure that out. It wasn’t in any of the ancient scrolls, probably because none of the original hosts were interested in anything beyond having more power to kill.”

They were both silent a minute, remembering the woman who’d meant so much to them. Then Brendan turned to me.

“Thank you, lass. When we met and you used the beithíoch’s power to mend me, I knew I finally had a chance. When did you figure out that you also needed blood and will to fully heal my mind?”

“I didn’t,” I said softly. “My hands were cut up from something else. That’s why my blood was on them when I tried to heal you again today.”

Brendan let out a bark of laughter. “All the knowledge in the world can’t compare to luck sometimes. This truth has humbled Records Keepers for generations.”

“Yes, you were a Records Keeper for six centuries,” Remy said. “And you cast that spell after Daegal’s people kidnapped you. What was Daegal trying to learn that was so damaging you gave yourself a magical lobotomy to keep him from discovering it?”

“I,” Brendan began, and then stopped, rubbing his head as if a migraine had suddenly come on.

“What’s wrong?” Remy asked at once.

I snapped into nursing mode, checking Brendan’s face for any sudden drooping on one side. Nothing, good. Now … “Brendan, do you feel any numbness or tingling?”

He dropped his hands to give me a wry look. “I’m not having a stroke. I’m frustrated. The spell I cast fried away parts of my memory entirely. I know there’s something on Juli’s lands that Daegal wants, but I don’t remember what it is.”

Remy’s exhale came through a clenched jaw. “Do you happen to remember where it is?”

After a moment, Brendan shook his head. “I must have been thinking of it when I enacted the spell. It’s meant to eradicate whatever’s in the forefront of your mind, and to bury the rest beneath your reach. That’s why it’s so powerful, and so rarely used.”

Remy growled with his own frustration. The sound scratched against my skin like a graze of claws. “Whatever Daegal wants must be very powerful, too. And ancient. Otherwise, Juli would’ve known what it was, and told me about it when she warned me that Daegal would be coming for our lands.”

Brendan took Remy’s hand. “As Records Keeper, there were many things I couldn’t tell Juli, but I must have hinted at this one. She wouldn’t have done what she did to you otherwise. It was wrong of her, but she needed you to be strong enough to hold Daegal off so he never gets whatever is hidden on your lands.”

Remy’s jaw flexed and his gaze hardened. This was clearly a touchy subject. Maybe Brendan was referring to how Juli forced Remy to become the new Warden. If so, no wonder Remy looked upset. That had been a terrible betrayal of Remy’s free will, no matter how noble Juli’s intentions.

“What’s done is done” was all Remy said.

I’d been holding off because this was the first real moment Remy had had with his grandfather in over sixty years, but I couldn’t wait any longer. “What is clause ninety-two?”

“Is this something I missed?” Setreg asked. That’s right, he’d been busy hustling Brendan out of the ballroom when Remy found that clause and demanded its enforcement.

Brendan stared at Remy. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Yes,” Remy said flatly.

Brendan sighed. “See? I told you that’s why Juli did it. You wouldn’t stand a chance against Daegal otherwise.”

My temper flared. “What is the damn clause already? And if you even think of lying to me, Remington Byrne, I’ll find a spell for the world’s most scorching case of hemorrhoids and use my freaky ‘blood and will’ abilities to give them to you!”

Both Remy’s brows shot up.

Brendan laughed. “No wonder you like her. Juli could be vicious, too, when the circumstances warranted it.”

“Clause ninety-two,” I repeated.

“It’s the right to contest the entire contract via trial by combat,” he replied.

I knew what that meant. I just didn’t want to believe it. Still, nothing else made sense with Daegal’s ominous parting comment. “You and Daegal will fight to the death over who gets your lands?”

Setreg whistled. “Juli was clever, indeed. Are you permitted to have a second in this combat?”

Remy met his gaze. “The clause requires seconds.”

Setreg’s smile bloomed across his face. “Then I insist.”

“And I accept,” Remy said with a smaller, harder smile. “You’re one of the few who knows what needs to be done.”

Oh, I knew, too. He’d try to hit Daegal with the Flay spell. It had killed over half a dozen dragons in one shot, so it should be strong enough to take out Big Daddy Dragon, too. But Remy had needed a few minutes to cast that spell, and Daegal wasn’t going to sit back and give him those minutes. Setreg also had to be far enough away to not get torn inside out, too. And all that was only if Daegal didn’t kill them both first.

“We’re here,” Mandal said, speaking for the first time since we’d gotten into the Rolls.

I looked out the tinted windows. We were back at Remy’s New York City hotel. Valets rushed to open the car’s doors. I hit the Lock button before they could touch the handles.

“Wait,” I said. “You’re his chief advisor, Mandal. I can’t be the only one thinking that if Remy dies, Daegal still gets his lands, and then no one’s left to stop him from finding and using this secret object. Don’t you think the better option is for Remy to forgo clause ninety-two and live to fight another day? There has to be some other way for him to get his lands back.”

“Even if I did think that,” Mandal said with a sigh, “Remy won’t withdraw his challenge. His mind is made up.”

“It is,” Remy said, staring at me.

I unlocked the doors and got out before the valet could open my door. Then I strode toward the hotel. I wanted to walk right by it and keep going until I walked off some of my fury, but this gothic ball gown with its sweeping skirt and platinum bodice was already drawing too many stares.

My teeth ground as I felt a hand on my elbow. Remy had snuck up on me faster and quieter than my own shadow.

“Good luck, lad,” I heard Brendan say from behind us.

Oh, Remy didn’t need luck. He needed to look at this situation without the arrogance, pride, or recklessness that made him want to continue on this deadly course.

Mandal might think Remy’s mind was made up, but I had twenty-four hours to change it, and I was damn sure going to try.






CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


We went to Remy’s private elevator. Brendan, Setreg, and Mandal stayed in the lobby even though they’d need this elevator to reach the private floors of this hotel, too. My teeth ground again. Did they think I was going to start screaming and throwing a fit? Oh, no. That was the fastest way to get someone to stop listening to you. Not to start.

I said nothing as the elevator doors closed, shutting them and the lobby off from my view. Remy entered his thumbprint onto the screen and we started zooming up. After dozens of floors, the doors opened to that wall of fog that Remy had to part before I could touch it without getting zapped. I remained silent as we walked through the three-story library with its stunning, stained-glass furniture and magic moths, and then I sat on one of the couches to take off my heels.

“Thank you,” Remy said.

I glanced up. “For what? The silent treatment? Someone your age should know that men are supposed to pretend they don’t like that, not thank a woman for doing it.”

The barest smile touched his mouth. “For healing Brendan. I didn’t think it could be done. Even if I’d known that it might cost me my lands, I would never have let him stay imprisoned by his own mind, forced to watch as life passed him by.”

Some of the rage leaked out of me. I couldn’t help but rejoice over Brendan’s healing, too, no matter the complications. I’d seen too many lives ravaged by cognitive decline, and I’d never been able to reverse its effects before.

“I’m glad it worked, too. I’ve tried before with dementia patients, to no avail. But I never used my own blood first, of course. Brendan’s illness was also magic-based, not medical, and I was all juiced up on dragon essence, so I thought I should make the most of that extra power with another try.” I let out a short laugh. “If only I’d waited until after the ball, right?”

Remy’s smile didn’t slip. “Then you wouldn’t be you.”

Harsh laughter left me. “You know me so well already?”

He took a step closer. “How many times would I need to see you help someone in need before I realized it’s who you are?”

I wouldn’t let him flatter me out of my fury over his hardheadedness. It was the only thing holding me together. “It could just be my ‘addiction’ to the Beast’s power, remember?”

He took another step closer. “You became addicted because you refused to stop helping people. Not the other way around.”

“Anyone with this power would’ve done the same.”

Another step. “I know for a fact that isn’t true.”

“Then you haven’t been around many nurses,” I said sharply. Dammit, without my rage to block it, my fear kept rising, as vicious and relentless as the Beast at its worst.

I’ll see you in the First Realm in twenty-four hours, Remington. And then I’ll kill you.

Remy looked so strong, so confident, so alive, but what was strong could be broken, despair could replace confidence, and life could be snuffed out by death. I’d seen it too many times before. Now the clock was ticking on Remy, too.

“Don’t do it.”

It flew out of me despite my resolve to make a reasoned, logic-based argument. Still, I couldn’t help myself. Right then, I wished I’d never met Remy. Then I wouldn’t hurt this much at the thought of his death. The Beast had infected me with a need to feed from violence, but Remy had infected me with something almost as dangerous: the knowledge that I could be with him as myself. No secrets, no lies. Just me and Remy and all the things I’d never allowed myself to feel before.

Because of Remy, I’d actually begun to look forward to the future instead of dread it. Now, he could die tomorrow, and I was the one who’d set his death in motion. Pain pricked my eyes in a precursor to tears. I squeezed them shut to hold them back.

When I opened them, Remy was crouched in front of me, his large hand touching my face. “I know you’re afraid, Raine, but I wouldn’t take on this fight if I didn’t know I could win.”

Could. Not would. He couldn’t guarantee that, because it was impossible. Daegal sure as hell wouldn’t have agreed to this duel if he thought that he might be the one to lose.

“Yes, you know what I’m afraid of,” I rasped as I fought for control. “You’ve always been able to tell that, but you’ve never told me if there’s anything you’re afraid of.”

That jeweled gaze didn’t waver. “Right now I’m afraid that you’ll walk out of this room and not come back.”

I let out a soft scoff. “I’m being serious.”

“So am I.” His fingers glided to my hair. “Because if you leave, I’ll feel that inner emptiness again, and I didn’t realize how deeply it had spread until suddenly, it was no longer there.”

A tear squeezed free. I knew exactly what he meant. That kind of emptiness gnawed away at you no matter how many people you might be around. But since I’d been with Remy, I’d also felt the shocking wonder of its absence. He filled a void in me I’d never allowed myself to acknowledge. Now we could lose everything we did have plus everything we might have.

“If you mean that, how can you risk throwing it all away?”

Both his hands framed my face. “Because Daegal will still try to kill me. Even if I withdraw my challenge and walk away, he’ll still see me as a threat, and he’ll be right. I won’t let him have what Brendan destroyed his own mind to protect. Even without that, if dragons are allowed to rule in this world again, other species will follow. Eventually, all humanity will once again be subject to creatures they now think are myth.”

“But if you die tomorrow, all that will happen anyway,” I whispered. “Why not live to stop it another way?”

A muscle ticked in Remy’s jaw. “Because I can stop it now. All I have to do is kill Daegal. Even if he kills me, too, once Daegal is gone, my lands will pass to my successor. Wardens will still hold the line, and our treaties will still stand. That’s worth more than my life, Raine. It always has been.”

I wanted to believe he was wrong. That if Remy walked away, everything would be fine. But history repeatedly showed that the stronger usually conquered the weaker, especially if the weaker had something the stronger wanted. How much more would that scenario play out if it was dragons versus humans? Or sirens versus humans? Or any of the other creatures? Hell, I’d seen car-sized snails that could flatten humans if they wanted to.

Remy was hardly the only Warden acting as a barrier to hold this supernatural flood back, but he was right. When one levee broke, the others around it were weakened, too. I’d come into this argument convinced that he shouldn’t do this. Now I wasn’t so sure. I might have been a Beast’s host for nearly a dozen years, but I’d only been exposed to the intricacies of Warden treaties for two weeks. Wasn’t I the reckless, arrogant one if I thought I knew better than someone who’d spent more than two centuries dealing with this?

Remy stroked my face. “This duel is actually safer for me because it forces Daegal to come at me himself instead of sending more of his people to ambush me. I also won’t have to hold back to avoid innocent casualties in the First Realm. Daegal doesn’t know it, but this clause is a trap.”

“Yeah, a trap pitting you against a thousand-year-old, lightning-spitting dragon,” I said with a grimace. “Your magic is truly deadly, but you can’t hit Daegal with that Flay spell if you’re blown to bits by one of his lightning bolts.”

Remy moved closer until his body pressed against my knees. “I have other abilities aside from that spell.”

I was sure he did, just like I was also sure Daegal had more ways to kill Remy than just frying him with a lightning bolt. No matter Remy’s assurances, this could be the last time I saw him.

I grabbed his shoulders as tightly as the panic over that thought grabbed me. I hadn’t expected much beyond the year or so required to sell our fake relationship to his world, but I couldn’t lose him now. It was too soon!

“Remy.” I tried to let go and couldn’t. My hands wouldn’t unclench. So, I tried to let go with words instead. “You didn’t sleep much last night, and you obviously have a big day tomorrow. You should try to get some sleep—”

“No,” he muttered, his mouth cutting off whatever else I might have said.

Heat shot through me. I opened my mouth, letting him devour it while I pulled at his coat. He yanked it off one-handed, the other one hiking up my dress as he pulled me onto his lap until I straddled him. He lost buttons when I tore at the front of his shirt, but I didn’t care. I needed to feel his skin, and when I did, I broke our kiss to taste his neck.

He lifted me higher on his lap. Now I was pressed right against that luscious hardness. I groaned as I rocked, the friction increasing when he braced my back on the couch. He yanked my panties off with a swipe that probably ripped them. I only rocked against him harder, pulling at his belt while keeping a death grip on his head. I needed him closer, naked, right now.

He pushed his hand between us, his fingers dominating my flesh. Heat seemed to pour from his touch, until I felt so feverish that I failed to get his belt off because my hands kept convulsing in rapture. I finally gave up and rubbed him through his pants while rocking against him like my life depended on it.

The sound he made hit me like a thousand swirling licks. Pleasure burst through me, making my whole body clench. Then languorous tingles replaced that scalding tension, spreading until even my fingers vibrated. My head fell back as every part of me suddenly felt heavier from satiation.

Remy lifted me with one arm while taking down his pants. His eyes seemed to burn while he lowered me onto his thick, hard length. I gripped his shoulders, unable to look away. A feral smile touched his mouth when he was so deep that my clit ground against him.

If I’d had his powers, the sound I made would’ve taken down the walls around us.

I pushed him back on his haunches, letting his arms support me as I rode him. My slow speed quickly picked up because it was so damn good. I might not walk right tomorrow, but all that mattered was what I was feeling now. Remy’s arms held me up while his powerful thighs flexed beneath mine. His body was steel and heat, but his mouth felt like silk and fire, ravaging mine until I had to stop kissing him or I’d pass out.

His mouth slid to the top of my chest. A murmured word later, and the platinum bodice on my dress vanished, turning back into a handful of necklaces that spilled onto the floor. Before I could register that, Remy’s mouth closed over my nipple. His tongue and lips teased it to diamond hardness while I moved faster.

I’d never felt anything this intensely before. Like I’d die if I didn’t have more. I pulled his head up, searing his mouth with mine. His kiss made me not care if I couldn’t breathe. He tangled my hair in his hand, breaking the kiss but holding my mouth right over his. Our breaths mingled in pants while our hearts beat in hammering succession.

Remy growled as he licked a bead of sweat from my neck before lifting me and laying me back against the floor. My long skirt tangled between us. With another muttered word from Remy, it was a handful of ashes and a single gauzy drape that he swatted away. I was completely naked now, yet he still wore his torn-open shirt with his pants pushed to his knees. I was about to tell him to take them off when his next thrust tore a new gasp from me. He gripped my hips, tilting them before moving so fast it would have been painful if it wasn’t the best fucking thing I’d ever felt. That tilt blasted my clit with every thrust while everything in me tightened in ecstasy.

“Come with me, come with me!” I panted, right at the edge.

“Not yet,” he said thickly.

I couldn’t wait. Not with my body lighting up like a spotlight. My nails raked down his back while rapture shattered me. His darkly sensual moan only heightened the orgasm, leaving me gasping and shuddering.

“I love to feel you come,” he muttered.

He loved it? I would’ve laughed if I had any breath left.

He moved faster, his head tilting back while his eyes went heavy-lidded. My own eyes nearly drifted shut from the building intensity, but he was too gorgeous not to look at. His skin was like sunlit honey against his white shirt, and his blue eyes seemed to shine with a golden gleam through those heavier lids.

“Raine.” My name was a growl that scattered more sensation through me. I arched my hips, taking him deeper.

“I love to feel you come,” I whispered, digging my nails into his hips. “I want to feel it again right now.”

“You will.” Another reply that was more growl than speech. “Right now…”

He tensed, muscles standing out in stunning relief against his taut body as that deep inner throb turned into hot pulses. They vibrated with the same strong surges as the shudders that ran through Remy. I held him closer and arched again, reveling in those inner spasms.

A few moments later, his tight grip turned into a caressing one. He moved off me but wrapped his arms around me as he settled me against him on the floor.

“Told you I can hardly keep my hands off you. If you didn’t have my healing powers, you’d be black and blue from how I keep taking you on the floor because I can’t even wait to bring you into my bedroom.”

My laugh was breathy. “This is me not complaining.”

After a few moments, though, I did need to get up despite not wanting to move. Still, my bladder wasn’t going to wait.

“Hand me your shirt,” I said.

He did, although his mouth quirked as I put it on.

Yes, he’d already seen what I had, but I still wasn’t about to walk to the bathroom completely bare-assed.

After taking care of my bladder, I used a damp washcloth to get some of the residual ashes off me. Just like Cinderella’s ball gown had turned back into rags once the clock struck midnight, my own gown had also been returned to its original components, albeit a lot more sensually.

I came out of the bathroom wearing Remy’s robe. He’d probably give me another amused look at that, too. I also wouldn’t have it on long, but whatever. I was about to head back into the library when I heard him say, “In here.”

His bedroom.

I walked into the gothically gorgeous space. Remy was already in bed, the sheets baring all of his upper body and most of one long, muscled leg. He looked mouthwatering against the pillows, his black hair tousled from my hands, his mouth fuller from kissing me, and his body all hard lines and etched sinews. For a second, I just stared. Remy appeared as magically crafted as the room that seemed like someone had melded together a gothic castle and a dark, enchanted forest.

“Coming to bed?” he asked with an arched brow.

Fuck yeah.

I crawled into bed. Remy smiled as he pulled me against him, flicking down the side of the robe to kiss my collarbone.

“My robe never looked so good,” he murmured.

I loved the feel of his mouth. And his hands, and his tongue, and every other part of him. But if we kept this up, we wouldn’t be talking, and I had things I needed to say.

“Jessica said that the First Realm was off-world.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

If Remy was surprised by my change in topic, he didn’t show it. He also didn’t stop tracing his mouth along the sensitive path from my neck down toward my breasts.

I pulled his head up so he had to look at me. In the absence of control, I needed knowledge. “Jessica also seemed surprised that you chose the First Realm as the site of your combat with Daegal. Why? What’s over there?”

Remy’s fingers traced what I hadn’t let him keep kissing. I tried to ignore how good that felt. “The Tuatha Dé Danann.”

The race that had made all his unbreakable magic décor. “Did you say they were faeries or elves?” That didn’t sound so bad, and they made absolutely stunning furnishings.

“They’re the creatures that came before elves and faeries.”

Something in his voice made me ask, “Are they dangerous?”

A breath left him that might have been a laugh. “Of course they are. But if you respect their rules, you should be fine. If you don’t … well, there’s a reason faerie tales used to only have grim endings before Hollywood changed them to make them more commercial.”

“What are some of their rules?”

His light strokes didn’t cease. “You never say ‘thank you’ to the Tuatha Dé, for one. If one of them does you a favor, you either immediately repay it, or you owe them something comparable in the future. A platitude like ‘thank you’ implies that you consider yourself absolved from their debt, which you aren’t.”

Interesting. “What else?”

“You never bring anything made of iron into their lands. Iron is poisonous to them, even by touch. If they catch you with iron, they’ll consider it an attack, and they will kill you.”

Okay, important safety tip there, too. “What else?”

Remy stopped stroking me and sat up. “They revere nature to the point where they make eco-terrorists look like Boy Scouts, but that’s not what you really want to ask me. So, ask.”

I held his stare. “No, because it’s not a question. It’s a statement. I’m coming with you when you go there tomorrow.”

His aquamarine gaze had never looked harder. “You shouldn’t. What I will do to Daegal will horrify you.”

“And what I’ll imagine if I’m stuck here waiting to see if you live or die will ruin me,” I whispered with more honesty than I’d ever revealed to anyone. In a way, it felt like when Remy first saw me transform into the Beast. This admittance was me at my most raw and uncontained, and like the Beast, I couldn’t hold it back any longer.

His deep sigh landed like an invisible caress against my skin. Then his hands followed as he drew me against him until my head rested beneath his chin.

“Then we leave at nine AM.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


Remy and I didn’t do much talking after that. We didn’t do much sleeping, either, despite my insistence that he needed his rest. Remy had disagreed, and he’d been very, very persuasive.

At 9 AM, we were on a Gulfstream jet with Mandal, Setreg, and Malina, headed to Ireland, where the First Realm gateway was. Under other circumstances, I would’ve loved flying in a private plane, especially one this luxurious. But all I could think was that every minute of the nine-hour flight might be bringing Remy closer to his death.

Remy napped the entire flight. Now I knew why he hadn’t worried about being up late. We landed at West Knock airport at what would have been 7 PM East Coast time. In Ireland, it was midnight. Two SUVs waited on the tarmac. Remy and I got in one and Mandal, Setreg, and Malina got in the other.

“Where to now?” I asked.

“South Sligo,” Remy said. “Knocknashee is the hill that holds the entrance to the gateway. Its name comes from two old Irish words, cnoc and sidhe, meaning ‘faerie hill.’”

That was a pretty blunt translation. “So, another legend turns out to be true.”

“Most of them are in the Emerald Isle,” the driver said. He was an older Caucasian man with a shock of white hair, weathered skin, and an Irish accent thicker than Brendan’s.

“Fintan, meet Raine,” Remy said. “Raine, this is Fintan. He and his family are cousins of mine on Brendan’s side.”

“Nice to meet you, Fintan.”

“Pleasure’s mine.” He met Remy’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “Got a call right before you landed. The other group just arrived at Knocknashee.”

I stiffened, but Remy only said, “How many?”

“Two blokes and a woman who near knocked the eyes out of my nephew. A raven-haired goddess, he called her.”

“Zenobia,” I all but growled. I doubted that Daegal had another goddess-gorgeous, raven-haired family member.

Remy shrugged. “Probably. The two main participants in the duel are allowed to bring one witness each to observe the fight. You’re mine, so Zenobia must be Daegal’s witness.”

I glanced at the SUV following us. “What about Mandal?”

“He, like Malina, is allowed into the First Realm, but they have to stay behind during the duel.”

“I took Mandal’s spot as your witness?” Maybe Remy would have felt better with him in his corner versus me. I took a deep breath. “Would you rather Mandal go with you instead?”

Remy paused. The sudden silence felt like a gut punch.

“It’s okay.” I forced a smile that hurt like a cracked scab. “I want whatever makes this easier for you.”

“No. You’re my lover. It should be you.”

Remy’s tone made shivers run over me, and it wasn’t caused by his power this time. He sounded almost feral, and the look in his eyes made my heart pound. I might have a Beast inside me, but something lurked in Remy’s gaze I’d never seen before.

“My hesitation has nothing to do with wanting Mandal there more than you, Raine. It’s what you’ll see, as I told you.”

“What will I see?” I asked very softly.

Remy looked away. A breath left me that I hadn’t realized I’d been holding while trapped by that predator’s stare.

“What I’m truly capable of.”

He’d said something similar last night. I’d brushed it off. Hell, even five minutes ago I would’ve said that nothing Remy could do would shock me. Now I wasn’t so sure.

We passed the rest of the ride in silence.

An hour later, our caravan stopped in a rural farmland area. Lights from a few houses dotted the base of what Remy told me was Mount Ox. We parked and then ascended a narrow gravel path that quickly became steeper. I could see a tall mound up ahead only because it blocked out the stars.

It took almost another hour to reach the top. No wonder Remy had said to dress comfortably. This trek was like an inclined treadmill and a Stairmaster combined. When we finally reached the top, an area ahead on the flat summit lit up with a glow that hadn’t been there before. Several figures were silhouetted against it. I stiffened until we got closer and I realized it wasn’t Daegal, Zenobia, or anyone else I recognized. As we got even closer, I realized they weren’t human, either.

The Tuatha Dé Danann are tall.

That was my first thought. Their features were also sharp, with overly chiseled cheekbones and high foreheads crowned by shoulder-length hair or longer. They had the lean, muscled build of runners, and when I got close, I saw that all of them had silver eyes despite their hair colors ranging from blond to black and their skin tones varying from alabaster to deep umber. They were dressed in caftan-style outfits, with thick, ornate belts and armor that was so shiny it looked like polished silver.

Iron is poisonous to them, even by touch.

Guess I knew which metal this definitely wasn’t.

A guy with black hair and dark brown skin stepped forward. Those startling silver eyes fixed on Remy before he surprised me by embracing Setreg, who hugged him back. That’s right, Setreg was half Tuatha Dé Danann.

“Welcome, guests of the prince,” he said in flawless English. “I am Cormac, keeper of the bridge. We have garments prepared to ensure that no one brings hidden weapons into the duel.”

Remy, Mandal, Setreg, and Malina began to strip. The Tuatha Dé Danann held out caftans similar to what they were wearing. They even had sandals for everyone.

I wasn’t about to let modesty sideline me. I took off all my clothes, too. I’d barely had a chance to shiver in the cool temperatures when I was covered by one of those caftans. The material was thick and the sandals were well-cushioned.

Thus garbed, we followed the group to a wide circle of rocks farther ahead. A light appeared, looking like a glowing doorway. The Tuatha Dé went through it and disappeared. So did Setreg and Malina. Then Mandal. Now it was me and Remy’s turn.

Remy took my hand. “It’s not too late. You can still choose to stay. I’ll have Fintan look after you until it’s over.”

After that borderline-scary incident in the car, I was no longer convinced I could handle whatever Remy was going to dish out to Daegal. But I was very sure that I was going to find out.

I gave Remy a falsely bright smile. “Are you kidding? I didn’t just flash a hilltop full of people for nothing.”

He laughed. Then his hand tightened on mine, and we stepped through the gateway.



I hadn’t thought much about what the First Realm would look like. Maybe I’d imagined that it would be similar to the elves’ home of Rivendell from The Lord of the Rings. I certainly figured there’d be lots of that stunning, unbreakable stained-glass furniture. Or lots of those impossibly formed woodworks like the midnight-in-the-glen version of Remy’s bed.

What I didn’t expect was the view from the ledge of the tall cliff where we stood: a grayish, twilight-dim sky over a purple sea that boiled with froth every time terrifyingly large creatures breached its surface. Millions of tiny lights seemed to glow inside the water, making those huge, dark forms with spiny fins visible in backlit glimpses that would haunt my nightmares.

A few hundred yards away, an island rose up from the sea, its dark color reminding me of volcanic ash. Jagged peaks clawed at the sky while waves smashed against its steep, rocky perimeter. No beach softened its exterior, either. It only had sheer, tall cliffs surrounded by those frothing seas teeming with creatures I never wanted to see up close.

I rubbed my arms. I was so rattled by the deadly barrenness of this place that it felt like my skin was crawling.

“You came.”

My head whipped around. Daegal, Zenobia, and a gangly, dark-haired white guy were on the other end of the wide ledge. Like us, everyone was dressed in belted, loose-fitting caftans and sandals, although Daegal had managed to roll up the sleeves of his caftan to show off his thickly muscled arms.

“I thought you might come to your senses and reconsider,” Daegal went on. Then he gave Zenobia a conspiratorial nudge. “I know she’s been secretly hoping that you would. Despite it all, I think my cousin still has feelings for you.”

If that were true, why was Zenobia here? I’d assumed she’d be Daegal’s witness, but now I thought the dragoness must be Daegal’s second instead. The other guy was so gaunt, I was tempted to tell him to back away from the ledge before a strong breeze blew him over. Then again, he might be another dragon. Looks were certainly deceiving.

“I’m here, and I’ll see this through, unless you’re willing to reconsider,” Remy said flatly. “I doubt it, but if you are, you can leave with your life and your lands in Orion intact.”

Daegal laughed so hard, he had to hold on to Zenobia’s shoulder for support. “Oh, I needed that,” Daegal said, still chuckling. “I’d thank you for it, but we both know that doesn’t go over well here. Let’s just say for that laugh, I’ll kill you quickly instead of slowly burning you to death like I intended.”

I dug my nails into my skin, fighting the mental images Daegal’s words dredged up. Remy’s spell had ripped over half a dozen dragons inside out. He could take Daegal and Zenobia. Or Daegal and the gangly dude, if that’s who Daegal’s second was. Hell, Setreg was almost licking his lips as he looked at the unknown guy. Obviously he wasn’t worried.

I was. That unpleasant sensation had only gotten worse. Now I felt like I had bees trapped beneath my skin.

“Since both challengers have reaffirmed their intentions to continue, we will begin,” Cormac said, and clapped.

Applause was a weird way to start a fight to the death. I stiffened, half expecting Remy and Daegal to start going at it. Instead, they both looked out over the sea. A white, faintly glowing line began to form out of one of the island’s jagged peaks. I squinted, trying to better see it in the dim light. It helped that it thickened as it stretched, and with a start, I saw that it was headed right for us.

Ghostlike hands grasped the rocky lip of our ledge when that long length finally reached us. More hands and arms piled on top of it. I backed up into Remy, who didn’t move as those limbs overlapped each other until they formed a spectral bridge between here and the island.

“Tell me I’m seeing things and that isn’t made of countless ghostly body parts,” I whispered.

“It is,” Daegal said, hearing that. “Soon, Remy’s limbs will be there, too. Everyone who dies on Blood Island forfeits their arms in the afterlife to form another link in this bridge.”

The thought was so gruesome, I would have backed away even more except Remy’s body was like a wall behind me. How could he stand there so calmly? His territories as Warden were important, sure, but they weren’t worth anything like this!

“The way is set,” Cormac said, adding another nail to the horror coffin of these circumstances. “Once you cross the bridge, you cannot return until the duel is finished. Who stands as your seconds to finish your fight should either of you fall in battle? Let them claim their blades now.”

Daegal stepped forward. The skinny guy did, too. Wow. He was Daegal’s second. Must be another dragon.

Setreg gave him a raking look. “This won’t be as difficult as I expected.”

“A relief,” Malina murmured back.

I wanted to be as confident as they, but I wasn’t. Not when I saw Zenobia staring at Remy with a resigned bleakness that made my fears feel like they were punching me from the inside out. She obviously didn’t think Remy would survive this fight.

What if she was right? I’d thought staying back and wondering what would happen would be unbearable, but how could I bear to watch if Daegal succeeded in killing Remy? Stress made me feel like I was vibrating from the inside out.

The Beast stirred, reacting to my tension.

Back, I told it.

An inner growl was its response.

Daegal accepted a gleaming silver knife from Cormac, who then walked toward Remy holding out an identical blade.

Remy gently pushed me out of the way to meet Cormac along the ledge, accepting the weapon from him.

Setreg bent down toward Malina. “For glory,” he murmured.

“Glory,” she repeated, pulling his mouth down to hers.

As they kissed, Daegal tossed his blade high into the air. It flipped end over end as it descended toward the gangly guy—

—who vanished as a huge Beast snatched the blade out of the air. It caught the knife between razor-sharp teeth that nearly matched the weapon in length. Part of the ledge crumbled away as the Beast’s enormous body slammed back down when it landed. It then chewed through the blade until it swallowed all the knife’s mangled pieces.

Daegal’s laugh shattered the stunned silence. “See, Remington? You’re not the only one who captured a beithíoch!”






CHAPTER FORTY


I couldn’t stop staring at the other Beast. It was bigger than mine, and its fur was peat brown instead of black. But its gaze was the same stygian color as the Beast inside me, and I felt mine inwardly roar at the energy crackling between us when we locked eyes.

Dammit, I’d felt the other Beast as soon as I got here! And I’d dismissed it as stress because of this duel, not to mention the ghostly limb bridge over sea-monster-infested waters between here and the frigging place called Blood Island.

“At least I was smart enough to chain this beithíoch to my will, after some trial and error with other hosts,” Daegal went on in that same gleeful tone. “You, however, must leave yours trapped in some cage where only its blood is useful to you.”

That’s right. From the video, Daegal thought Remy had “his” Beast locked up. He had no idea he was looking right at her.

Remy only smiled. “Now I know how you fueled the spell that raised those Vengers. I’d wondered how they were strong enough to pierce my shielding. You must have called them forth with blood from your newly summoned beithíoch.”

“Yes.” Daegal drew out the word, to an affirming-sounding snarl from the hideous creature. My God, did it understand Daegal? The Beast also seemed to be obeying him, too. It stood at Daegal’s side instead of tearing into him and everyone else around him. Good lord, the dragon really had chained it to his will.

“I’m only surprised you were able to summon the Ravenous to defeat my Vengers,” Daegal went on. “That was unexpected.”

Remy’s icy smile widened. “You’ll soon see how.”

Why didn’t I pay more attention to those weird sensations when I arrived? If I had, I could have warned Remy about this Beast! Now he was facing two creatures that could kill Wardens.

And he didn’t seem to care. If anything, his gaze was even more savagely expectant. Sure, his Flay spell might have worked on dragons, but Remy had said that Beasts were immune to most magic, as mine breaking out of Remy’s super-spelled cage had proved. So why didn’t Remy look the slightest bit worried?

Setreg did. His expression became grimly resigned.

Malina also looked anguished as she glanced between Daegal, his Beast, and her husband. She must not think the Flay spell would be enough now, either.

Setreg let go of Malina and moved toward Remy, who had the knife that was supposed to go to his “second.”

Remy hesitated before holding out the blade to him.

That hesitation told me Remy knew Setreg was going to die. Remy’s plan wouldn’t work. Not now. The other Beast growled in a hungry way, as if already tasting Setreg’s flesh.

The new ones feed on fear and pain … that’s why they rip people asunder before they kill them.…

I snatched the outstretched knife from Remy’s hand before Setreg could take that final step to reach it.

“Raine!” Remy yanked it back so quickly, the blade cut my hand. “She is not my second,” he announced. “Setreg is—”

“Not now, he isn’t!” Daegal shouted before bursting into loud laughter. “Whoever accepts the challenger’s knife is their second, and that stupid human just accepted yours!” Daegal actually had to wipe away tears as his mirth increased. “Ah, this will be too easy,” he gasped out. “Say goodbye to her now, Remington. You’re both already dead.”

Rage replaced my fear, fueled by Daegal’s admittance of every brutal thing he’d done. Those poor campers. Brendan’s near murder. Ellie’s kidnapping. The stampeded and mutilated theater patrons. Travis’s attempt to sell me. And, oh yeah, my own Beast going wild with bloodlust at the proximity of the other Beast.

Daegal might be right. I might die today, but I’d make damn sure he’d regret laughing in my face about it.

Claws, I thought. They shot from my hands faster than bullets.

Daegal’s shocked expression was priceless

“That’s right,” I ground out. “Remy’s got a beithíoch here, too, fucker.”

Daegal’s laughter clogged in his throat.

I flexed my clawed hands, letting the razor-like nails clink against each other for effect.

“No,” Daegal said in a whisper. Then he drew himself up to his full height. “You can’t be,” he said firmly, as if his insistence would make my new claws disappear.

I let the Beast’s snarl out of my throat. It must have been even more pissed than I was. The force of the fearsome sound blew back the hair of everyone in its path.

“Beithíoch,” Zenobia said in disbelief, her gaze swinging from me to Remy and back again.

Daegal’s Beast snarled, too. Putrid air flowed over me. I grimaced at the stench, but my Beast reacted like fire to gasoline. It hammered against my control, trying to get out.

Back! I thought.

My claws retreated, though the Beast roared in frustration. That new sound burst from my throat, sending another blast of concentrated wind into the group in front of me.

Daegal stared at me as if he’d never seen me before. He probably hadn’t, not really. Every other time, he’d dismissed me as Remy’s new plaything. Now his gaze raked over me.

“I will burn you to ash and take your beithíoch as my own.”

It wasn’t his threat that made me angrier. It was the certainty with which he said it. I had an original fucking Beast inside me, dammit! I wasn’t going down without a fight.

“And I’m going to find out if dragon tastes like chicken!”

Daegal bristled in outrage. “You insolent little—”

“Silence.” Cormac stood at the entrance to the grisly bridge. “Challenges have been reaffirmed and seconds designated. You and your witnesses must now proceed to the island.”

Daegal jerked his finger at his Beast. It followed him as Daegal went over to where Cormac stood. Zenobia gave me an unreadable look before following after Daegal, too.

Cormac pressed his thumb against Daegal’s forehead. Its tip came back red. Cormac then raised his arm all the way up to press his index finger against Daegal’s Beast’s forehead. Surprisingly, the Beast didn’t chomp Cormac’s hand off. When Cormac drew his finger back, its tip was black. He repeated the gesture with Zenobia, drawing back another red-tipped finger.

“Now go,” Cormac said.

The three crossed onto the ghost-limb bridge. I knew they wouldn’t fall through it despite it looking diaphanous, but I was still surprised when it seemed as solid as concrete beneath them. They began walking toward the island.

Remy went over to Cormac, but his eyes locked with mine as the other man pressed his finger to Remy’s forehead. Its tip came back smudged with blue and gold. Cormac’s brow rose.

“Did you intend this all along?” Remy asked me in a hoarse tone. “Is that why you insisted on coming?”

A short laugh left me. “It never crossed my mind until the knife was in my hand. I swear it.”

The faintest smile curled Remy’s lips. “I believe you. I never intended to violate my own treaty until I found myself in Orion searching for you.”

Daegal’s head whipped around. “I knew you broke truce!”

Remy didn’t look at him. He kept his gaze on mine as he moved aside so Cormac could do his odd forehead thing on me. I got Cormac’s pinkie finger, and its tip came back black.

“We only have a few moments before we’re on the island, and there are things you need to know,” Remy stated.

Mandal stepped up. Guess he was Remy’s witness now after all. Cormac was out of fingers, so he used his other thumb. It came back silver after touching Mandal’s forehead.

“As soon as you get on that island, you need to run,” Remy said. “And hide. Daegal and that other Beast aren’t the only dangers to you.”

“You can’t be serious,” I snapped.

“And if something finds you after you hide, let your Beast take full control,” Remy went on, shocking me. “You’re too vulnerable otherwise.”

“My ‘vulnerable’ self killed a dragon,” I reminded him.

Zenobia’s head whipped around to stare at me.

“You would have let that dragon live, had I not intervened,” Remy countered. “Hide, Raine. And if you’re found, free the Beast. You won’t survive otherwise.”

“Go,” Cormac said, standing aside.

Remy gave a single nod to Setreg and Malina before walking onto the bridge. I took a deep breath and followed after him.

Don’t look down.

I repeated it to myself as I walked onto the mass of spectral limbs. Almost at once, the ledge behind us vanished into a wall of impenetrable fog. The only thing I could now see was the way forward, where Daegal, his Beast, and Zenobia were about thirty paces ahead of us.

“And if I let the Beast out, it might go after you,” I reminded him. “It already tried to kill you twice. I don’t think I can get control before it plays ‘third time’s the charm.’”

“You’re not killing him, I am,” Daegal called back.

“Fuck you!” I shouted.

Remy caught my hand to slow me. Mandal kept going, giving us the illusion of privacy.

“Juli did extensive research on beithíochs.” Fog now swirled around the entire bridge, cutting off everyone from my view except Remy. “I found that research. It’s how I knew what magic to use when I built the traps that contained all but the Beast inside you, Raine.”

“You can’t build a trap out here,” I hissed, trying to keep my voice down so Daegal didn’t hear us again. “And unless you know the same spell that Daegal used to force his Beast to obey him, you can’t will my Beast into not killing you, either.”

“I don’t need a trap or a spell with you anymore.” Remy’s fingers brushed my cheek. “A Beast won’t kill whoever their host loves. That’s why your Beast won’t harm me now.”

I was so shocked it took a moment to speak. Yes, my feelings for him were scary strong, but did he just declare that I loved him without asking me if I did? And he was going to risk his life with my Beast based on this assumption?

“Wait a minute. I care about you, Remy, but it’s too soon to know if it’s love. That means my Beast will still try to kill you.”

He grabbed me in a kiss that stole the air from my lungs. “I don’t fear your Beast,” he muttered against my lips. “I fear hurting you. That’s why you need to hide, but if you’re found, let your Beast loose. You’ll need it to protect you, both from them and from me. What I become will harm anyone, friend or foe.”

“What do you mean, what you become?” I whispered.

Remy shivered. I’d never seen him do that before. His face was suddenly paler, too. Was he getting sick now, of all times?

“Juli didn’t only will her Warden power into me.” Remy’s voice was like stones grinding together. “Nothing she’d tried had healed Brendan, and she was desperate. So, she made her deal with Daegal and put that clause in the contract so she could kill him before he could enforce it. But she needed more power than she had as a Warden. That’s why she called to something ancient from the darkness, and it answered her.”

“If you’re trying to scare me, it won’t work,” Daegal sang out. “There’s no turning back now. The bridge is disappearing, and it won’t return until one of us is dead.”

I went behind Remy, stopping short when the fog parted and I saw empty air where the rest of the bridge had been. Talk about making sure no one could leave! With the rest of the ghostly bridge now gone, the only way back to land would be trying to swim, where you’d last ten seconds before getting eaten by one of the huge creatures churning up the waves.

When I turned around, Remy was actually shaking as if he had a raging fever. Shocked, I tried to touch his forehead. He leapt back with a sound I’d never heard him make before.

Was that … a snarl?

“Juli never intended that power for me.” Remy’s teeth were grinding together so hard, the words were barely discernible. “But Daegal betrayed her. The Beast’s host wasn’t unconscious when Daegal delivered him to Juli, and the cage he was in was unlocked. Daegal already said he didn’t think the Beast’s blood could heal Brendan. He must have figured that killing Juli and overthrowing her young, inexperienced Warden replacement was his best chance to claim her lands.”

“You can’t prove that!” Daegal called out.

Damn dragon. I couldn’t see him, but from the sound of his voice, he couldn’t be too far ahead. We had to be more than halfway to the island now.

“I was there,” Remy all but spat. “I arrived right as the Beast cut Juli nearly in two. I chased it off, but Juli knew she was dying. She also knew Daegal would do anything to get what he wants on her lands. So Juli used magic to force me to stab her, making me the last person to draw her blood.”

My gasp nearly choked me. Juli didn’t only will her Warden power into me.… “Do you have a Beast inside you?”

“Not that.” Now Remy’s voice was barely intelligible, and I thought I saw claws start to grow from his fingers. Then fog obscured him entirely. When it cleared, he looked … bigger. His face was also darker, as if he hadn’t shaved in days.

“It’s coming, Raine. When it’s here, you need to run.”

He pushed past me, too fast for me to stop him. The fog swallowed him back up again.

I chased after him. In the next few moments, that grisly bridge vanished, replaced by dark rocks on the ground and gray stone rising up like towering walls around me. The fog was gone, too, showing that I was now on the island.

Blood Island.






CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Daegal, his Beast, Mandal, and Zenobia were here, but I didn’t see Remy. He might have been behind one of the jagged pieces of rock jutting out from the ground. They ranged from a few feet to a couple stories high, and this island seemed to be full of them. Aside from those many rock formations, the pebbled beach, and the towering walls, there wasn’t much else here. No trees, no plants … not a speck of anything green. I didn’t see any birds or animals, either. Nothing appeared to be alive on this island, with the exception of the six of us.

And some of us were about to die.

A clear glass barrier suddenly encircled Mandal and Zenobia, spreading until it covered them entirely. It almost looked like they were now contained inside big glass bubbles.

“Protection spheres,” Daegal said, surprising me. “As witnesses, they’re not part of this fight. This keeps them from being injured by anything we do. It also ensures that they don’t interfere, but they can still speak to us.” He waved at Zenobia. “Say goodbye to Raine, cousin! I’m about to eat her.”

If Zenobia responded, I didn’t hear it. A snarl cracked the air, loud as thunder. Daegal’s brows shot up as he spun around.

I did, too. And stared.

Remy?

His short hair was now hanging over his shoulders in long, raggedy waves. I caught a glimpse of a thick black beard beneath those obsidian strands, but that wasn’t the most significant change. Remy looked at least a foot taller and much wider, with bulging muscles that strained the seams on his previously loose-fitting caftan. He now had claws as long as the Beast’s, and when another animalistic bellow came from him, I swear there were fangs protruding from his mouth. His light-blue gaze was also gone, replaced by a bright golden glow.

What the hell?

“Berserker,” Daegal breathed in disbelief.

I had no idea what a berserker was, but when that golden gaze landed on me, nothing of the Remy I knew remained. Only raw, seething violence stared back at me.

I wasn’t the only one shaken. Incredibly, I felt my Beast recoil, and the Beast at Daegal’s side actually backed up a step when Remy—or the berserker—stared at it next.

When it’s here, you need to run.

I did, scrambling up the incline that led toward the tallest peaks on the island. Every instinct I had screamed at me to go faster, faster, faster. My legs pumped with speed I normally didn’t have as adrenaline fueled me. God, the look in Remy’s eyes! It wasn’t him anymore. It was that thing, and it wanted to kill me. It wanted to kill everyone.

A roar sounded right before lightning bolts lit the grayish sky with white flashes. The ground shook so hard that I grabbed the nearest rock column for support before running again once the shaking stopped. I only made it a couple dozen yards before more lightning struck, the flashes now muted because these bolts didn’t arc up into the sky. The ground shuddered again and a sharp, piercing sound rose over the continuous smashing noise that sounded like a building was being demolished.

Was that Remy screaming?

I clutched the rock, torn between the urge to keep running and the need to turn back. Yes, Remy had told me to run and hide. Yes, the Remy I knew clearly wasn’t behind the wheel anymore. But he was in there somewhere, dammit! And I’d left him alone with a dragon and a Beast.

I pushed away from the boulder. I’d come to this island to help him. I couldn’t do that by hiding.

I started back down the incline. Even though there were dozens of those rocky, monolith-like formations between us, I still caught glimpses of Daegal from my elevated position. Or, more accurately, I saw the dragon inside of Daegal.

My. God.

Scarlet glinted off gray scales in that iridescent effect the other dragon had. But that and the whiplike point at the end of its tail were where the similarities ended. Daegal’s dragon had to be over three stories tall. Its wings were double that length, and its massive body stood on thick legs tipped with claws as long as my arm. Vermilion horns crowned the dragon’s triangular head before a series of spikes ran down the length of its long neck and back. The crashing sounds I’d heard were tall rock formations being flattened like snapped twigs when the dragon charged at something I couldn’t see.

Remy. He was chasing Remy!

I ran down the incline. My speed, the slant, and the rocky terrain all acted as obstacles. I fell, blood spurting from my knee. I got right back up, ignoring the pain as I ran faster.

The dragon arched that long neck and opened its mouth. Streams of lightning shot out, obliterating a cluster of rock pillars in front of it. My ears rang while my heart felt like those lightning bolts hit it, too. Nothing remained of the pillars when it was over except pebbles that glowed amber from heat. If Remy had been in there, he was dead.

Something leapt at the dragon, landing where its neck met its chest. A flash of blurring speed ensued, and then green liquid spurted out. The dragon roared, trying to bite its assaulter, but its elongated neck wasn’t long enough. Those huge jaws snapped below its attacker instead of into him.

I’d seen that move before. Remy! Alive, whole … and ripping into the dragon with so much ferocity I couldn’t believe it.

More green blood spurted, covering Remy to the point where I couldn’t see him beneath its emerald flow. My God, it looked like he was trying to claw his way inside the dragon!

“Nothing forged or natural can kill a berserker, Daegal!” Mandal shouted with a maliciousness I hadn’t known him capable of.

The dragon roared again, dropping down and rubbing its chest against the ground. That didn’t dislodge Remy. From the dragon’s new roar, it only made things worse. The dragon stood back up and folded its massive wings before slamming them together in front. The bony protuberances tipping each bend in the dragon’s wings raked its chest, hitting Remy. I was stunned he didn’t fall off, especially when the dragon did it again, more viciously this time.

Claws! I thought as I ran. If I got behind the dragon, I could ram the Beast’s claws into it and drain its violence before the dragon even noticed me—

I stopped short. The brown Beast was now skulking beneath where Remy was, clearly intending to attack him from behind.

“Hey, wannabe!” I shouted.

The other Beast swung around.

The dragon looked up, too. A lightning bolt punched the ground, but I’d already darted away. The forest fight had taught me to be quick after making any noise near a dragon.

Remy did something that claimed the dragon’s full attention. It flew up, the downdraft from those massive wings almost knocking me over. It only ascended a few hundred yards before bouncing off a previously invisible dome. One glance at the pale, oddly textured structure, and I knew it was made from the same substance as the bridge: the ghostly, detached arms from every defeated opponent who’d dueled on this island.

Dammit, Remy and I would not be joining that tapestry!

The dragon slammed back down onto the top of the island. The incredible impact knocked over more rock pillars and took me off my feet. I got up, worried for Remy even as I squared off against the brown Beast, who got to its feet a lot more nimbly than I had. A stench hit me as it gave a full-throated snarl.

“Tell me that’s not how my breath smells when I’m a Beast,” I muttered, gathering my courage. This was a lighter-colored version of my worst nightmare, and I was about to fight it to the death. My clawed hands started to tremble.

You defeated one as a teenager, Mom and Gran’s voices seemed to whisper to me. You can take down this one, too.

Damn right.

The other Beast ate up the space between us.

Strength, I thought.

That trembling stopped. I braced myself while holding my clawed hands out like knives in front of me. Remy had told me to go full Beast, but I wouldn’t unless I had to.

The other Beast opened its mouth. Rows of sharklike teeth gleamed in the low light.

Speed, I thought, and dropped down right before it reached me. Its momentum sent it over me, and I slid beneath its wide stance to come up behind it. Then I rammed my claws into the closest part I could reach, which was its ass.

Feed, I thought as it howled and swiped behind itself with those deadly claws. Then it bent and twisted to grab me. I moved out of reach, and in this, my smaller, human size helped. I was like a rabid cat twining around the other Beast’s legs while jabbing my claws into every part of it I could.

Feed, feed!

Fire scored along my arms and back. I was fast, but so was this Beast, and its claws were as long as mine. I bit back my screams as I sent more urgency into my demand.

Feed, FEED!

Power flooded me, covering a lot of the pain. The other Beast’s movements became sloppier. Almost drunken. But its claws kept ripping into me even though I kept trying to avoid them. If this Beast had the same life force–draining abilities as mine, I’d be finished. Still, my blood ran hot over skin that was starting to feel dangerously cold. I was moving as fast as I could and the other Beast was slowing down, but I couldn’t avoid those deadly swipes entirely.

Feed, I kept repeating while dizziness competed with the power. Nausea rose, as did that creeping cold. I must be losing blood faster than my Beast or Remy’s power could heal me. Images started flashing in my mind, melding the past with the present.

My mother, smiling when she took the empty plate from the cute, brown-haired boy. “Wow. You were hungry, weren’t you?”

“Still am,” he replied, claws shooting out of his hand.…

Gran’s eyes when she sighted down the barrel of her Ruger at the Beast. “Fuck you,” she whispered, and pulled the trigger.…

Remy, leaning forward while pinning me with that jeweled gaze. “Stop pretending you don’t know what I am. You’re on my lands, but you entered without my permission.…”

A roar shook me out of my near unconsciousness. The other Beast hadn’t made the sound. It was now slumped on the ground. Suddenly, I was no longer clinging to a large monster. I was holding on to the naked thigh of the gangly guy, my blood painting the lower half of his body, the tips of my claws now barely breaking his skin from his abrupt shrinkage.

That roar sounded again, followed by a boom that had to be a lightning strike. If the dragon was aiming lightning bolts, he must have shaken Remy off. How badly was Remy hurt?

I was torn. The Beast’s host wasn’t dead. Only unconscious. Did I stay and finish him off? Or leave to help Remy?

Another wave of dizziness swept me. I pushed through it while assessing my wounds. If I was too injured, I couldn’t help anyone. Okay, the deep lacerations on my arms and legs weren’t life-threatening. I couldn’t see my back, which felt like it took the worst of the damage, but the blood running from it seemed to be slowing and the shallower rents on me were starting to seam together. Remy’s healing abilities plus the added boost of the Beast’s powers were kicking in.

A new sound blasted my ears while the ground heaved and cracked. Seconds later, it happened again. I yanked my claws free, looking around. Had Remy cast the Flay spell?

No, I realized, seeing a huge form fly up before that ghostly barricade stopped it. It was the dragon, drenched in green blood, flying up only to slam itself back down hard enough to open more deep rents into the island. Berserker or no, there was no way Remy could survive if the dragon hit him!

I left the unconscious Beast and staggered up the mountain.






CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


Blood made my fingers slippery as I shoved them into the natural grooves of the boulder in front of me. I used those grooves like handholds when another earthshaking impact by the dragon knocked my feet out from under me. Only my hold on the boulder kept the rest of me from launching into the air, too. Smaller rocks shot out like shrapnel, but my stone barrier acted as a shield, keeping me from being shredded by them.

I’d learned that lesson quickly. I’d also learned to start moving the second those rocky missiles stopped. The dragon only rested a minute before it launched itself into the air again.

At first, I’d thought it was playing a horrific version of Whack-A-Mole, trying to crush Remy every time it smashed back onto the island. Certainly it had reduced much of the top of the island into rubble. But the closer I got, I realized that Remy was still latched onto the dragon. I could no longer see where. But green blood kept soaking the dragon to the point where its chest and entire underbelly were emerald, and long, ragged tears split its scales, either from Remy’s claws or from the dragon injuring itself from repeatedly smashing onto an island filled with upright rock formations.

The dragon couldn’t last long like this. But neither could Remy.

I could tip the balance. All I had to do was leap onto that huge tail and ram my claws into it. I’d killed another dragon within minutes of my Beast feeding from it. I could kill this dragon, too. Or slow it long enough for Remy to finish the job. Whichever came first.

And then I had to run like hell from Remy, of course.

It took two more “shield, run, repeat” processes for me to make it within reach of the dragon’s tail. I slipped in some of its blood as I approached, coating the front of me in viscous green. The dragon didn’t seem to notice me. It also didn’t react when I landed on the lower section of its tail, wrapping my arms and legs around it. Maybe it didn’t notice my weight. Even down toward the bottom, its tail was thick as a tree trunk. But when I stabbed both sets of the Beast’s claws into it, the dragon roared and its tail whipped around like a furious anaconda.

Feed! I ordered the Beast.

The dragon’s tail rose up with dizzying speed only to bang back down again. If not for my full-body grip, I would have been launched off its tail. The impact made me see stars and I felt like I’d been hit by a car.

The ground left my vision again, much farther away than before. Oh God, we were flying. The island seemed to shrink now that I was suddenly looking down on it instead of standing on it. The purple sea surged around the island’s perimeter, its waters frothing whenever one of those huge creatures breached the surface. Then the rocky ground rushed toward us as the dragon dropped out of the sky. Wind stabbed my vision, causing streaming tears. I clutched the dragon’s tail while mentally chanting Strength, strength, strength! at the Beast.

We slammed onto the ground with such force, my guts felt like they liquefied and my vision went black.

When I opened my eyes, I tasted blood and my head rang like a noisy bell. I was also slumped over the dragon’s tail, but not in the same place. I was now at its end where it thinned into a width no bigger than a bamboo tree. Long, bloody rents showed where the Beast’s claws had raked down its length after our bone-crushing impact dislodged me from my original position.

The ground came out from beneath me again, but we weren’t flying this time. The dragon had lifted its tail high. Only the Beast’s claws, rammed in as deep as they could go, kept me dangling from it instead of falling onto the ground.

Maybe I should’ve just fallen, I thought as the dragon turned around to glare at me. Then it stretched its long neck as far as it could go while aiming its tail right over its mouth. Horror crashed through the fog of my concussion as I saw that I was now within biting distance. Jaws the size of an SUV opened beneath me while the dragon’s hot breath rose up to scald me.

The Beast tore at me to get out.

I didn’t fight it. The Beast was the only chance I had. I flung open every inner door I had to let it free—

—the Beast launched itself into the air right as the dragon’s jaws snapped closed. Those massive teeth ended up biting its own tail instead. The Beast landed on top of the dragon’s horned snout, using its claws for traction as it scrambled up the dragon’s head on all fours.

The dragon shook its head like a wolf trying to break the neck of its prey. The Beast rammed its front and back claws into the dragon while biting one of those long crimson horns. Thus anchored, all the dragon’s furious shakes couldn’t dislodge it.

And I saw everything. Every other time, I’d blacked out when the Beast took over. Now I could see through its eyes. I could also feel its rage, hunger, and absolute fearlessness.

I hadn’t expected this from Remy’s power!

I knew the second the Beast began to feed. Ambrosia sang through my veins, dousing a fire I hadn’t known was there. It pulled me under like I’d been rolled by a large, blissful wave. I didn’t resist. I didn’t want to.

Dimly, I felt the Beast stab its claws deeper into the dragon. Wind shear whooshed over the Beast as the dragon flew up again. I barely noticed. More ambrosia flooded me. This wasn’t just violence and life force the Beast was consuming. It was power and the most potent form of relief—

A wall slammed into the Beast’s back, smashing it between that and the dragon’s head. Agony exploded at the double impact, and the Beast’s vision went black. For a dazed second, I didn’t know what had happened. Then I realized the fucking dragon had used the ghost barricade like a battering ram against the Beast.

Wake up! I thought, giving the Beast a mental shake. Hopefully it could feel me the same way I felt it when the Beast was trying to make me do something.

A hazy line of gray tilted across the Beast’s vision as it partially opened its eyes. What was that?

The gray line tilted again, filling with purple before flashing to a big, dark blob that rapidly grew bigger. Oh shit, the gray had been the sky and the purple was the sea. Now we were hurtling toward the ground, and I couldn’t even be sure if we were still on the dragon anymore. That dark blur got closer, until I could see all the rocks we were about to hit. I braced even though I didn’t have a body at the moment.

Pain exploded and the Beast’s vision blacked out again.

I didn’t know how long the impact knocked me out, too. When I could think again, I still couldn’t see, which meant that the Beast’s eyes were still closed. But it was alive. I wouldn’t be stuck in its head like this otherwise.

Wake up! I thought at it again.

No light fluttered into its vision. I wished that the Beast being unconscious meant I couldn’t feel its pain, too, but no. Everything hurt so much I half wondered if it was on fire.

Sound rumbled through the Beast’s ears. Was that a growl? If so, it was close, so the Beast needed to get away right now.

Wake up! I screamed.

Nothing.

Something hot blasted over me and I smelled a foul stench. Fucking hell, the other Beast must be right in front of me! If my Beast couldn’t wake up, I had to fight it myself. I stopped trying to wake the Beast. Instead, I tried to push through it. It felt like flinging myself against a wall made of solid iron. The more I tried, the more I kept bouncing off it.

I forced my panic back. Remy had brought me to the surface before by calling my name. I just had to imagine that I could hear Remy’s voice now. If I really tried, I could almost feel his silky, dark tones vibrating over me the way they did when he called my name in that commandingly sensual way.…

Color exploded in my vision, followed by so much pain I realized I’d only felt a fraction of it when the Beast was at the helm. I tasted blood with every breath, and drawing new ones hurt so much, I breathed shallowly just to space out the agony.

I’d been wrong. It wasn’t the other Beast in front of me. The dragon was lying on the ground beside me, its massive head so close I could reach out and touch fangs as long as my arm. Green splattered the dragon’s huge body, coming from so many deep lacerations that it looked like the dragon had been attacked by a gigantic machete. But the dragon was still alive, and its large eye slowly opened right next to me.

I froze, not breathing, not moving.

Didn’t matter. That red eye narrowed as it spotted me. I could practically see it filling with hatred as the dragon recognized me. Its head swiveled as it snapped its jaws.

I scrambled away despite feeling like my rib cage was stabbing my internal organs. The dragon’s bite missed me. A hiss of rage blasted into me, but the lightning bolt I expected didn’t come. Instead, sparks flickered and disappeared from the dragon’s mouth, as if a light switch had been turned off.

It was too weak to spit lightning. Maybe I had a chance.

I tried to get up and run. My legs wouldn’t hold me. Broken for sure. So were several of my ribs. One was probably puncturing my lungs, given how hard it was to breathe. Still, I could crawl, so I did, keeping a frantic eye on the dragon as I half scooted, half dragged myself backward.

The dragon tried to get up, too. Its legs also failed to hold it. It tried to crawl next. That didn’t work, either. It must be even more injured than I was. But it could still stretch out its neck, and it did, its head sliding along the ground in a serpentine way to chase after me.

Another scramble got me away from its teeth a second time, but not by much.

WAKE UP! I screamed at the Beast. I needed its strength, not to mention its speed.

Nothing. I couldn’t even manifest the Beast’s claws when I tried that next. The Beast was out cold. If my body was reflecting its injuries, I could understand why. I didn’t even know how I was still conscious, but I was starting to wish I wasn’t. Then I wouldn’t see death coming in the form of those huge reptilian jaws getting closer and closer.

I crawled faster. Something hard stopped me. I looked up, seeing one of those jutting rock formations. Dammit, I’d been so busy looking at the dragon that I hadn’t noticed the big fucking rock in my path! Now I had to maneuver around it to get away.

Those huge jaws parted in a hideous smile. The dragon knew I couldn’t make it in time. So did I.

A shadow fell over top of me. The dragon’s gaze lifted the instant before a green-coated monster leapt onto it, both clawed hands stabbing too fast for my gaze to follow.

Remy!

Blood hit me like emerald rain as Remy tore into the dragon’s neck. It tried to bite him, to swivel away, but it couldn’t. The dragon had been too weak to chase me beyond sliding its head after me. Now that fully extended neck was getting hacked to pieces by Remy’s berserker claws.

The other Beast suddenly jumped on Remy. I hadn’t even heard it approach. Hadn’t felt it, either, probably because my Beast was still unconscious. Oh God, no!

Remy twisted around, abandoning his devastating assault on the dragon. One of his abnormally thick arms wrapped around the Beast’s chest while the other arm gripped the Beast’s hips. Then those thick muscles bulged as Remy ripped his arms outward.

The other Beast tore in half at the waist.

I froze. No one had the strength to do that! It took several seconds for me to accept that the other Beast’s body was now in two separate pieces on the ground.

Remy turned back around, raising his clawed hands to tear into the dragon again.

The dragon’s huge body disappeared. Remy landed in a puddle of green where that long neck used to be. Daegal was now ten yards away, covered in his red blood and the dragon’s green. He held out a hand to Remy as he tried and failed to rise.

“Stop!” Daegal gasped out through a throat so torn, I was shocked that he could still speak.

Remy kept coming.

Daegal tried to get up again. He only collapsed back into the same green blood that I was also coated in.

“Let me live,” Daegal urged as Remy grabbed him by his hair. “The Resurrection Stone is on your lands! That’s why I wanted them. Let me live, and I’ll tell you where—”

Remy’s claws slashed all the way through Daegal’s throat.

Daegal’s head stayed in Remy’s hand while the rest of his body pitched forward. Then Remy hurled Daegal’s detached head to the ground and stomped on it.

I must have made a sound. A gasp, a pained breath, something. Remy’s frenzied golden gaze landed on me next.

My Beast finally woke up. I saw Remy through its eyes without asking for that power. Maybe I was too weak to hold it back. Maybe it sensed the living nightmare coming toward it.

Scarlet exploded from Remy’s aura, haloing him like flames from every wildfire nightmare I’d ever had. No threads of white broke through that roaring red wall, either. It was like staring into blood-soaked fury.

I finally understood why Remy’s aura marked him as the most violent person I’d ever encountered while also lacking the dark grays that truly evil people had. I hadn’t really been seeing Remy’s violence when I’d looked at him through the Beast’s eyes. Instead, I’d glimpsed the berserker inside him.

I found myself holding out my hands in much the same way Daegal had, although that hadn’t done him a bit of good.

“Remy,” I said in as calm a voice as I could manage. “It’s me, Raine. I’m not your enemy.”

Those steps didn’t falter. Neither did the seething violence in the berserker’s golden gaze.

What I become will harm anyone, friend or foe.…

“Remy!” He’d called me out from under my Beast before by repeatedly saying my name. I had to try the same with his berserker. It was my only hope. He’d catch me before I could crawl even a foot away. “I know you’re in there, Remy.”

Did his pace slow a fraction?

“Remy,” I said again. “It’s over. You won. You can stop.”

Shit, he was still coming. Was the Beast recovered enough where I could drain Remy’s violence without killing him?

Claws, I thought.

The barest tips came out of my fingers. Dammit, too small to form a tether. I could only scratch Remy’s back with these.

Remy noticed the claws. Puny or no, they made the red in his aura explode like an atom bomb. Shit, shit, shit, bad idea!

“Remy!” I shouted as he yanked me up. His arms crushed my ribs and his clawed hand swung toward my neck. “Remy, wait!”

Those claws stopped an inch from my throat.

“Remy.” Now I could barely speak with his brutal grip, but I forced the words out. “Remy, it’s me. Raine.”

Was that a hint of blue in those burning golden eyes?

“Remy.” Each word felt like razors. The pain in my chest spread. Dark spots started to dance in my vision. “You know me, and you don’t want to do this. Come back to me, Remy.”

His grip loosened, but those claws stayed poised at my throat. One slash, and I’d be as dead as Daegal.

“Remy.”

I stared into his eyes while trying to will him back to the surface. When I saw another flash of blue, I touched his blood-soaked claws. Slowly, I moved them away from my throat.

He didn’t stop me.

I slid my fingers through those deadly claws in a mime of the way Remy had entwined our hands before I fell asleep in his arms last night.

“Come back to me,” I gasped out. “You’re not the monster who kills me. You’re the monster who protects me now, remember?”

I felt the burn from those claws as Remy yanked his hand away. Either I was about to lose my head, or …

“Yes,” Remy said, his voice still animalistically low. “I am.”






CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


Remy’s claws disappeared. His fangs receded, too, as did his beard, until only the smooth skin on his jaw remained. The wild dark hair tangling over his shoulders shortened until it was its usual cropped length. His body lost that monstrous size and settled into his normal, well-muscled physique. Finally, the golden glow in his eyes changed back to aquamarine blue.

And I saw it all while held in a grip that was now whisper gentle. I was so relieved I started to laugh even though it made my lungs hurt even more. “I’m so glad to see you, Remy.”

His lips pressed against my forehead in a fervent kiss. Then a curse left him as he laid me on the ground.

“Don’t talk. You’re too badly injured.”

Another laugh wheezed out. Did he think I hadn’t noticed?

“I’ll never forgive myself,” he muttered as he grabbed a nearby rock shard and raked it across his hand.

“Wasn’t you,” I gasped out, ignoring his “Don’t talk” directive. If these injuries killed me, I didn’t want him thinking that he’d caused them. “Daegal did most of it.”

Remy scooped up some of the dragon’s green blood with his free hand while letting more of his own blood well up from his bleeding palm. Then he spoke in an unknown language before cupping his hands together.

“Drink,” he said when he was finished, holding the mixed blood to my mouth.

I did. It tasted as gross as it looked, but it hit my system like a shot of morphine. My pain dissolved, and after a few moments, I could breathe without feeling like I was being repeatedly stabbed. I was so relieved, I closed my eyes.

When I opened them, I was no longer lying in a pool of dragon blood. I was in Remy’s arms, and he was walking through the smashed, ruined remains of the island.

“How long was I out?” I murmured.

He looked down in surprise. “You shouldn’t be awake yet.”

I cracked a smile. “Probably shouldn’t be alive, either. Thanks for whatever you gave me. It really did the trick.”

I didn’t need to see myself to know his bloody elixir had healed me. I could feel it through every non-aching part of me.

“I passed by Daegal’s detached head a way back,” Remy said. “And the bisected body of the other Beast. I assume I did that?”

He didn’t remember. I could relate. Today was the first time I’d remembered anything from my Beast taking over. “Yes. You were”—horrifying, unstoppable, deranged—“thorough.”

His jaw clenched. “Berserkers used to dress in animal skins and wear the heads of bears or wolves when they went into battle. That way, their fellow warriors knew to stay away.”

A good strategy. I’d never forget seeing Remy tear that other Beast literally in two. Wait a minute … “You killed the other Beast’s host. Are you going to be its new host?”

“No. As you once said, I already have a supernatural Occupied sign on me.”

Right. Only one magical stowaway per person. Even if that wasn’t the rule, if the other Beast had tried to move into Remy’s body, his berserker probably would have eaten it.

But now whoever had drawn the other host’s blood before me or Remy would be that Beast’s new host, and we had no idea who that person was. I might not have seen the last of this monster.

That brought up another question. “You lied when you said you tricked that other Beast you killed into detonating those explosives, didn’t you? You had no need to make it drop a building on itself. You already knew you couldn’t be its next host. Your berserker killed it, right?”

Remy sighed. “Yes. The area was abandoned. That’s why I could let the berserker out without it hurting anyone else.”

And he’d lied to me about that right after fucking me for the first time. It shouldn’t sting so much to realize that, but it did.

“You could have told me the truth,” I said softly. “You knew I understood all about having a deadly creature inside me.”

Remy stopped walking. “If word of what I am leaked, I’d have to step down as Warden. Wardens are required to remain supernaturally neutral, remember? Being inhabited by a creature comprised of the world’s most violent magic negates that neutrality. But before Juli died, she told me I’d need what she was giving me to protect our lands. I thought she was raving. The dying can say … odd things. But Juli had never been more clear-minded, as I realized when I discovered what she’d turned me into. That’s why I also believed her prophecy about you.”

And he’d fulfilled it by “keeping the cage.” He’d fulfilled it so much that now I willingly stayed by his side.

Except Remy still kept huge secrets from me, as he proved by not telling me about his berserker until it had almost killed me. He also knew how much I cared for him, to the point where he’d bet that my Beast wouldn’t kill him because I, its host, loved him.

Maybe I was starting to love him, despite it being way too soon. But maybe I should also reconsider. We’d both faced death today, yet Remy hadn’t said anything about having feelings for me, too. He’d only warned me to hide or to let my Beast out.

Still … his berserker hadn’t killed me. Did it also protect the people its host had strong feelings for? Or was that wishful thinking on my part?

I wasn’t about to ask. The question would expose too much, and Remy already had me at a big emotional disadvantage.

“Daegal said a resurrection thing was on your lands,” I said instead. “He tried to bargain for its location in exchange for his life, but…” I made a chopping gesture.

A sound hissed through Remy that made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. “A Resurrection Stone?”

“Yes, that’s it. He said it’s why he wanted your lands. Does it actually bring people back from the dead?”

“Yes. It does.”

I barely processed Remy’s flat tone. All I could think was, I could see Mom and Gran again! Magic had killed them through the Beast, but this time, magic could bring them back.

“We have to find it,” I said, my voice rising. “And when we do, I call dibs on using it!”

Oh God, if I could have them back, I’d hug both of them until my arms went numb from lack of circulation. I’d scorned spending time with them when I was a teen. So much that I’d had to be forced into going on that doomed camping trip. Now I’d give anything to have them here with me again—

“No one can use it.”

“What?” My head snapped up. “Why?”

Remy’s face was harder than the stones that made up Blood Island. “Magic that great has a terrible price. Plagues, wars, or famines break out when the Resurrection Stone is used.”

My brief hope exploded like a popped ballon, leaving my family’s loss to smash into me again. For a second, it hurt so much I didn’t care about the cost. My family had been stolen from me! Why couldn’t I steal them back? All those terrible things happened anyway in this fucked-up world. Why couldn’t they happen with my family alive versus them being dead?

Just as quickly, I was horrified. How could I even think something like that? What was the matter with me?

Remy stopped walking to stare down at me.

“You see why the Resurrection Stone is so dangerous?” His gaze seemed to cut through to my soul. “Even good people are tempted to do terrible things to bring their loved ones back. Now imagine what powerful creatures would do to bring their former gods back so they could rule over this world once more.”

The thought was so chilling, I shivered even though I wasn’t cold. Yeah, the Resurrection Stone could never see the light of day. I wouldn’t trust myself around it, let alone someone with no morals or qualms like Daegal.…

A harsh laugh escaped me. “This is what Brendan made himself forget, isn’t it? He wiped his mind with that spell because he knew the Resurrection Stone’s location, and that’s what Daegal wanted to know when he captured him decades ago.”

Remy started walking again. “It must be. Brendan also must have revealed that it was somewhere on my lands, even if he didn’t specifically say where. Otherwise, Daegal wouldn’t have tried so hard to acquire my entire territory. If Daegal knew exactly where it was, he would have stolen it already.”

True, though I hadn’t thought of that when Daegal made his desperate offer. Being horrified plus trying to keep myself alive had taken front and center.

“What are you going to do about it now?”

“If Daegal knew it was somewhere on my territory, others must know, too. I need to find it before anyone else does, and then hide it so well, no one knows what continent it’s on.”

And he’d have to do all this without anyone knowing what he was looking for, all while trying not to get killed by the other people who were after it. I fought a shudder. That might be more dangerous than the battle we’d just survived.

“Could Brendan help you with this?” I wondered. “He knew where it was before, even if he made himself forget. He might know how to find it now, too.”

“I’m sure he would, but I can never tell Brendan what Daegal was really after. You can’t, either.”

His emphatic tone surprised me. “Why not?”

For a second, gold specks flashed in Remy’s blue gaze. “Because Brendan would try to use the Resurrection Stone to bring Juli back, and I don’t want to kill my own grandfather to stop that from happening.”

Ice splashed my veins. He loved Brendan, so he couldn’t mean his deadly statement. Could he?

I drench myself in violence … because I am the dam that holds back much, much worse.…

“Who else might know where it is?” I said instead. “Another Records Keeper aside from Brendan? Or maybe another Warden?”

Remy was silent.

“Are you thinking it over? Or is this another secret you don’t trust me with?” I asked with more sharpness than I intended.

“This is new for me, Raine,” he said after another pause. “I’m not used to sharing my most closely guarded secrets.”

“I know,” a feminine voice said. “We were together for years, and you shared none of them with me.”

Zenobia came out from behind one of the stone formations. The end of the fight must have freed her from her protection bubble. How much of our conversation had she overheard?

All of it, her smug expression said.

Remy stiffened. “I gave you a chance to prove you were worthy of that trust, Zenobia. You failed.”

She came closer. “I always knew you were more powerful than you had any right to be. But I had no idea the depths of your secret.” A small, almost heartbreaking smile crossed her lips. “It’s why you made me publicly choose between you and my people, isn’t it? I thought you were merely punishing me for my prior deception. But you were harboring a berserker. That’s why you demanded my unconditional loyalty before you’d make me your céile.”

I almost gasped. Was this true? Was his céile offer to her real, and not a test like he’d told me? If she’d done what he asked, would Remy have permanently bound himself to her?

Remy’s expression hardened. “None of that matters now.”

Shit, that wasn’t a denial.

“Daegal’s death didn’t merely void the contract giving him rights to my lands,” Remy continued. “It also made you the new ruler of Orion, Zenobia.”

My mouth fell open.

Zenobia’s satisfied expression confirmed that. If she mourned Daegal at all, she was doing a damn good job hiding it.

“Now that you know what I am, let me save you the trouble of telling everyone else,” Remy went on curtly. “I’ll turn my reign over to my successor as soon as I’m back in my world. But make no mistake, Zenobia. Even if I’m no longer Warden, I will still make sure that no one finds that stone or uses it.”

“Or, you could do all that while still remaining Warden,” Zenobia said in a casual tone.

Remy stared at her.

I did, too. What was she up to?

Zenobia shrugged. “The humans have a saying: better the devil you know. I know you, Remy. And now I know two very important secrets of yours. Why would I squander that knowledge by sharing it for free when I can hold it over you and use it later?”

“I refuse to sacrifice that stone or even an inch of my territory to you,” Remy said coldly.

She laughed. “I don’t want your lands or that stone. As you said, it’s more trouble than it’s worth. Daegal was the one obsessed with ruling the human world by bringing back the old gods. I, however, like things the way they are, especially now that I rule Orion. I only want two favors in the future in return for my silence about your two secrets. Oh, they’ll be important favors, but I know the lines you won’t cross. Still, there are many lines you will cross.” Her stare turned way too knowing. My hackles rose. “I’m sure we can come to an arrangement when the time is right.”

Say no, Remy. Say no!

“I suppose we’ll see,” he said after a pause.

Hurt punched me right in the heart. That was it? He wasn’t ruling out any nonbusiness favors in their agreement first? He’d ruled out the other things beforehand, and as a Warden, this was hardly his first time negotiating!

Zenobia’s slow smile turned that growing hurt into anger. She knew what he’d failed to omit, too.

Mandal walked out from behind a tall boulder. “The bridge has reappeared.”

No “hello,” no “glad you’re alive,” nothing. Just straight to business. You’d never know that Mandal was the same guy who’d screamed a taunt at Daegal while Remy’s berserker was ripping bloody entry wounds into the dragon.

“Put me down,” I told Remy. “I can walk now.”

He did. I tried to wipe off some of the dragon goo, and quickly gave up. Remy was coated in green blood, too, but with his ripped caftan showing more skin than it covered, he managed to look dangerously sexy instead of gross. The way Zenobia’s brow kicked up as she took in the view said that she agreed.

One day, my Beast might take a bite out of her dragon over Remy.

We walked over to the part of the island we’d first entered on. True to Mandal’s word, the bridge had reappeared.

Something pale and filmy flew by us. I saw with mild horror that it was four ghostly arms. They flew to the front of the bridge, where they lowered themselves and overlapped, forming a new base that could’ve doubled as a spectral welcome mat.

Zenobia’s smile fell, and she leapt over that section as she walked onto the bridge.

I didn’t leap over it, but I didn’t go out of my way to step on it, either. That was more consideration than Daegal would have given, had our situations been reversed. Hell, the dragon would have probably pissed on our spectral limbs.

Zenobia continued across the bridge at a brisk pace. I slowed down and gestured for Mandal to pass me and Remy. Once he did and a little distance grew between us, I stopped.

“You know that Zenobia has more than business in mind with this new arrangement, right?”

Did he just stifle a laugh? “You’re not jealous, are you?”

Of course I was. Zenobia was gorgeous, the two of them had a history, and he’d just guaranteed that they’d be spending more time together. Plus, I had real feelings for Remy, as he more than knew. Why wouldn’t he think I’d be jealous?

Unless he didn’t think we were exclusive? I’d assumed we were, but then again, we’d never talked about it.

“We have company,” Mandal called out.

I looked past Remy to the end of the bridge. The fog was gone, so I could see the ledge clearly again. The sun was now out, too, lightening that former grayish haze into a soft yellow. Mandal was right. A lot more people were on the cliff compared to when we had left.

That wasn’t why I stared. Vines and flowers suddenly erupted along the cliff’s ledge like a nature video on extreme fast-forward. They stopped right before the other bystanders, rising up to form an enclosed canopy. Its floral walls parted to reveal a tall, muscular man. He either wore a very unusual crown or he had horns protruding from his head, their height and breadth reminding me of a twelve-point stag.

Remy stiffened. “The royal prince. I should have known Cormac would tell him what he saw.”

I was surprised. “Cormac could see the fight from here?”

“No. It’s what Cormac saw before the fight that would interest the prince,” was Remy’s grating reply.

“The finger-pressing thing? Do you mean Cormac figured out what you were because your finger came back blue and gold?” I’d noticed all the dragons had been red and the Beasts were black.…

Remy started walking again. I did, too.

“Cormac now knows I have other magic in me aside from being a Warden, yes. The gold color showed that. But he’s Setreg’s cousin, so he won’t ask questions, and the Tuatha Dé Danann don’t care how you win a duel once you’re on Blood Island. They only ensure that no one brings any outside weapons and that the fighting doesn’t start until everyone is on the island.”

“If not that, then why is the prince here?” I kept my voice low. Daegal had been able to hear us when he was on this point of the bridge and we’d been back on the ledge.

“The magic that Beasts come from is the only thing that predates the Tuatha Dé Danann.” Remy’s voice was also low, but something dark in it made me look sharply at him. “They revere that magic, and thus hold the hosts of it in high regard.”

My brows shot up. “He’s here because of me?”

As if to punctuate that, the prince stared at me as Remy and I reached the lower half of the bridge. The prince’s hair was a unique blend of silver and gold, his skin was like sun-dappled sand, and his face was almost cruelly beautiful with those high cheekbones that were a touch too sharp to be totally human.

A hard smile twisted Remy’s mouth. “I told you nearly everyone would want you for the Beast’s power, if it was known what you are. The Tuatha Dé Danann are no exception, although they don’t want to kill you or enslave you. But since you’re a beautiful woman and a Beast’s host, the crown prince will try to entice you to remain here, in his world.”

I gaped at him. “You can’t be serious.”

Remy pulled me against him with open possessiveness. “I’m very serious. He’ll probably try to make you one of his consorts, too.”

I highly doubted that. I was covered in dragon blood, my blood, the other Beast’s blood, and dirt. If there was a “Most Disgusting” contest, I’d win.

Although wasn’t it ironic that now Remy didn’t think jealousy was such a laughing matter? Where had all this pull-me-close stuff been when Zenobia was eye-humping him while negotiating her open-ended “favors”?

Yeah, Remy was taking my feelings for him for granted. If he wanted to keep this relationship, let alone see where it could go, he couldn’t have it only on his secretive, my-Warden-rule-is-law terms.

The Tuatha Dé Danann prince stepped forward. I was now close enough to look into his trademark silver eyes. I expected to see haughtiness in his gaze. Or the blank, thousand-yard stare of someone who’d seen it all and had become bored eons ago. He was a stunning guy who was also a literal faerie prince; how could he not be arrogant and jaded?

Instead, I glimpsed … heartbreak. It vanished quickly, but I’d seen enough of it at my job to recognize it. The prince was hurting deeply and trying not to let anyone see it.

I knew exactly how that felt. Remy might have healed my physical injuries, but his way-too-broad promises to Zenobia had wounded me in a way that no magic elixir could fix. The brief flash of anguish in the prince’s eyes said he knew this kind of pain, even if his had a different, unknown source.

That’s why I smiled at the prince as I slipped out from beneath Remy’s arm. Two could fake at hiding a battered heart.

“Your Highness,” I greeted him.

Gasps erupted from some of the Tuatha Dé. Remy didn’t look happy, either. Had I screwed up by calling the prince that? He was royalty, what else was I supposed to call him?

“My beauty,” the prince’s darkly silken voice replied. A new warmth seemed to shine from his eyes, too.

Okay, he wasn’t offended by how I’d addressed him.

Remy snatched me back to his side. “No,” he growled with barely suppressed violence. “She’s my beauty.”

The prince’s silvery-gold brow arched with all the arrogance I’d expected from him before. “That remains to be seen, my young Warden.”

What?

And just like that, my concern over Remy’s new alliance with Zenobia plus the race to find the Resurrection Stone no longer became the only things on my plate.
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